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For Tony.


We've come a long way baby.
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The Rules of Hard Candy




Follow The Rules or Be Banned. 


	Rule 1: Any more than three spiked items of clothing are banned outside of Goth Night. (See Rule 10. Thanks, Kevin).


	Rule 2: No throwing dice in anger—on Board Game Night or any other night. (This means you, Kevin).


	Rule 3: No raining on anyone’s parade.


	Rule 4: No long tails on Furry Night.


	Rule 5: No bitching on Drag Poetry Night unless you’re the bitch onstage. 


	Rule 6: No contradicting Candy.


	Rule 7: No one other than Candy is allowed behind the bar (unless invited).


	Rule 8: No complaining about Barney’s singing on Karaoke Night.


	Rule 9: Candy’s love life is off limits.


	Rule 10: Goth Night is henceforth known as Prancing Rainbow Pony Appreciation Night. No arguments. (This means you, Kevin).


	Rule 11: No arguing, strongly “discussing,” or fighting in Hard Candy. (Kevin!)


	Rule 12: Any song called “I Want Candy” will only be played at Hard Candy when hell freezes over.














  
  
The Nights





	Monday: Munch Night


	Tuesday: Drag Poetry Night


	Wednesday: Furry Night


	Thursday: Goth Night Prancing Rainbow Pony Appreciation Night 


	Friday: Geek Speed-Dating Night


	Saturday: Karaoke Night


	Sunday: Board Game Night














  
  












  
  
Chapter 1




Candy Blume had run her own bar for long enough to recognize trouble, and the skinny bleached blond who’d just walked into Hard Candy set off a whole bunch of alarm bells.   

For one thing, he was trying too hard. People who came to her bar at five thirty p.m. on a Monday dressed up like an extra for Mad Max were definitely not acquainted with the rules Candy had posted on the door of the neon-pink TARDIS dominating one wall of her bar. Rule One clearly stated that any more than three spiked items of clothing were banned outside of Goth Night. 

And it wasn’t Goth Night. 

It was never Goth Night thanks to Kevin, who was currently sitting with his posse in a back booth arguing over whether or not a black dragon could wipe out an entire Dungeons & Dragons party in one go. 

Candy refocused on the newcomer. There was something about him that was making her feel squirrely, but she couldn’t pinpoint the cause.  

He was short—maybe an inch taller than her five feet nothing—and although he had a cocky, buzz-cut prettiness, he was definitely not comfortable in that outfit. His fake leather biker boots could’ve been pulled from a budget stripper’s prop cupboard and his spiked belt made his stonewash jeans hang off his hips like a five-year-old’s when wearing his dad’s tool belt.

And then there was the jewelry. 

Candy wasn’t averse to a bunch of jewelry. In fact, she was currently wearing enough rings to level half a college football team, but this guy was wearing three spiked dog collars all stacked on top of each other. He’d also decked himself out with spiked armbands, wristbands and—if Candy wasn’t mistaken—a fake eyebrow piercing. And it was all topped off by an exaggerated, crotch-first swagger that risked dislocating his hips. 

This was a soft and squishy person trying to appear tough, and Candy had learned a long time ago that squishy things got squashed.

She supressed a sigh. She was going to have to be nice. She didn’t want to be nice. Nice wasn’t her thing. She left that for the nice people.

She pulled a glass from the rack behind the bar and spritzed herself a Coke. She hadn’t turned the music up yet because the patrons present were here for the conversation—or, more to the point, a verbal skirmish over a dragon’s killing capabilities. 

“Can I help you?” she asked when the guy reached the bar.

Spike Boy froze, his wide-eyed expression confirming her suspicions before he turned up the attitude. “You talkin’ to me?” 

The De Niro tough-guy act would’ve been perfect if his voice hadn’t broken on the last word.   

Candy raised her glass to her lips, making eye contact as she took her time drinking half its contents. She put the glass down. “Yep. I asked if I could help you. Can I get you anything?”

“Yeah, you can. I’m here to ask you something.” Spike Boy tried to regain his earlier bravado, but he couldn’t hide a trace of underlying vulnerability, the kind Candy associated with people like her best friend Sophie, who was way too nice for her own good. Candy’s impression was validated when the guy flinched at a particularly loud bellow from the back of the room, which was followed by a plastic percussive noise Candy knew all too well. 

“Kevin! What’s Rule Two?” Candy yelled without breaking eye contact with the newcomer.

“No throwing dice in anger. But I’m not angry. I’m mildly irritated,” Kevin said in a long-suffering grumble.

“Mildly irritated is what I’m gonna be on your ass if you don’t pipe down. I’m hearing raised voices and dice being thrown aggressively, so here’s how it’s gonna go. It’s my bar, so the damn dragon doesn’t kill anyone. It flies over your little dwarves, elves and whatever-the-hell else, blows them a raspberry, then flutters off to file a tax return on all its gold like a proper dragon citizen. Got it? Or you’re out.”

There was a grumble of protest, quickly smothered as someone wisely put their hand over Kevin’s mouth. 

“I’m so glad we can all agree. And you—” Candy snapped her fingers to get Spike Boy’s attention since he was now staring at Kevin’s booth like a toddler gawping at bears in a zoo. “You wanted to ask me something?”

“Are you . . .  are you Candy Blume?” He smoothed his hand over his hair in what would have been a casual gesture if he hadn’t forgotten he was wearing a wristband with quarter-inch spikes on it.

Alarm bells picked up in Candy’s head again. She’d heard that question a lot over the past two years, usually from debt collectors wanting to pick her bones for money her ex-husband owed them. Spike Boy didn’t look like a debt collector, but neither had the last two leeches. She slipped a hand below the bar to touch the baseball bat she kept within easy reach. After the last time her ex-husband had paid her a visit, she’d decided the time to be caught unawares was over.

“Yeah, I’m Candy Blume,” she said. “Who wants to know?” If this guy wanted to do this conversation in clichés, so could she. With more attitude. While asleep.

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “I’m Matthew . . . Matty.” He thrust his hand across the bar. After a few moments Candy let go of the bat. She made a point of gripping his hand firmly before she picked up her glass of Coke to take another sip.

“Hi, Matty. How can I help you?” 

Matty Last-Name-Still-Unknown glanced around as if taking in his surroundings for the first time: the zinc bar, the steampunk copper coffee machine, the antique beer taps, the giant cogwork sculpture hanging over the back booths and the giant cast-iron chandelier overhead. He focused for a long moment on the prominent portraits of Johnny Rotten and Patti Smith in their cogwork frames next to the shelves of spirits, then turned his attention back to Candy, who, as was customary, had done up her heart-shaped face in Gothic makeup to match her black-on-black clothing. She’d used extra liner this morning, liking how it made her look a little like Kayako Saeki, the vengeful ghost from The Grudge. Sometimes a woman had to paint on the confidence she wanted to feel.

As his eyes reached the top of her head, Candy noted he’d used a whole lot of too-pale concealer to cover up acne across his cheekbones and on his chin. Oh, this guy was so squishy he should come with a warning.

“Gwen didn’t tell me that you had a shaved head,” he said after an awkward silence.

Candy gave him her best fierce scowl. “Gwen?”

“My sister. She went to high school with you.”

“Ah.” Candy’s Spidey senses tingled even more. High school had not been a high point in her life. She’d been reminded as much last night when some idiot had tagged her in an old picture on Instagram of her standing next to her old locker and scowling at her nemesis, popular pretty-boy cliché Trent Green. Trent had been making fun of her hair, which she’d worn over one half of her face because her love of Japanese horror movies was long and studied. The idiot who’d tagged her had hash-tagged the image #happymemories.

Candy had untagged herself from the picture and then reached for the hair clippers.  Minutes later the bathroom floor had been littered with the remnants of her signature black waist-length mop. Sometimes you had to cut the past off.

Running a hand over her short-shaved hair, she looked at Matty suspiciously. “Gwen who?”

“Smith,” Matty said quickly. 

“Smith?” Candy swirled the last of the Coke in her glass. “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell. That’s quite a generic last name you’ve got there.”

“She’s three years younger than you.”

“That would explain it. So, I’m gonna ask again, how can I help you? Or are you here just to tell me your sister’s not up to date on my hairstyle?”

Matty’s Adam’s apple bobbed again. “It’s my twenty-first birthday next week. On Wednesday.” 

A crack formed in Candy’s defenses. “Congratulations,” she said.

“And I wanna hold my party here. I was wondering if I could talk to you about that?”

Candy shifted her head side to side to release a little of the tension. So that was it: geeky gay kid about to turn twenty-one hears that some edgy girl his sister went to school with owns a bar and wants to show his friends he’s now a big boy with a whole new badass personality. It happened sometimes. 

“You want a Coke?” she asked.

“Yeah . . . uh, yes please.”  

“How many people are we talking here?” Candy asked over the sound of ice cubes clinking into a glass.

Matty shifted his weight, obviously trying to get back some of his previous attitude but not knowing how. “Um, maybe a hundred or so. Maybe more.”

“That’s a whole lot of people.” Candy scanned her bar, doing the math. One hundred college-age newcomers in this small space? They’d drink way too much, there’d be security issues, and, if Matty’s outfit was any indication, they’d be trying to live up to their image of Hard Candy by dressing in their Halloween sluttiest. All this meant hard work, likely destruction of property, and the potential alienation of Candy’s regulars. Still, most of her Wednesday night crowd would be out of town attending a furry convention, and if she sent out an email this afternoon, people shouldn’t be too put out . . .

She made a snap decision. “You’d have to rent the whole bar.”

“Yeah. That’s the idea.” Matty shrugged as if it were no big deal.

“I’ll be carding everyone, and I can spot a fake from a mile away. Anyone who tries that shit on me will be out on their ass within seconds. I don’t care if it’s a private party or not.” 

“Yeah. Most—all of my friends—are older than I am. They’re cool.” 

Candy slid the Coke she’d just poured across the bar, noting the way Matty’s hand shook as he picked it up. The crack in her tough exterior widened even more. 

This guy was just a baby. Sure, he was only nine years younger than Candy, but he was a world younger in experience. If Matty Smith wanted to walk on the wild side for his twenty-first, Candy wasn’t going to stop him. And she wasn’t going to destroy his illusions by telling him that the wild side in this case was just a lot of happy, friendly geeks who liked to dress up when they weren’t working regular jobs. 

“Alright, Matty Smith. Let’s talk,” she said, already doing the math on how much to charge. The number her brain came up with was a nice one. A very nice one. “I don’t want to mess around. Are you sure you can afford to rent an entire bar for a night? That’s a lot of money. I’ll need a fifty-percent deposit and there’ll be a minimum drinks charge to make it worth my while.”

Matty’s chin jutted out. “I know. But my bro can afford it.”

Candy tilted her head to the side at this sudden vehemence. Her gut was telling her something still wasn’t quite right here, but still . . . money was money and Candy needed a lot of it right now if she was going to do more than just keep Hard Candy open. 

“Alright then. Let’s work out some numbers, and if they don’t make your brother faint, it’ll be my pleasure for you to have your birthday party at my bar next Wednesday.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Trent Green surveyed his specially designed kitchen with the air of an inconvenienced tyrant. He should have been content. He was surrounded by melted chocolate and sponge cake; his patisserie, Dolce Design, had more work than ever; he’d almost gotten the last of his four siblings through high school; and he was running ahead of schedule on today’s orders.  

Everything would be looking great if it weren’t for his kid brother, Matty, who had spent the past twelve years making Trent’s life hell. In fact, Matty was one of the reasons Trent had scrawled “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger!” in Magic Marker on the wall above his 3D chocolate printer.

Yeah, the words weren’t original, but that didn’t mean Trent hadn’t earned that motto. His parents should have named him Trent “Adversity Crusher” Green, because then maybe he’d be leading the life he’d imagined for himself at age eighteen: working as an award-winning architect, chilling with his friends on the weekends, and playing in the band he’d formed in high school. Maybe he’d have a wife by now, or at least a girlfriend and time for more than casual sex. Instead he’d been given the middle name “Placido,” meaning “serene and peaceful” in his mother’s native Italian. It had caught the attention of the irony police and they had come down hard, leaving him solely responsible for three almost-grown sisters and one pain-in-the-ass brother while running a gourmet patisserie that was regularly visited by San Francisco’s high-strung brides-to-be. As Trent’s nona had said over breakfast, his life contained so much drama that he should write to the networks about featuring him in a reality show. He was beginning to think she was right.

He hunched his phone between ear and shoulder while checking the consistency of the Ecuadorian single-origin chocolate that was halfway to melting in a double boiler. 

“Are you even listening to me?” Matty demanded in his ear.

“I’m listening, but what you’re saying isn’t making much sense,” Trent replied. “You want to hold your twenty-first in a what?”

He could almost hear Matty’s eye-roll. “Like I told you, it’s a steampunk bar. I’ve already talked to the owner and negotiated a price—”

“You, negotiated a price? You? Did you promise them one of your kidneys or two? No, wait, let me guess . . . you signed away the house.” Trent swirled a spoon around the pot, momentarily distracted by the beauty of the moment when all the chocolate pieces melted down in a rush, transforming into liquid heaven. 

“No, I told the bar’s owner she could make you her bitch because you drive me insane. Anyway, like I said, I’ve arranged a price and I just need you to transfer the deposit. She needs it by tonight so she can let her regulars know the bar will be shut for a private function. I said that wouldn’t be a problem.” Matty threw the words down like a gauntlet, knowing full well how seriously Trent took commitments made by himself or his family, especially financial ones.

“So are you gonna tell me the number you negotiated?”

Matty did and Trent immediately autopiloted into a short meditation exercise designed to stop his adrenals from exploding. He pictured himself sitting in a safe, quiet space for a couple of seconds while not focusing on how much easier it would be if he walked out the door, climbed into his car and drove far, far away.

Trent’s safe place was the rocky outcrop in Big Sur that he’d climbed two days after his high school graduation. Back then he’d been free to do whatever he wanted; the world had been open to him and he’d been spoiled for choice. It had been the last time he’d felt like that, because one week later . . .  

Trent forced himself to refocus on stirring the chocolate, even if it meant doing so more vigorously than needed. As the scent of pure luxury wafted up, he concentrated on that. It was almost perfect consistency. Soon he’d be able to work it with the cream he had already sitting out, turning it into a silky ganache. Everything neat, pliable . . . scientifically calculable. If only his family were this easy.

“You gonna say anything?” Matty demanded.

“That’s a lot of money.” Trent cursed himself for not giving his brother a budget. What the hell had he been thinking? Yeah, he could afford it, but that didn’t mean he wanted to spend that much for a bunch of Matty’s friends to get shitfaced. Not when he still had the twins’ college tuition looming in the distance.

“Yeah, but you said I could have my party wherever I wanted.”

“Why do you wanna have your birthday party in a steampunk bar? I thought you wanted to do something that the whole family could be a part of.”

Matty made a noise between an exasperated groan and a sigh. “No, you thought I’d want to do something with family . . . and it’s not like Nona isn’t going to be cooking me a birthday dinner before. This time I want to do something without anyone there who’ll make me feel like crap for existing.”

Trent spotted that for the grenade it was and sidestepped it. Matty always pulled the guilt-trip card when he was trying to sneak something past Trent. He just had to work out what that thing was. 

Trent’s parents hadn’t exactly been cool with Matty being gay. It had taken them dying for Trent to wise up to how different his childhood had been from Matty’s. While he’d been their straight and popular oldest son, Matty had been a weedy, geeky gay kid who was constantly fighting a losing battle to earn their parents’ love. And no matter how much Trent had tried to fix the damage his parents had done in the twelve years since they’d died, Matty was still able to turn the guilt screws on Trent for not being there when he was younger. Some days, when Trent was caught unawares and it worked; some days, like today, he didn’t buy it.  

“What the hell is a steampunk bar? What does steam have to do with punk?” he asked as he took the pot off the double boiler and skirted around his patissier, Rakeem, to carry it across the room.

Matty let out a frustrated growl. “Are you an idiot or something? How could you not know what steampunk is? It’s punk with, like, steam . . .  Like Goth but with more brown leather and cogs. Surely you’ve been asked to design a steampunk cake before now.”

Trent had, but since his little brother was going to bust his balls no matter what, he couldn’t resist the urge to do some busting right back. “And what do cogs and steam have to do with you turning twenty-one?” Trent asked as he set the pot of chocolate on a workbench where he’d laid out all the tools and ingredients for this batch of truffles: scrapers and spoons along with tubs of organic Jersey cream and cups of freshly diced macadamia nuts.

“Nothing and everything! This is about me deciding who I want to be. I’m not a kid and the way you treat me is so disrespectful. You were already taking care of the four of us by the time you were my age! You didn’t have to answer to anyone.”

Right. Anyone except Nona, four grieving siblings, all our Irish relatives in Massachusetts, our Italian relatives in New Jersey, and a whole lot of debt collectors. And that’s not even counting the fact I was breaking every one of Dad and Mom’s rules about how men were supposed to act when I took on running Nona’s cake-making business. 

Trent swiped the back of his hand over his forehead, catching the way Rakeem’s shoulders were shaking with silent laughter. Trent’s family dramas were the constant amusement of his kitchen staff.

“Is the person you want to be someone who’s studied for their finals so they can earn their business degree with a decent grade point average?” 

Trent knew he’d pushed it to far the minute the words left his mouth. The problem was, when it came to Matty, he never got the balance of being a big brother and a father figure right. Trent had tried his best not to ride Matty too hard, but he had so many hopes for his siblings. He wanted them to have high-paying careers in jobs they loved so they never had to repeat his struggles with money. His sister Gwen was well on the way with her medical residency, and the twins, Carlotta and Anna, were headed to college to study law and veterinary science, but Matty had always treated his college education like it was an unpleasant obligation. 

“I just want to know you understand that this life isn’t going to give you any breaks and that your education is important,” Trent said and knew it was the wrong thing yet again when he was met with obstinate silence. He huffed a sigh. “Alright. If this is what you want—a party with your friends and no family interfering—it’s what you’re gonna get. I get it. But this is your birthday and graduation gift combined. Hear me?”

Matty made a spluttering noise. “You’re actually gonna pay for this party? You mean that? Really mean that?” 

“Yeah. I mean that. The whole thing about turning twenty-one is that you can decide what you want to do. I’m not happy with how expensive this party is, but I respect that I didn’t give you a budget, so send me the payment details and I’ll take care of it.”

“Really? Really?”

“Yeah.” Trent allowed himself a smile at the incredulity in Matty’s voice. “Really. Now get off the phone, asshole. I’ve got some truffles to make.”

“Okay! Great. I’ll send through the details now!”

“Yeah, love you too,” Trent said to dead air before putting down his phone and staring blankly at the rapidly cooling chocolate before him. He mentally went through his schedule for the rest of the day—if he got these truffles done, finished hand-painting the other, specially commissioned ones for that art gallery opening and dropped by the hardware store for a new seal for the downstairs bathroom tap tomorrow instead of today, he’d have time to check out this bar.

He’d said there wouldn’t be any family interfering, and he was a man of his word—there would be absolutely no interfering at the party itself. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to check this place out to make sure it was safe. 

Matty might be hard work, but he was Trent’s little brother and he loved him. Sometimes.








  
  
Chapter 3




By ten p.m., the Dungeons & Dragons game at Hard Candy had been replaced by a bunch of regulars from the local BDSM community having their weekly munch.  

As usual, the only sign that this was a group of kinksters was the teddy bear sitting on their table, put there so any nervous newcomers could find them. To anyone else, they were just a bunch of people loudly bickering over which Star Trek series was the best. 

“Can you tell them to keep it down? I’m trying to work here.”

Candy paused in making a cappuccino to study the hulking silhouette of Kevin, who was now sitting in his usual spot at the end of the bar. The light from the chandelier limned his Afro like a halo, fooling one into thinking he was a cuddly black angel in a button-down shirt. 

“What’s Rule Three?” she demanded. 

Kevin looked up from the MacBook he’d been furiously typing on moments before. “This isn’t a matter of Rule Three. I’m not raining on anyone’s parade. I’m just saying that they need to keep it down in order not to rain on mine. I’m trying to create and they’re being disrespectful. I’m at a vital moment in my plot.”

“What part of you sitting in a bar to write factors into this?” Candy sprinkled a generous amount of cocoa powder over the froth on the coffee and wandered his way, placing the Skeletor mug she kept just for him by his left hand. 

“The questionable atmosphere in here is sadly my muse.” Kevin gave her a surly scowl before thanking her politely.

“And what plotty rabbit hole has your muse lured you into tonight?” Candy studied her newly painted black fingernails to hide her amusement.

“My hero has just worked out that his nemesis has infiltrated his cerebral cortex, and he’s about to learn that he can duplicate himself and shrink down to fight for his own sanity, using his neural pathways as micro teleportation devices.”

“Sounds complex.”

“It is. It’s important I get it right.” Kevin went back to furiously typing for a moment and then stopped abruptly, as if remembering something. “I like what you’ve done with your hair. It suits you. I think I’ll base another character on you.”

Candy ran a hand over her head, enjoying the feel of the short stubble. “Can you make this one solvent, with an awesome life? And while you’re at it, have her not take shit from anyone.”

“No, there would be no conflict if she has an awesome life. You’d be better off asking for her to be a chaotic character whose life gets better. And if she didn’t take shit from anyone all the time, she’d be unlikeable. She needs to be at least somewhat likeable. And you’re likeable when you’re not being mean. Sometimes.” Kevin went back to typing.

“Gee, thanks,” Candy said wryly. “Then start her out all chaotic, but make sure her life’s truly amazing by the end.” She rapped her knuckles on the bar to get his attention again. “And while you’re at it, remember I’m closing early tonight so I can pretend the real me has a life. You’ve got to wrap up whatever plot you’re working on by eleven.”

“I’ll try,” Kevin said with a martyred air. “What time are you opening in the morning?” 

“Noon like every other day, but you can come in at ten. Just let yourself in through the back door. Although, I’m gonna need you to walk Barney for me,” she said referring to her English bull terrier, who was currently “guarding” the bed in her apartment upstairs instead of snoozing by the base of the coffee machine. Since no hot food was served at Hard Candy—she had a deal with a couple of nearby restaurants for delivery to customers—she usually managed to get away with having Barney in the bar during nighttime business hours. This was mainly because almost everyone loved him, and he spent most of his non-walky hours snoring out of sight of anyone who didn’t.

Kevin huffed a sigh. “Alright, just make sure you leave out some poop bags.”

“You always say the sweetest things to me.” Candy blew Kevin a kiss, waiting as he predictably caught it and put it in his shirt pocket. It was one of the most adorable advertisements for OCD ever. 

“Hey Candy, can we get a couple more of those daiquiris?” 

Candy turned to see Jake, one of her favorite friendly sadists, standing at the other end of the bar. He was tall and blond and looked hella sexy in a sharp blue suit. 

Candy put her hand on her hip. “You got money to pay for ‘em, big boy?”

“I got more than that for you.” He gave her a grin that would have melted her on the spot if she wasn’t completely off men, especially alpha men with a proclivity for spanking. “Love your hair by the way,” Jake said. “It makes you look even sexier.”

Candy rolled her eyes as she plucked a bottle of Bacardi off the shelf. She expertly added some crushed ice to a shaker and then followed it with a squeeze of lime, some simple syrup, and the rum. “Is that even possible? I thought I was the sexiest woman alive.”

Jake frowned thoughtfully, then raised his voice to be heard over the sound of the shaker. “I didn’t think it was possible to enhance perfection, but you’ve managed it.” 

“You’re only saying that so I don’t put strychnine in your cocktails.” Candy poured the drinks into two chilled glasses and slid them towards him, collecting his money and putting it in her old-fashioned cash register. “Hey, while you’re here sexually harassing me, would you know anyone who wants to do some bar work next Wednesday for a private function? Women preferable. I’ll take men, too, but no handsy assholes. We’re talking around one hundred college-age kids coming to a twenty-first, and I’ve got no idea if they’re going to be angels or demons from hell.” 

“Might do. How many bodies do you need?” he said, suddenly all business. Jake was a band manager and knew a lot of out-of-work musicians.

“Around two or three should do it. One on the door, one to help me serve drinks and maybe one spare if I can’t talk Kevin into being here.” She ignored Kevin’s snort. 

Jake nodded. “I’m on it. What’s the best way for them to get ahold of you? Messaging okay?”

“Yeah, but I’d rather meet them in person. Before Monday preferably.”

“Done.” 

Candy spent a moment watching him return to his table. Since her divorce two years ago she might have decided men weren’t worth the energy, but that didn’t mean she’d given up looking at them.  

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket and she pulled it out to see a message from her ex-mother-in-law. 

Candy, we need to talk about Billy. It’s urgent. Don’t ignore this. Please. 

Her entire body tensed.

“Kevin?” she asked.

“Typing.”

“Can you man the bar for a couple of minutes?”

“Can it wait?”

“Nope. I’ve got to make a call and it’s gotta be private. It’ll only be five minutes. Pretend it’s research for that kick-ass character you’re gonna base on me.”

Kevin frowned. “What about Rule Seven?”

“I’m waiving Rule Seven for now, and I’m also thinking of waiving it next Wednesday for that private party if you’re interested in helping out. But you have to act like a proper barman if someone orders something you don’t approve of. Not the Drinks Police. Got it?”

His eyes brightened. “Are you giving me the keys to the register?”

Candy reared back. “Not on your life. You’ll only try and reorganize my cash drawer. And I am definitely not in the mood to be lectured about tidiness. If someone needs change or wants to pay with a card, tell them I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Okay.” Looking long-suffering, Kevin allowed himself to be ushered behind the bar. The minute he got there he started frowning at the shelves that were normally hidden from the customers’ view. “You could really organize this place more—”

Candy pulled the key out of the register, jamming it into the front pocket of her jeans. “Don’t want to hear it. If there’s anything urgent, just knock on the door. And remember, no tidying or sorting anything, or there go your coffee privileges and my benevolence in not requiring a minimum drinks order for your D & D games. Don’t push me. I’m psychically watching you.” Candy pointed two fingers at her eyes and then at him, grabbed her phone, then walked the two steps to her shoebox-sized office and closed the door behind her.

Leaning against it, she finally let the dread she was feeling overwhelm her for one long moment before pulling herself together.

Marlene answered the call straight away, her words coming out in a harried rush. “We need to talk about Billy.”

“Yeah, I saw that from your message.” Candy glanced around the tiny room, barely seeing the trays of receipts, shelves of files and the ancient PC sitting on the makeshift desk she’d concocted from an old hardwood door and bricks she’d found next to a dumpster. She’d once had a proper desk, but she’d had to sell it to pay off the credit-card debt Billy had racked up to supply his habit. With its crumbling red bricks, the substitute desk actually fit the bar’s vibe better than the old one. Candy knew she’d find that funny one day.

“Billy’s finally, finally agreed to start going to Narcotics Anonymous,” Marlene said. Only someone who’d lived with a junkie in their home could understand the relief in her voice.

Candy closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the door. “Good for him.” 

“And since it’s such a huge step I was thinking that it would be great if . . . maybe we could both go to his first meeting. To show our support.”

The words hung in the air for a moment. Hurt that Marlene would think she’d even consider this, Candy spoke before she caught herself. “Why should I care, Marlene? He took everything from me. My home, my life savings, most of my friends and a big chunk of my self-respect and dignity. And then, after I told him that I was divorcing his ass, he broke my arm. So give me one good reason why I should waste one more minute on him.” 

“You had some years of happiness. It doesn’t serve anyone to pretend otherwise.” Marlene’s words contained the gentle censure that killed Candy a little bit more every time she heard it. “Just think about it. That’s all I’m asking. The meeting is next Wednesday. I’ll message you the details and call you again once you’ve had time to think. Bye now.” With that Marlene hung up, leaving the small sense of happiness Candy had built of late lying shattered at her feet.

She swiped the back of her hand over gritty eyes that had been dry of tears for nearly two years—ever since she’d learned that the man she’d once loved more than anything no longer existed. “Fuck.”










  
  
Chapter 4




Trent stared at the heavy wooden door in front of him, which, with its large bolts, resembled the entrance to a medieval castle or a dungeon. There weren’t any signs on the door saying if the place was open, or if it was even a bar. Just the scorched words “Hard Candy.”   

He checked his phone for the details Matty had messaged through. The Mission District, just off Mission Street.  Yeah, he was in the right place. He just wasn’t sure what kind of place this was. 

He glanced from side to side, taking in the fifties-themed laundromat to his left. An Elvis track was playing on a jukebox, and the people inside seemed to be having a good time—or as much of a good time as someone could have washing their underwear. On the other side of Hard Candy was a restaurant specializing in Peruvian home cooking. If the smell of the food was any indication, it was worth investigating later.  

On down the street, Trent could see a popular bar that he remembered hitting up, armed with a fake ID on his eighteenth birthday. Not long afterwards, his parents had died, leaving him working too many jobs with too much responsibility. It was one of the reasons he’d given Gwen and now Matty the chance to have a birthday blowout on their twenty-first. Gwen had asked for a gift card at her favorite bookstore instead of a big party, but Matty wanted this. 

Shrugging off a small twinge of self-pity that always came with thoughts of what could have been, he refocused on the bar in front of him. There could be anything behind that closed door, which had him worried. Despite Matty’s attitude, Trent’s brother had all the survival instincts of a limping chicken buying a package tour of Gator Island. 

Out of all his siblings, Matty was the one Trent worried about the most. Matty’s unique combination of naiveté and arrogance acted like a red flag to the wrong crowd, and Trent often found himself lying awake at night imagining all the trouble a lippy gay kid could get into if they ended up in the wrong bar. This was a great  neighborhood but that didn’t mean there weren’t assholes here.

And with Matty wanting to have his party in a bar named Hard Candy . . .  well, Trent couldn’t be blamed for being concerned. The problem was, Trent’s baby brother had already made an agreement with the owner, which meant that unless the place was an obvious front for some kind of underworld operation, Trent was obliged to pay the deposit. The expensive deposit.

Bracing himself for some seedy dive, Trent pushed open the door and was met with . . .

“The Love Cats” by The Cure? 

Feeling disoriented, he took in his surroundings and experienced an old kick of inspiration. Twelve years ago, he’d been completely caught up in the image of himself as an architect, designing unique spaces for people who’d appreciate his talent.

And this place was definitely unique.

The floor was covered in reclaimed boards that had been painted in black enamel except for every tenth board or so, which had been painted a dull gold. The huge cast-iron chandelier hanging from the pressed-tin ceiling should have been overpowering, but it wasn’t. Instead it complemented the distressed brown-leather booths, the zinc bar, and what was either a Victorian-era steam engine or a copper coffee machine made up of old-fashioned levers and taps. Even the beer taps looked like antiques, resembling the faucets from a claw-foot tub in some old haunted English mansion.

The entire back wall was taken up by a kinetic sculpture that featured a series of turning cogs backlit in neon blue. And in an odd, whimsical touch, there was an old-fashioned British police box painted bright pink to the side of the discreetly lit room. “TARDIS of the People” was written in scrolled cursive across the top of the door, and below it was a chalkboard bearing a numbered list written in very small print. 

There were a bunch of people conversing in the booths next to the backlit sculpture, but far from the gay-bashing gym bros Trent had anticipated, they all looked like regular citizens who’d dropped by after a hard day at the office. 

He allowed himself to relax. Yeah, this was cool. It seemed welcoming, non-judgmental, safe . . . Maybe he’d underestimated Matty. Again, like always, a small voice echoed in his head, driving home the guilt he always felt when he got it wrong with his little brother.

Who wouldn’t want to have a party somewhere like this? It even smelled great. There had to be incense burning somewhere, and the smoky-exotic scent was inviting rather than overpowering.

Trent turned his attention back to the bar, where a hulking barman with an impressive ‘fro was studying him with a frown, as if he was ready to pound on anyone who insulted his place. Trent could respect that. A big barman meant security. This guy looked like he could handle himself.

He wandered over and settled on a barstool made from a repurposed vintage tractor seat. “This is one helluva place, man,” he said. 

“I like it,” the barman replied abruptly. 

“I think I might too.” Trent studied the shelves of spirits displayed against a bevelled and etched mirror. Anyone who owned a place like this wouldn’t want it trashed, which meant they’d probably keep an eye out for drugs or bad behavior. The barman alone looked like he could take care of an army. 

“Hey, my kid brother is thinking of having a party here next week and I was wondering how strict you guys are,” Trent said.

“There are rules here.” 

The way the barman spoke implied the rules were strictly enforced. 

“That’s good, that’s really good.” Trent reached into his wallet, pulled out twenty five dollars and pushed the notes across the bar. “Johnnie Walker on the rocks.” He tried to keep his voice as casual as possible, not wanting to betray the fact that he hadn’t been in a bar in a non-work situation for over three whole years. That last time had been at a bachelor party for a high school buddy. 

Trent had left early when it had dawned on him that he couldn't relate to any of his old friends anymore. They’d known him as the prom king headed for college with everything he could ever want, not the substitute father who was wading through neck-high debt while looking after four siblings. While his high school friends had been goofing through their first years of college, Trent had been working three jobs to meet his household’s expenses. And when he hadn’t been doing that, he’d been struggling to learn how to communicate with the brother and sisters his ultra-traditional parents had taught him were his inferiors. 

He wasn’t so stupid to think the attitude adjustment wasn’t ultimately a good thing, but it also meant he had a whole lot of trouble relating anyone who’d been a part of his old life. The lonely realization had only been tempered by the knowledge that one day—maybe once he’d finished paying off the twins’ college—he’d be able to work out who he was and get his life back. 

Maybe he’d even be able to come somewhere like this without worrying about neglecting his responsibilities. The thought cheered him. The twins would be done with school in four years. Four years wasn’t all that long. 

The big guy behind the bar looked at the money. “Are you going to want any change?” 

A wave of goodwill overtook him. “Nah, man. Keep it all.”

“Alright.” The barman turned and studied the shelves, readjusting the position of bottles here and there with an air of intense concentration, acting as if he had all the time in the world. It felt like an age, but he eventually reached for a bottle of bourbon, carefully measuring out a single shot over ice cubes before wordlessly sliding it towards Trent.

“Thanks.” Trent took the glass, figuring the care in making sure the measure was right was another good sign; the last thing he wanted for Matty’s party was a generous barman. Matty had never had a head for booze, and for some reason Trent never understood, his little brother had spent the past three years sucking up to a bunch of frat boys and sorority girls. Trent wouldn’t trust them not to do something shitty if Matty was out of it. Having almost been one of those frat boys, he knew exactly the type of shit they’d try and pull. 

He took a sip of the whiskey, glancing at the group of laughing people at the back of the bar and finally letting himself relax. The people in here were a world away from Matty’s usual crowd. Hell, those guys even had a teddy bear on their table. No wonder Matty liked it here. 

Knowing it’d put him in Matty’s good books for the first time in a year, Trent got out his phone and transferred the money for his brother’s party on the spot. 

Trent barely had a chance to bask in the glow of doing a good deed before someone walked in, the music from the laundromat clashing with The Cure for a few notes before the door slammed shut again.

The newcomer was obviously a regular because she started chattering straight away. 

“Well hello you gorgeous people! Kevin, you look great. I read your latest book. It was so awesome. I loved the ending. It really took me by surprise.” 

Trent glanced over his shoulder at the familiar voice, his eyes widening as he took in a curvaceous blonde in a neon-blue shift dress and red heels. She had legs that went on forever and waist-length hair that surrounded pretty, girl-next-door features.

Trent knew that face. He remembered that face contorted with angry tears the last time he’d seen it. It wasn’t a high point in his past. 

“Sophie Grey?” he said, but she didn’t hear him. Instead she walked over to the booth housing the group with the teddy bear, her voice the same bubbly rush of words that Trent remembered from high school. 

“Hey guys! Oh my God, you all look great! Atsuko, how did your shibari workshop go? When was that? Two months ago, right? I would’ve loved to come, but Ian’s not really into being tied up. I’m not really into being tied up either, but I’m pretty sure Ian would try it if I ever said the word, just to stop me from bustling around the place all the time.” 

Sophie laughed, and the sound brought an uneasy smile to Trent’s lips even as he tried to work out how he’d manage this situation. He also made a mental note to look up “shibari.” Raising three sisters and a little brother right through his twenties had left him feeling completely out of touch with his own generation.

“Hey, you never know, you might like it,” replied a woman with a sweet, round face and short wavy hair.

Sophie continued talking. “I might. I mean, I haven’t tried it! But Ian’s super bossy so that counts, right? Not that you guys need to hear that. Anyway, you know what I’m like—I’ll talk to you all night, and I know you’re here to catch up and meet new people. If any of you ever want to holiday in Napa just give me a yell. It’d be great to show you around.” 

With a cheerful wave, she turned on her heel and fronted up to the bar, turning a hundred-watt grin on the barman. 

“Hey, Kevin, can you pour me a Jack and Coke? I totally need it. I was just at this big, schmoozy charity fundraiser thing Ian’s friend Sean organized and I’m really craving something to help me unwind. Ian might feel at home with all that money sloshing around but I’m not. I had to drink two glasses of wine just to calm myself down so I didn’t talk some tech bro’s ears off and scare his money away.”

“You’re talking a lot now, so I don’t think it worked,” the barman said.

Sophie tapped her bottom lip with her finger, wrinkling her nose. “You’re probably right, but I don’t have to worry now that I’m around friends, do I?” She slid her backside onto the barstool three down from Trent, giving the barman an inquiring look. “Where’s my girl?”

“On a call in her office. She said she’d be back in five minutes. She’s got the key to the register.”

Sophie nodded solemnly. “I thought it was kind of strange, you being behind there. She temporarily breaking Rule Seven?” The way she said it implied that the last two words were capitalized.

“Yeah.”

Trent knew he had to make his move now or not at all. He’d known this day would come. In fact, he’d intended for it to happen two years ago at a high school reunion he’d helped organize, but he hadn’t been able to attend it due to his sister Anna breaking her arm at cheerleading practice. He’d spent that night in a hospital waiting room, catching most of the pictures of the reunion on Instagram. People had seemed like they were having a good time. Most of them. There’d been one picture of a group of his old friends with Sophie in the background. She and the person she’d come with hadn’t been tagged but they’d been instantly recognizable. It had been obvious they’d not been enjoying themselves. 

Bracing himself, he cleared his throat. “Sophie? Hey, it’s me, Trent. How long’s it been? Twelve years? It’s good to see you.” 

If he expected a friendly reaction, he didn’t get it. 

Sophie’s head jerked around, her mouth opening in a large O before she reached out and rapped her knuckles on the bar in front of her. The gesture took Trent straight back to high school, when she and her friend would knock on wood whenever he was around as if to ward off the devil. At the time he’d gotten a thrill out of being their big bad wolf, but seeing Sophie do it now gave him a sharp pang in his chest.

When she finally spoke, her tone was urgent. “Trent Green? What are you doing here?! You can’t be here! Not here!”

“He walked in five minutes ago. Was I supposed to tell him to go away? Do you want me to make him go away?” the barman asked.

Trent held up his hands. “I can leave if you want. I don’t want any trouble. But first I’d like to say that I’m sorry—” 

“Does Candy know you’re here?” She turned to the barman. “Did Candy let him in here, Kevin?”

Trent’s gut lurched as he added two and two together. The bar’s name, Sophie’s presence . . . “This is Candy Blume’s bar? Hard Candy is Candy Blume’s place?” 

Adrenaline started coursing through his system. He’d known for over a decade that this day was coming. That it needed to come. But he’d always pictured orchestrating it himself, not having it sprung on him when he wasn’t prepared.  

Sophie stared at him. “You didn’t know? How could you not know?! You mean you didn’t come here to cause trouble? Because if that’s your intention, I’m gonna be the first in line to shoot you, Trent Green.” She knocked on the bar again. “And I know a few other people who’d be right behind me. There’s no way in hell you’re gonna mess with my friend ever again.” She jutted her jaw out, managing to look as fierce as a bunny rabbit guarding a carrot patch.

Trent leaned back at the vehemence of her words. “I’m not here to cause problems. I genuinely had no idea this was Candy’s place.” He saw the disbelief on Sophie’s face. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have turned up out of the blue like this, thinking I’d be welcome.”

Sophie opened her mouth to say more but was interrupted when someone else spoke first.

“You’re not.” 

Trent swiveled around, saw the woman standing in an open doorway behind the bar, and took a walk straight down memory lane into a brick wall: Candy Blume, twelve years older and with even more attitude than she’d had in high school. Surrounded by thick liner, her almond-shaped eyes flashed pure “fuck you.” She was also still whipcord-lean and dressed in black. Tonight it was black jeans and a black lacy camisole. 

The short hair was new. 

In high school, she’d had long hair that had hung over her face like the scary girl in The Ring. In fact, she still looked like she’d be at home stealing human souls. Her long dagger-shaped earrings looked lethal, and there was enough jewelry on her fingers to function as knuckle dusters, capable of sending whoever she wanted to their maker.

“Candy. Wow. How long’s it been?” The minute the words left Trent’s mouth he knew they were a mistake. He’d pictured this moment so many times, imagining how he’d handle the situation, what he’d say. He just hadn’t imagined it would be like this.

He’d always wondered where Candy had ended up. Rumor had it that she and Billy Lineman had married straight after graduation and that she hadn’t even applied to go to college. Trent sometimes wondered if maybe he’d played a part in the latter decision.

Over the years, he’d tried to make contact on social media so that he could arrange to meet her in person and apologize, but all her accounts had been private. And the few times he’d tried to work out how to get ahold of her through old high school friends, he’d always hit a wall. Candy’s crowd and Trent’s crowd had never been all that friendly, especially after what had gone down at their high school graduation.

She’d turned up dressed like the Bride of Frankenstein to the reunion, no doubt to stick it to him. For the past two years he’d imagined over and over how he would have handled that meeting, how he would have worded the apology, how he’d have fielded Candy’s reaction. 

“What the fuck are you doing in my bar, Green?” Candy snarled before slicing a hand through the air. “Actually, don’t answer that, just get out.”

“You heard her. You should leave now,” Sophie said with an edge of steely determination. “Do I need to call Ian?” Sophie asked Candy. “He just dropped me here on the way back to our hotel, so he’ll only be five minutes away.”

Candy gave a sharp shake of her head. The daggers hanging from her ears glinted in the light. “No, he’s leaving.”

Trent held his hands up in the air. “No need to escalate this. I’m going. I was just here to check your bar out because my brother Matty told me he’d arranged to have his party here.”

“That was your brother?” Candy’s eyes widened, and she began vehemently shaking her head. “No way. There is no way he’s having his party here. There is no way I’m going to wait on anyone from your family, you jackass. Now get out!”

“You heard the lady. I’d leave quietly if I were you.” This came from a blue-suited blond guy who’d come over to see what the fuss was about.

Trent saw only hostile faces and knew he was beat. As he stood up, frustration at himself and at the situation made his next words come out precisely the wrong way. “I’m going. But I want that refund. Tonight,” he said before walking for the door.

“It’s coming back to you right now. Asshole!” Candy yelled, and he turned to see her giving him the finger while Sophie regarded him with an expression usually reserved for people who abandon puppies on roadsides.

Feeling like the lowest form of life on the planet, Trent stalked out to the curb where his car was parked and climbed in, slamming his hands on the steering wheel in frustration. In all the different ways he’d imagined apologizing to Candy over the years, getting thrown out of her bar hadn’t been one of them. And he sure as hell wanted to know how his little brother had known that Candy Blume owned a bar less than ten minutes away from Trent’s store. 
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