
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]

The Cold Fingers​ Collections

the complete Christopher Minnick trilogy

by

Amy Spector


​​The Cold Fingers Collection - the complete Christopher Minnick trilogy

Copyright © 2025 Amy Spector

All rights reserved.

www.amyspectorauthor.com


The Cold Fingers Collection

The Complete Christopher Minnick Trilogy

Love. Death. And everything in between.

Ten years ago, Cold Fingers introduced readers to Christopher Minnick—a reluctant hero with a sarcastic tongue, an oddly endearing circle of friends, and his fair share of hangups. Now, in celebration of its 10th anniversary, the complete trilogy is collected in one delightfully macabre box set.

Christopher's life may not have been perfect, but his death is a pain in the ass.
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Cold Fingers

Books 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


About Cold Fingers
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Christopher Minnick is at a bad place in his life. Turning thirty and newly out of the hospital, the last thing he wants to do is attend a birthday dinner, even one thrown in his honor.

When he is introduced to a friend’s godson, things just might be starting to look up.

Or are they?

Victor Polidori seems like the perfect man. He’s clever, attractive and interested. But, even as Christopher finds himself falling in love, there are some things that just don’t add up. And when bodies start disappearing, Christopher knows he needs to get to the bottom of it.

Will Christopher find his happily ever after or is it true what they say? All the good ones are either married or straight. Or they’re necrophiliacs.
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​​Dedication
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Dedicated to my mother, with her love of things horrific.

Let’s just pretend you didn’t read the naughty bits.

Without obsession, life is nothing.

— John Waters



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Prologue
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Love is the feel of cold fingers.

I remembered the words as well as if I had said them myself. The imagery of them had haunted me, had kept me awake at night.

“And how do you feel about him now? Was seeing him again a disappointment?”

Dr. Anthony’s question brought me back to my surroundings and away from my memories of damp grass and the smell of freshly turned earth.

“Disappointment?” I asked, unable to imagine why she thought seeing the man again could ever leave me disappointed.

“Yes. You know. Did he live up to all your memories? Or did those two years give him a rosy tint?”

I thought about that; Dr. Anthony watched quietly from the chair across from me. She was a pretty woman. Not young, or at least older than myself, but wasn’t youth relative? Wasn’t everything? When I was ten, I distinctly remembered thinking my mother was practically at death’s door. She was thirty-two: the same age I was now.

“No,” I answered, grabbing a tissue to shred from the box placed strategically on the coffee table between us. Placed no closer to me than to her, as if at any moment either one of us could break down.

“No?”

“No. He was as perfect as I remembered.” And seeing him again had caused a weight that had been pressing down on me to disappear. It was as if I had been holding my breath since the moment Vic disappeared from my life.

Dr. Anthony tapped her pen against her notebook, studying me as if trying to read something in my face.

“But you didn’t always feel that way, did you, Christopher?” She tilted her head slightly, eyes still watching me. “You were the one who broke it off.”

“I know,” I snapped and then laughed, giving her a guilty smile. “I know I was the one who ended it. And I remember why.”

“So do I.” Her perpetually calm voice was beginning to grate on my nerves. It didn’t normally. “But I’d like you to explain it to me again. Why did you feel the need to end it?”

I dragged my hands through my hair, pulling a little and concentrating on the sting. “I thought he was a necrophiliac.”

“Yes. So, you no longer think that’s true?”

I thought about it. I played those old memories through my mind, the ones I had revisited and revisited a million times before, and the ones from the last few weeks.

“No.” I fought the smile I felt tugging at my lips. “Now I’m positive.”
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​Chapter One

[image: ]




Two Years Before

I pushed through the door of Bel Poisson and instantly regretted my agreement to the entire evening.

I could see Lee standing at the far end of the restaurant, glass of wine in hand, entertaining everyone at the table with what was sure to be one of his theatre stories. Weren’t they always?

The table broke into laughter, and I knew I had been correct.

I slowed my approach, fiddling with the sleeves of my sweater, too large now after my hospital stay. I hadn’t wanted to come out at all, but Lee had been insistent that out was exactly where I needed to be. Of course, Lee wasn’t the one turning thirty, newly out of the hospital and looking like death warmed over.

“The birthday boy has arrived!”

I forced a smile when the table erupted in applause at Lee’s announcement, and he grabbed my hand to pull me to the seat to his right.

Lee was nearing seventy, but still handsome in an old Hollywood sort of way. He had worked on Broadway, off Broadway and, in more recent years, off-off Broadway. There had even been a time that Lee, in what he referred to as his rebellious period, had left the stage to star in a number of sleazy horror flicks. Tits and Gore films, Lee called them.

One of those old movies had been the only reason the two of us had met. We hadn’t exactly run in the same circles. I had made an impromptu stop at a little, run-down theater on the North end that showed long-forgotten horror films, late night on weekends. I’d slipped into a chair after the lights had gone down, only to find myself seated a few chairs over from a gray-haired, old gentleman who loudly heckled the film throughout the entire eighty-nine minutes.

It had been Lee, the star of Doctor Horror’s School for Girls, himself.

“He fought me, but I insisted that we just had to celebrate his special day.”

I dropped into the chair, waving to the congregation. I seemed to know nearly everyone, which was a relief. There were only a handful of plus-ones—girlfriends, boyfriends and a number of spouses—I had never met, and still most of them I recognized from photos.

The only person I couldn’t account for was the man right across from me, dark-haired and seemingly unattached to anyone at the table. Lee’s date? I couldn’t quite imagine it. He had his moments but had really never been much of a manther.

“Christopher?” I turned to Lee. “I want you to meet my godson, Binky.”

I fought a snort of laughter. Not well enough judging by the look on the guy’s face.

“Yeah, only Lee calls me that.” He extended a hand across to me. “Everyone else calls me Vic.”

“He’s called me worse,” I joked, taking the offered hand, and Vic smiled. It was one of those big, wide, white smiles that made a person look like they had too many teeth, and that I happened to have a weakness for, when accompanied by a handsome face. Vic’s was a handsome face—wide mouth, a slash of dark brows over very dark eyes, and a well-shaped nose. It was too large to be delicate and yet not quite prominent.

“Well, thanks for coming,” I said, when I realized I had been staring.

Vic smiled, a look in his eyes and a curve to his lips that told me my evaluation hadn’t gone unnoticed and, joy of joys, hadn’t been unwelcome.

“Well then,” I said, smiling again, before turning my attention to Lee.

He asked for more wine for the table, and everyone placed their order. I chose a blackened salmon and Caesar salad with anchovies. It sounded divine after more than three weeks of hospital food and almost that many of fast-food burgers.

“That kind of salt will kill you,” Lee chided before turning to answer a question from one of the plus-ones to his left. I rolled my eyes and glanced around the table at everyone already busy in their own conversations.

“Lee tells me you’re an antiques dealer?”

I turned at Vic’s voice to find him smiling at me.

“Yes. Glass and furniture, mainly, though I dabble a little in a lot of things. I have a small shop on High.”

“Sounds interesting.”

I laughed at that. “No it doesn’t.”

Vic’s smile grew wider. “Well, maybe not the glass and furniture so much, but dabbling always has potential.”

“And what do you do?”

“Vic is a surgeon, Christopher,” Lee turned to interject, giving me a wink.

“So, what kind of surgeon?” I was seriously afraid he’d say cosmetic. I had no doubt Lee had at least two on speed dial, and I would have been lying if I said it wouldn’t have lessened my attraction to the guy.

“Trauma.”

“Oh.” Well, that was different. “I’m sure that actually is interesting.”

“Stressful is probably a more apt description.”

He gave me another one of those smiles that looked anything but stressed, and I smiled back.

By the end of the evening, I was happy Lee had talked me into the night out. So much so, that I didn’t even mind when a cake arrived at the table topped by enough candles to light a midnight Mass.

Well, I didn’t mind too terribly.

***
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I’d just finished saying my goodbyes to Nathan and Amber, a couple with a shop just down from mine. I had promised to stop by the following week, to help them identify the age of what they thought was probably a Scandinavian trunk, when Lee came to stand beside me.

“I’m glad to see you looking so much better. You had me worried there for a few days.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” I really did. It was nice to know there was still someone that worried after me. “I also really appreciate this evening. I had a good time, and I think I needed it.”

He patted my shoulder before slipping into a long coat in a soft gray. It worked with his complexion and the silver of his hair.

“I want you to take care of yourself, Christopher. You need to be with people, and none of this running yourself ragged at that little shop with what amounts to no help. You need money, you come to me.” I didn’t even know what to say. “And you come visit. I only have you and Binky now, you know. And don’t just text. I despise all these texts. People need in-person, face-to-face. It’s healthier.”

I pulled Lee into a tight hug, thanking him again, before he headed out of the restaurant door and to the curb. Through the front window, I watched him claim his car from the valet, and waved when he held up his hand in a final farewell.

He was probably the closest person I had in my life, more like family, really, than a friend.

“Did you need a ride home?”

I turned to give Vic a smile. “Thanks, but I just live down the street.”

“Could I walk you home, then?”

I almost said no. “Sure.”

We said our goodbyes to the last few stragglers before pushing our way out onto the sidewalk. I pointed north, and we started in that direction.

“So,” I began after a few moments of silence. “How is it that Lee dragged you out here this evening.”

Vic laughed. “I asked to tag along, actually.”

I turned to find him watching me, a smile on that lovely mouth. It was flattering really, and it had been a good long time since I had noticed anyone looking at me in that way.

“Why in God’s name did you want to do that?”

“I was curious, mostly. I stopped by your hospital room a couple of times, but you were asleep.” I’d rather have not known that. “I happened to see your paperwork come through the ER. I figured there couldn’t have been too many Christopher Minnicks, and I’d heard Lee talk about you for years.”

I found it odd that Lee had never talked to me about him.

“So, you’re how he found out I was admitted? I’d wondered about that.”

“Yeah, hope you don’t mind. I called him first thing.”

I didn’t. It would have been another matter completely if he had somehow managed to contact my parents. We hadn’t spoken in years, and I was pretty sure they wouldn’t have come anyway, but it wasn’t something I wanted confirmed.

“No. That’s okay. I would have told him myself when I was up to it.”

We chatted a little more about nothing important, huddled into our jackets. Late September was still warm enough during the day, but in the evenings it had already started to dip into the fifties. As much as I hated anything over seventy-two, I hated anything under sixty even more.

“This is me here,” I said, indicating the building just ahead. “It was very nice meeting you, Vic. Thanks for the company.”

He held out his hand, and I took it, shaking and letting go. I almost convinced myself that this was all there would be, surprised at my own disappointment, when he asked, “Would you be interested in going out sometime? I’m on a two-week rotation, so I’m working nights for the next two weeks straight, but after? Would you like to maybe have dinner?”

I smiled, taking a moment to answer. Not because I didn’t know what the answer would be, but so I wouldn’t come across too fucking eager.

“Yes, I’d like that.”

We exchanged numbers, me adding my number to his phone, him adding his to mine. It was exciting in a weird way, like all little firsts are when you meet someone you like, someone you could, maybe, really like. He snapped a picture of me to add to his contacts, and I made a goofy face, not comfortable with having a pale, overly thin, version of myself on his phone.

We said our goodbyes again, this time exchanging a quick hug, and he watched me until I made it inside my building. What he thought he might be protecting me from, I didn’t know. He was only the slightest amount taller than my six foot, and no broader. If I had somehow gotten myself in trouble in the eight steps it took to reach my door, we probably would have both gotten our asses kicked.

Still, it was a nice gesture, and I couldn’t stop myself watching from my apartment window until he was long gone.
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​Chapter Two
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“You’re late.” Jessie said, giving me a disapproving look from where she leaned against the counter. Sprawled over it would probably have been more accurate. “Don’t scare me like that.”

“Well good morning, Christopher.” I put on my best falsetto. “You’re looking well this morning, Christopher. Oh, and I see you’ve bought me my favorite coffee, Christopher.”

“Thank God.” She bolted around the counter and toward me, grabbing the paper cup from my hand and taking a drink before giving me a silly grin. “Sorry. I spent the last hour with Mrs. Greenberg, and I’m still recovering.”

I shuddered. “What did she want this time?”

“She wanted me to give her a hundred and seventy-five dollars for this weird, black panther.”

“Like one of those 1950s planters?” The kind everyone and their grandma had sitting on the television? If it was in good condition, I might have considered fifteen—twenty-five if I had been in an unusually generous mood and she had been a good-looking, shirtless man. “Sorry I wasn’t here to save you having to deal with her.”

“Oh, well, I told her you’d be in on Saturday. I’m pretty sure she’s coming back.”

It was my turned to give her the disapproving look.

I headed to the back office to drop my coat on my chair, threw my lunch into the mini fridge, and returned to take up one of the stools behind the counter. Catching sight of the starburst clock over the front door, I realized just how late I had been.

“If you want to grab your lunch a few minutes early, you can head on out anytime,” I said. She thanked me but didn’t take up my offer. Instead, she finished off her coffee, and gave her attention to sorting through a box of 3D viewers, cards, slides and reels, which we had discovered the day before in a lot I’d purchased at an estate auction.

“This one looks to be in good condition.” She unwrapped a stereoscope from a cocoon of bubble wrap. “It’s the first one I’ve found with its original handle, and the holder is intact.”

She set it aside, and I stood to lean over the box, poking at its contents. “Sweet.” I pulled out a set of Marvel superhero talking cartridges. “Where’s my Talking View-Master?”

Jessie pointed to the bottom shelf of the counter, and I retrieved it, working carefully to slip one of the reels into the slot, and pressed play. We listened through a garbled battle between good and evil, and I smiled at her.

“I already stashed the Dark Shadows reels in your office,” Jessie said, standing up and tossing her cup in the trashcan behind her. She knew me so well. “Now that Iron Man has saved the day, I’m taking you up on that lunch. Do you want me to bring you back anything?”

I shook my head. “No, thanks. I brought something.”

I watched her leave before sliding over to the computer to scroll through the sales so far that morning. Not too bad for a Friday. In fact, it had been a pretty good week, and sales would only be getting better. The cooler weather seemed to bring people in, and the hunt for vintage decorations always started in October. The hunt would continue through December, the holidays of interest slowly dropping away until only Christmas remained.

I wondered for a moment how Vic was doing, and if he passed out candy to children on Halloween or strung lights up after Thanksgiving. Today officially made it a week since he had watched me safely to my door, and my thoughts kept drifting to him when I had nothing else to distract me. I was certain it was pathetic. I wasn’t pining for him exactly, but I needed something solid to look forward to. I really hoped there would be a date in the end. He was handsome and seemed nice. He was a surgeon, didn’t that mean you were probably nice? Or, at least, gave a shit about the human race? I had dated enough unfeeling assholes in my time that, at the moment anyway, nice sounded appealing. I wanted nice.

Since the previous Friday, I had missed a call—one I had been hesitant to return, not knowing when he slept—and there had been a single text. It had come at nearly midnight on Tuesday and had been simple.

Hope your week is going better than mine. Talk to you soon.

I’d probably read it fifty times. If that right there wasn’t proof positive I was lonely, I’m not sure what would have been. Maybe the fact that my closest friend was old enough to be my grandfather? Maybe that it was an employee hunting me down at my apartment who found me bleeding to death in my bathtub and had called an ambulance? But the world was full of lonely people, wasn’t it? Maybe Vic had read my brief text back as many times as I had read his. It was possible.

The first half of the afternoon went by in a blur, a steady stream of faces at the counter, making little purchases and big purchases alike. We weren’t running ourselves ragged, but it was enough to keep us busy. We even managed to sell a nineteenth-century, walnut pie safe, the price tag of which had kept it in the shop for more than two years.

“Holy hell,” Jessie whispered after the customer had left and I had finished affixing a sold tag to the piece. “Who has that kind of money to throw around?”

I had no idea, but I was obviously in the wrong business.

“Better call and make arrangements with the movers before she changes her mind.” I checked the clock. “After that, get out of here, and I’ll see you on Monday.”

When Jessie left, I took up my spot behind the counter again. During the week, we were open Tuesday through Friday, ten until six. Jessie normally covered the first hour alone, and I covered the last two. Saturday, I stayed opened a little later and had two young guys—Evan and Grant—to help from open to close. I preferred my weekdays, and the relative solitude of the last two hours of the night, to Grant’s incessant chatter and Evan’s unnerving shyness.

I had gone back to sorting through the boxes from my estate purchase, but after a while opted for Sudoku instead. When I heard the soft chime of the door, I looked up from my phone to find Vic shedding a jacket and coming toward the counter. He looked good in dark jeans and a light-blue button up shirt. His hair was darker than I remembered, poker-straight and pushed back from his face. He was perfect.

“Do you know the first thing I thought of when I heard you owned an antiques shop?” he asked, stopping where I leaned, arms folded, on the counter.

“That I was a gay stereotype?” I guessed.

That made him laugh. “I know three other gay surgeons, and you’re the only gay antiques dealer I have ever met. I’m pretty sure I’m the stereotype.”

“Then I have no idea.”

“Friday the Thirteenth, the Series.” I only just managed to keep a straight face. “You know, Micki and Ryan inherit an antique store from an uncle? I think it was an uncle. Anyway, they have to hunt down all the cursed items he sold before he died?”

“Yes. That is exactly what we do here.”

He laughed again, reaching out to pull at one of my curls, letting go to watch it spring back up. “I like these,” he said, doing it again before folding his arms and leaning on the counter, mirroring me.

“Where were you when I was sixteen?” and I was mocked relentlessly about them?

“I was wondering the same thing about you.”

I grew warm at his words, a feeling of nervous excitement flipping my stomach. “Well, I suppose we’re here now.”

“I suppose we are.” The way he looked at me when he spoke the words nearly convinced me that he was going to kiss me. He didn’t though, and I didn’t kiss him either. Maybe I should have. Maybe it was too soon. Well, actually it was definitely too soon, but it didn’t lessen my desire to yank him over the counter and onto the floor behind it. It didn’t lesson my desire for something fast and frantic that would leave us both panting and me having to pull out the mop and bucket before I left for the evening.

“Do you want to give me the grand tour?” he asked, pushing up from the counter.

I looked at the clock. “It’s six. I just need to lock up. How much time do you have?”

“I’m on at seven-thirty, so, an hour maybe?”

We headed to the front, and I flipped the sign to “closed” and locked the deadbolt. I showed Vic through the cluttered little shop, turning lights off as we went. I pointed out some of my favorite furniture pieces—an 1880s farmhouse table, a Dutch colonial armoire in jackfruit wood and an Art Deco vanity—any of which I would have gladly taken home myself if I’d had the space.

He seemed intrigued by the shelves of old books and grinned when he saw my ever-growing, personal collection of viewers and reels.

“Oh my God, there were Thriller reels?” He laughed as he started to look at one through my brown, Bakelite viewer.

“Yep. What early eighties kid wouldn’t have wanted a Michael Jackson video of their very own?”

He laughed again. He had a very nice laugh.

“You have a great shop, Christopher.”

I liked hearing him say my name. “Thanks.”

He set the viewer back on my bookshelf and smiled. “I’m glad I stopped by. I was getting impatient to see you again.”

“I’m glad you stopped by too.”

“I know it’s probably too soon,” he began, and I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to finish the thought. “Yeah, it’s probably too soon, but I am definitely going to kiss you.”

“Oh, thank Christ.”

He wasted no time, grabbing the front of my shirt and tugging me closer, and then his mouth was on mine, that perfect mouth. The feel of it had me desperate for more and I groaned at the first brush of his tongue against my own. He tasted of coffee and mint, and smelled subtly of something woodsy and delicious.

When my back was shoved roughly against the office door, it was as if the snake that had slowly been squeezing the life out of me loosened its grip. “God, yes.” I moaned out, yanking my mouth from his, banging the back of my skull against the wood.

His lips were on my neck in an instant, and I felt him working his way under my shirt, followed by the press of his cool fingers against the flat of my stomach and moving higher.

“Your skin’s so warm,” he murmured against my ear before nipping at my jaw. “Can I?”

At first I didn’t know what he was asking, as overwhelmed as I was by everywhere we touched and the skim of his fingertips over one of my nipples. When I realized his other hand had drop to linger over my fly, I practically whimpered. It had been a long time since there had been anyone. “Fuck, yes.”

He slipped the button and carefully unzipped my pants, while I clumsily did the same to his jeans. In seconds, he was pushing my hands away to grind his dick against mine. Even through cotton it felt incredible, and I tugged hard at his hair so that I could lick my way into his mouth again.

I could have come that way. I could have come from just the pressure of him against me and the feel of his hands. Still, I wanted more—heard my quiet pleas for more, and it was like they came from someone else completely.

The touch of his bare cock against mine, his long fingers encircling us both, had me erupting after just a few frenzied thrusts into the grip of his fist. Any embarrassment I might have felt at coming so quickly was derailed when Vic pulled his mouth from my own.

“Bite me, Christopher. Fuck. Bite me hard.”

I did, harder than I probably would have if I had been half in control of myself, and he thrust wildly against me, spilling between us only a moment later.

We stood there, me still leaning on the door, him still pressed heavy against me, and struggled to catch our breath. I found it hard to believe what I had done. He was virtually a stranger, and yet I couldn’t seem to work up the energy to regret any of it. For those euphoric few minutes, everything else slipped away, and it was just that moment. There was nothing that came before, and there was nothing to come after.

I wanted to live in that in-between place.

When Vic finally lifted up from where he rested his forehead on my shoulder, he grinned at me. “I think I could learn to love antiquing.”

It felt good to laugh.
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​Chapter Three
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“You’ve gotten laid.” Grant’s voice in front of me made me jump.

I looked up from my phone screen and made a face. “You’re crazy.” It wasn’t exactly a lie.

“Nah, I’m not. I know that look you’ve been wearing all morning, and I’ve seen you peek at your phone, like a million times. Take my advice and let him stew a little. Ladies don’t want the guys they know they can have. Men are no different.”

God, was that what Vic was doing? Letting me stew? I’d started to worry within minutes of seeing him to his car the night before—the feel of his goodbye kiss still warm on my lips—that I had fucked up. And Grant was right; I had looked at my phone about a million times. There had been no texts, no calls.

“Isn’t there something you could be doing?”

“Fine, I’ll go where my help is appreciated,” Grant announced, sticking out his tongue before turning and walking to the far end of the shop to offer help to a customer at one of the locked cases.

Irritated with myself more than with Grant, I slipped my phone into my back pocket, and I scanned the main room to make sure no one could have overheard our conversation. I found Evan quietly watching me from where he worked reorganizing the vintage Wedgewood.

“Yes?” I snapped the word and felt instantly bad. Evan was always so quiet, so introspective. It was hard to even know if he had been listening at all.

He didn’t bat an eyelash. “He’ll call.”

“Do you really think so?” I asked stupidly, as if Evan had some sort of insider information.

“If his call’s actually worth waiting for, he will, and he won’t play Grant’s stupid games. No one wants games.”

Evan went back to sorting dishes, and I found myself just watching him. The kid was right. I didn’t see Vic as being a game player, and no, no one liked games.

Shortly after, I asked him to take over for me at the counter. I slipped out the back door and held my breath until I made it past the dumpster, resident ashtray on the pavement and any number of unpleasant smells.

I had parked my car close to the back door, and I hopped up onto the hood and closed my eyes. I relaxed there, listening to the faint noise of distant traffic and the occasional thump of bass from passing cars, needing a moment to myself.

Occasionally, the wind would hit just so, and the smell of stale cigarette smoke would waft by me. I had never been a smoker, had never liked the smell, but Jonathan had been a chimney. He’d started when we were about fourteen, first bumming cigarettes off the older kids, then stealing cash from our mother’s purse. When that wasn’t possible, he’d swipe a pack or two from a little shop around the corner from our school.

When we were sixteen, he had been caught and dragged to our parents’ door. They had been livid—angrier than either one of us had ever seen them—more about the smoking than the stealing. There was yelling and screaming, threats and even a few slaps thrown in, and Jonathan’s eyes had pleaded with me, silently begging me to somehow make it all stop.

I had done the only thing I could think of.

“I like boys.”

The room went silent, and Jonathan’s eyes had gone as big as dinner plates, even though he had known for as long as I had. The stealing was forgotten; the smoking, too, and from that point on my relationship with my parents had become non-existent.

Jonathan had done everything he could to make up for that, and he had, in so many ways.

The shrill honk of the trash truck arriving for its pick up made me jump. I gave a wave of acknowledgement before I hopped down and returned inside the shop and out of possible harm’s way.

I was just sitting back down behind the counter when I heard my phone chime. Taking a deep breath, I pulled it out to peek at the screen.

Long night. Just heading home now. Can I call you later?

I looked at the time. More than sixteen hours. It really had been a long night, and he had texted me first thing.

I smiled.

Yes, please. Be careful driving home.

***
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“Tell her you have a buyer.”

I threw myself back on the bed and kicked out of my shoes. “Who? You?”

“Yes.”

I could hear Vic getting ready on the other end of the phone, the sound of drawers opening and closing, the sound of running water.

“Why would you want a black panther? Oh, wait. Do you have a collection?”

He laughed. “No but she obviously needs the money. Did you ask her why she insisted on that exact dollar amount?”

I hadn’t. I hadn’t even thought to. “No, of course not.”

“Well, she needs a hundred and seventy-five dollars for some reason, and I would be okay with having a kitschy black panther sitting on a shelf somewhere.”

I unbuttoned my shirt, cradling the phone between my shoulder and ear while I tried to slip out of its sleeves without having to completely sit up. It was only a quarter till eight but I was beat.

“Aren’t you opposed to paying seven times its value?”

“Things are worth what people are willing to pay for them. Today, her little panther is worth a hundred and seventy-five dollars. You’ll tell her, right?”

“Yeah, I’ll call her first thing tomorrow, even though this is supposed to be the beginning of my weekend.” I tried to sound exasperated, but his kindness just made me feel warm inside. I longed to see him. Truly longed to, and it had barely been twenty-four hours since we had gotten off in my office. I was probably never going to be able to work in that room again without getting a raging boner.

“Would you want to have dinner next Saturday?”

Of course I wanted to. “Sure. Should we meet somewhere?”

“Hold on.” I heard the noise of the phone being set down, and a moment later he was back. “I was thinking I could pick you up, eight maybe? We could go someplace nice, good food, quiet.”

“But not too nice,” I said.

“Oh, God no. Not too nice.” I could hear the grin in his voice.

I thought about it.

“Could we make it eight thirty?” I wanted enough time for a shower after a day at the shop.

“We could make it any time you wanted.”

I couldn’t stop myself from wondering why. Why would an attractive, seemingly successful, easygoing guy like Vic be interested in me? Fucked-up me, with all my baggage. It couldn’t have been my looks. I wasn’t terrible looking but, I had never been good-looking enough to be pursued. My brother, born first and with a more laid-back temperament had always had far better luck with the ladies than I’d had with men. We’d had the same build and the same dirty-dishwater hair, but he’d had a warmer complexion and bluer eyes, and I’d always felt like a poor carbon copy of him, faded from too much sunlight or not enough toner.

“Why, Vic?” I let myself ask, and everything went momentarily quiet on the other end of the line.

“Why what?”

“Why are you interested in me? If you just want to save me...” I couldn’t finish the thought.

“Who said I’m trying to save you?”

I ignored him. “What if I don’t want to be saved?”

“Christopher, everyone wants saving, but heroes? They’re not all that easy to come by.”

***
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“Don’t look now, but I think the waiter is giving us the evil eye.”

I snorted. If he was, I was pretty sure we deserved it.

“I’d hate us too,” I said, dropping my napkin on the table. We had been picking at the same dessert for the last thirty minutes, and we looked to be the only people left in the restaurant.

We both reached for the check at the same time but Vic was quicker.

“I asked you out to dinner,” he reminded me and refused to relinquish the leather folder.
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