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  Tourist Season

  by Deven Balsam



  Sometimes the darkness becomes too familiar. Sometimes, love lights the way out.


  One of Zeus’s own children has a favorite office, hidden deep beneath the streets of Asheville, NC. Hades’ existence, while satisfying, is due for a surprise when his path converges with that of Korey, a gifted art student.


  ***


  Genre: fantasy LGBT dark romance
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  Korey


  The sight of it reminded him of its scent, rain and wind, the split sky of darkness and blue. Bruised thunder burling and growling at its lover from across the contrail streaks, eggshell sunshine sweating its serpentine skin, a full-bellied, feathery snake preening above an unseasonably warm November landscape. The maples held their yellow coins in gnarled fingers. The oaks shivered as the death-sweet wind teased their vintage, book-paper leaves, trying to pry them loose like a banker pulls a deposit slip from a confused, old man.


  Korey held his sketchbook with light fingers as he crossed Biltmore Avenue, where the 240 ramps rose and fell. He jogged a little faster when a green Mini came too close. The day was so beautiful that pedestrians had become invisible, and he was no exception.


  The whimsical neighborhood of Montford reflected the patchwork sky. Shadows crept like wind-spooked cats across ribald facades. Korey passed green gingerbread, purple craftsman, petal-pink Tudor, all garish yet pleasing beneath the half-ink sky.


  A crow balanced on a streetlamp wire, tipping forward and back, calling to its kin, graw graw graw. Its number and its signature. Crows numbered two and five quickly answered and joined three, and they all flapped away towards the blue side.


  Then he felt the sadness come, sidelong grief clipping him like the green Mini almost had. He nearly dropped his sketchbook. He knew where to go now, where the day had tried to lead him. Down Cullowhee, right at the sign, up the inclining streets to greener, quieter hills.


  He stopped to watch the shadows of the trees looming overhead. The clouds above raced before the rampant wind, yet the coal-hued arms of shadow upon the asphalt remained fixed.


  Korey continued on, hurrying through the black iron gates of Riverside Cemetery.


  ***


  “Hello, Bell. Hi, Wilson. Howdy, Stern.”


  Something about the interconnected winding paths that encircled the hills and gatherings of graves beneath the bold sun always soothed him. Sometimes he’d sit at the edge of a set of crumbling, stone steps to sketch one of the visitors to the cemetery. Across the lawn, a woman clutched white roses to her chest before gently setting them down before a weathered headstone.


  Korey followed the swirling leaves away from her, satisfied with his sketch, and came to another favorite place. Beth Ha-Tephila, the Jewish part of the cemetery. Standing away from the majority of the graves, a line of tall conifers watched like wise elders. Their shadows, too, stretched towards him, as if they wanted to reach for him.


  “It’s a good day for it,” said someone behind him. Korey slowly glanced around, fear thrilling him like the wind stirred the leaves.


  “Didn’t see you come in.”


  “I come and go.”


  Korey nodded, wishing the man would go, but then he really looked at him.


  The man wore a soft, black overcoat. Cashmere? Perhaps. A gray button-down shirt beneath, the first two buttons opened to show a lean but muscular, beautiful neck. His long-fingered hands were clasped together. His trousers neatly pressed, stretched taut across strong thighs.


  But his face, that was the most striking feature. Deep-brown skin. Warm, twinkling eyes framed by thick lashes. A finely tipped nose, crooked at the bridge, that broadened just before it reached his full, gently smiling lips. His dark beard, neatly trimmed, matched his hair—pure black but for a few specks of silver.


  Korey realized he’d been staring at the man for well over any acceptable amount of—


  “It’s okay,” said the stranger. “You’re allowed to. And call me H. Capital h with a dot.”


  “I like to come here to be alone.”


  “And yet, you draw portraiture.”


  “Well, we’re all alone together, I guess. The subjects and myself.”


  “I guess.”


  “Why do you come here?”


  H. shrugged. “Days like this seem to draw me out of my cave. I like the energy. Do you mind if I walk with you a while?”


  A question that should have made Korey uncomfortable, strangely, did not. File this whole day under S for strange, he thought.


  Or H for hello. Or handsome.


  “I don’t suppose not.”


  H. smiled at him, nodded his head. Korey half-expected him to extend his arm, but he didn’t. “You lead the way.”


  Korey left the Jewish cemetery and together they followed the road as it curved closer to the highway and the French Broad River. Korey paused before a statue he liked.


  “They bring their kids here,” he said, pulling out his sketchbook, though he could draw this from memory he’d done it so many times. Atop two pedestals, four tiny columns surrounded a central, wider column, and atop this an angel in a nightgown held her hand to her lips. “They play tag around her. It’s cool.”


  “It is cool. Do you have a drawing of them as well?” said H.


  “Somewhere, one sec,” said Korey, leafing through his sketchbook. “Here you go.” He held it up for H. to see.


  “You have a remarkable gift.”


  “Thank you.”


  “What should I call you?”


  Korey looked at him for a moment, instantly uncomfortable.


  “You simply haven’t introduced yourself. I like to have a name to pair with a face.”


  “It’s Korey.”


  “Nice to meet you.”


  Korey let the tension drop, realizing he’d been too quick to judge. “Same.”


  “Which way next?”


  “I don’t know—east?” He’d no idea which way east actually was, but it seemed just as good as any other direction. This made H. smile, and Korey was beginning to really like the look of that.


  “An excellent direction.” H. placed a long hand on Korey’s back. Chills traveled across him—pleasurable chills.


  How long was it since he’d been touched? He couldn’t actually remember.


  “I hope that was okay.”


  Korey nodded, feeling a smile bloom on his own lips. “It was.”


  “So what do you do, Korey?” They were following the road now down to a leaf-strewn lawn, vivid green despite it being so late in the year. Their steps crunched the brown leaves; a lovely sound, and Korey realized this too had escaped him. When did he last appreciate how beautiful sounds were? He’d been so lost in his isolation after dropping out of school.


  “I’m sorry, what?” He realized H. had asked him a question.


  “Besides drawing stunning portraiture.”


  “Oh.” He stopped to read the inscription on a veteran’s gravestone. “Well, I was in college. Third year. Kind of bombed the last semester. Taking some time to regroup before I go back.”


  “Nothing wrong with that,” said H. “What were you studying?”


  “Art, despite everyone cautioning me against it. I understand their point, but why study something I don’t enjoy? What would be the point of living then?” He glanced at H. and saw that the man’s smile had cooled. “How about you?”


  The smile returned, but it was a shadow of its former, lovely self. “I spend each day trying to figure out how to enjoy it best.”


  Korey laughed. “Must be nice.”


  “It is.”


  Thunder interrupted the drowsy nature of the air then; the dark side of the sky had taken the advantage.


  “I guess that ends the walk.”


  “For now. Would you like to come to a party tonight, Korey?”


  “I don’t know. Not really my thing.”


  “Well, there are different kinds of parties. Some are too loud, too crowded, with terrible beer and even worse company. But some—like the one tonight—are quiet, thoughtful. Just the right amount of lighting, very good food, and even better company. Like myself.”


  “I’ll think about it. Where will it be?”


  “Fifty-one Poplar Street.”


  ***


  He sat at the edge of his bed, looking at his hands.


  The neighbor on the other side of the wall yelled for her husband, again. It had become a nightly routine.


  Sirens wailed down Broadway. The rain seemed to have let up.


  There was nothing to do tonight and sleep wouldn’t come.


  “Guess I’ll check it out,” he said to the cobwebs. The neighbor on the other side of the wall yelled shut up!


  ***


  The streets, the limbs of the trees, the rooftops all glistened with cold rain. The moon gazed down from a ring of clouds. Korey followed the hedge wall. He’d returned nearly to the cemetery’s gates before the moonlight caught the shine of a mosaic plaque, half-hidden in ivy.


  51.


  He looked through the hedge, up towards uneven stone steps. There was no typical thump of an overly loud sound system, no raucous laughter, no reek of beer. He hurried up the steps to see light glistening on the lawn to the left of the house. Following the stone path around, Korey came to another three steps, leading down to a basement door, partially opened.


  “Perhaps not,” he said to himself.


  H. appeared in the doorway, pushing it open with one graceful hand. He smiled up at Korey. “This is my friend, Anne.” A woman poked her head out of the doorway and waved to him. Three white Chihuahuas scampered past them and barreled up the steps to menace Korey’s feet.


  “Terrible children,” said Anne, hurrying to usher the dogs back inside. “Won’t you join us?”


  “Okay,” said Korey, following Anne into the basement.


  The room was larger than he’d expected, lushly decorated with antique tables and overstuffed sofas. H. had taken a seat in a crimson wingback chair, and was listening to someone seated on an ottoman beside him with rapt attention. Middle-Eastern styled iron lamps lent a drowsy glow to the décor. There was a pungent smell of something familiar.


  “What is that scent?”


  “Benzoin, of course,” said Anne. Korey watched her disappear into a candlelit kitchen, reemerging moments later with a tray of snacks. “Hungry?”


  “I,” said Korey, “just ate.”


  “Anne,” said H. in a sonorous voice that carried through the room as if it were a theater and he in the midst of a Shakespearean tragedy. “Too soon.”


  Anne set the tray down and shrugged before another woman caught her attention.


  Korey clutched his sketchbook. He found a velvet bench to sit on and started to draw someone leaning against an ornately carved mahogany side table.


  “Mr. Korey,” said H., in a quieter voice. “When you have a moment, I’d like you to join this conversation.”


  “Sure.” Korey slipped the pencil back behind his ear. “I can come back to this.” He walked over and found a spot to sit on a couch. “Once I see someone I kind of keep them, like a screenshot in my head.”


  “May I see what you’ve done so far?” asked the other person.


  Korey handed them the sketchbook.


  “Remarkable.”


  “Photographic, wouldn’t you say?” said H., popping a ruby-red grape into his mouth. “Fruit?” He offered the bowl to Korey.


  “No thanks.”


  “You’ve quite a gift, my friend,” said the other person, handing back the sketchbook. “Photographic and generous. She’s never looked better.”


  “Oh, no, I try not to change people. I think people are beautiful, in their own way, just the way they are,” said Korey.


  “I’m sorry, forgive me,” said the other person. “And also forgive for not introducing myself, I’m Mac.” They extended their hand, and Korey shook it once. “What I meant is—Mel’s not usually that serene. She’s a bit of a spitfire. You’ve captured her in a contemplative moment.”


  “Siblings,” said H. “Kind of a love and hate relationship.”


  “Definitely,” said Mac. “Do you think I could—I know it sounds weird—keep this?”


  “Of course,” said Korey, carefully tearing out the page and handing it to him.


  “Mother’s Day’s coming up. You know,” said Mac, staring at H.


  “I’m well aware.”


  “Thanks, person?”


  “Korey.”


  Mac glanced at H., and smiled, before standing up. “Pleasure to meet you Korey. Carry on the excellent work.”


  “I will, and um, same.” Same? You idiot.


  He looked around the room, at the people coming in and out, some from upstairs, some from the basement entrance, others from the kitchen. Someone lit a pipe, and cannabis mixed its ripe scent with the benzoin and cooking-food smells. Korey rubbed his temples, wondering if he should try to sketch again.


  “Too much?” said H.


  “A bit, yes.”


  “Come. There are more rooms—just as lovely as this one.”


  “Okay.”


  Korey followed him down a hallway, then down a flight of stairs into a room that overlooked, somehow, a moonlit garden. Two loveseats were set in a V, with a round, antique table before them.


  “Anything to drink?”


  “No, thank you, though. I’m sorry if I’m a terrible guest. I just don’t have a massive appetite.” Korey looked at H. in the strange, white light. He was wearing a thin T-shirt, silk, possibly? Impeccably tailored trousers in a lighter hue than that afternoon. When H. leaned forward to pour himself some wine, the shirt lifted slightly, allowing Korey a view of H.’s chiseled waist. His fingers twitched upon the blank page he’d somehow opened in his book.


  “I give you permission, freely, to draw me,” said H. “I’d be honored.”


  “Well I can, if you want me to. But oftentimes it’s just a crutch. I’m honestly terrible at social situations.”


  “Do you have any idea why that is?”


  “I just feel, I suppose, gross and awkward.”


  “Gross? As in ugly? Or too much?”


  Korey laughed. It felt so good to laugh. “Both, really.”


  “Well, you’re neither, in my eyes. You’re a very handsome young man. Where does your family hail from?”


  “You mean, my ethnicities?”


  “If that’s what they’re calling it nowadays, sure.”


  “My dad’s Chinese, my mom is Dominican. They always called her la morena. She’s very dark-skinned. Rest of the family on her side isn’t.”


  “Lovely combination.”


  “Oh. Well, thanks.”


  “I apologize if my compliments make you uncomfortable.”


  “I just don’t really think about the way I look. My face, you know. I guess I’m still getting used to it.”


  “Truer words were never spoken. We all have this challenge.”


  “We…do?” Korey smiled.


  “How long have you been an artist?”


  “Since I can remember?”


  “Where do you take inspiration from?”


  “Life, really.”


  “Really.” H. looked out the window. “The moon’s exquisite tonight. I miss seeing it.”


  “I’m a big fan of the pre-Raphaelite period.”


  “Ah!” H. set down his cup and leaned forward. “Good taste. So am I. They brought back realism to an era that was heavily influenced by impressionism and abstract art.”


  “Yes!” said Korey. “The brothers sought to return to the intensity. The lushness of life.”


  “Do you paint?” asked H.


  Korey stared out at the moon. “I did. I was starting to work from a little studio at school. Then I guess I blew it. So, I just sketch now.”


  “All the time in the world to revisit one’s former practices, provided they were good practices.”


  “I know. I just really don’t know how I got so derailed.”


  “Why think of it as being derailed? Think of that poem—by Robert Frost.”


  Korey looked at H.’s face in the candlelit gloom. Somewhere else in the house, the three dogs click-clacked slowly across a wooden floor. Suddenly, something shifted in H.’s eyes. A sadness, maybe, casting over like clouds across the moon.


  “Thanks for inviting me.”


  “Well, I just wanted to help.”


  Korey got up to stretch his legs, and noticed a chess set on a high side table to H.’s left. The pieces were ornately-wrought brass, sullenly gleaming, exotic. He walked over to examine a piece, but waited, his hand poised over the king’s crown. “May I?”


  “Have at it. Let me ask you—quite the loaded question. What’s your favorite focus, in art?”


  “Interestingly worded.” Korey lifted the king, the style undoubtedly Italian, not too old but old enough to capture a pleasing shape, a satisfying weight to the piece. “The symbolists were cool. Not really my style though. It’s funny, because I love abstract art. Love it. I have mad respect for the pre-Raphaelites, as I mentioned. Which makes sense because of my style. But, sometimes I wonder if I should even bother.”


  “Why should you not?”


  “Because we have cameras. Cameras take the most realistic picture of all.”


  “Are cameras omnipotent?”


  Korey laughed. “What?”


  “Can cameras see everything? All subjects?”


  “The right kind of camera, yes. I imagine it could. Night vision, infrared.”


  “But can the camera see emotion?”


  “No, people can. The eye that looks at the photograph. The photographer—”


  “The photographer might see it, but all they can do is manipulate the play of light. Somehow the artist can manipulate the very lines in the subject’s face, in their eyes, so that if they’re lucky, they can show what’s going on inside the subject’s soul.”


  “You give the artist a lot of credit.”


  “Actually, I’m giving you the credit. Your portraits are astounding.”


  “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”


  H. stood up and retrieved the king from Korey’s hand to set it back on the board. H. smelled like darkness. Comforting, delicious darkness. Like cool rain in the shadows of a late summer day. Korey felt H.’s lips press against his forehead.


  Korey laughed. “You’re odd.”


  “It’s true. I am,” said H. and kissed Korey’s lips, gently.


  “It’s a good odd.”


  “You should visit me at my office one day. When you have time.”


  “All I have is time. Where’s your office?”


  “Take my card.” H. slipped a small square into Korey’s back jeans pocket and removed his hand to briefly cup the curve of his ass. He kissed him again.


  Somehow the perfume of H.’s mouth went straight to some place in Korey’s brain, what was it called, the amygdala—


  Then he was kissing him back, his hands running up beneath H.’s shirt, feeling the velvet of him, the hard and the soft.


  “I’m sorry,” said H., taking a breath before pressing a series of kisses along his neck. “I’m getting away from myself.” H. pressed a kiss onto Korey’s throat, began to unbutton his shirt. His long, warm fingers spanned across Korey’s stomach, before hooking into the waistband of his jeans.


  “Stop.”


  “I’m sorry, I thought you were enjoying—” said H.


  “You need to stop.” Korey stepped back, his heart racing, mouth full of the taste of H., eyes dizzy from the dim light and sudden desire. He twisted away from H. to grab his sketchbook, stumbled toward the rectangle of light that indicated the hallway and exit. “And I need to go.”


  H.


  The baffled king composing Hallelujah.


  The wind seemed torn between a chill heart and a heat that rose from the very Earth.


  Their reunion would come soon; they’d both delayed it too long. But she was just as placid as he regarding their arrangements. His partner of too many years to count—he’d honestly lost count, but so had she, they’d discovered over wine one late evening at home—was content to have her own adventures. He couldn’t remember when he’d had one himself, but he was free to do so. The rivalry had aged beautifully, to become something more akin to a mutual, deep-seated appreciation.


  Downtown Asheville was wild with dry leaves and torn handbills, each spiraling along its steep streets and loosely set cobblestones as if in competition. H.’s grey coat flapped about his trouser legs. He squinted. The light seemed too bright, too sharply vivid for his soft eyes. He realized he’d forgotten his sun shades.


  He could hear a crowd chanting in the distance.


  He’d found no evidence of Korey. It was foolish to blindly try to step into this young man’s world for hope that a stray bit of luck would lead H. to him. Now he followed his own curiosity. Turning a corner at a coffee shop, he strode past a chain-link fence barricading the public from venturing into a construction zone. Above him towered a dark, semi-gutted building, the outlines of the lettering BB&T remaining for now. Diagonally across from this stood the squat, sun-bleached, and unremarkable obelisk erected to honor a confederate named Vance.


  H. stood in the shadows of the former BB&T building and watched the somber procession circling the monument. The crowd held signs, some with photographs printed upon them, others with names and dates, some with both. From atop a riser, a violinist played a sweet, sad melody, the notes echoing between the surrounding buildings, lifting to the white sky like the leaves and the handbills.


  Something caught his eye.


  He crossed the street, not looking at the oncoming traffic as motorists jerked to sudden stops or applied their horns to express their displeasure. Now he stood across the smaller side-street from the gathering. Three young people held signs with photographs of faces. H. shielded his sky-blind eyes with his hand.


  One of the faces was Korey.


  He became aware that the violin had ceased its song, and a voice announced a poem to be read, written by someone named Ava Dupre.


   


  To know thyself,


  so absolutely,


  yet possess no tangible proof


  leads our gaze upon a sea of faces


  a crowd of bodies


  in the white house


  on the dance floor


  or in them streets


  we don’t see ourselves,


  though we see self-doubt exists in all.


   


  He felt the rage welling up from his feet, up along his spine, up through all the ancient tributaries that formed his ancient being, sentiments and reactions not felt in what seemed like an entire swarm of millennia. Hornets, bees, war. Not his domain but not forbidden to him either.


  “Today, November twentieth, we remember those who have fallen victim to acts of hate. May they rest in power.”


  The dark skies seemed to follow him like a pack of dogs as he fled the pain that choked his throat, strangled his heart, lit his fingertips with electricity. As he stormed away from the gathering, thunder clapped a single drumbeat. Cold rain struck the ground like needles.


  Korey


  He felt restless in the darkness of his room.


  He could hear the neighbor again, fussing at her husband. Hear the dog across the hall. The creak and groan of the furnace kicking on and stretching the pipes with steam because the night was filled with miserable cold and pouring rain.


  The lightbulb above the sink twitched; its yellow light glowed bright hot just before it winked out.


  “Damn it.”


  He could hear doors all along the hall opening, people’s voices rising in volume.


  “You got one too? What’s yours say?”


  Curious, he left his room to follow them down the stairwells, out to the lobby where a man spoke in loud, pseudo-comforting tones.


  “You’re being offered a fair price for the current market. No one’s getting kicked out. You have sixty days to make your decision.”


  “How are you calling it a decision? These are eviction notices.”


  Korey watched the small crowd, most of them dressed in their pajamas, each holding opened letters. A woman rocked a crying baby. An old man in a bathrobe, sweatpants, and sandals stood at the edge of the crowd, just watching, listening. Korey realized he’d brought his sketchbook out of the room and began to draw him.


  After a while, the man noticed him and walked over. “Can I see?”


  Korey showed him the sketch and the man smiled, joy igniting his eyes like a long-cold hearth and its winter fire. “Remarkable.”


  “Thank you.”


  “It’s going to be harder for guys like you and me to stay here too, you know.” The man turned, and slowly shuffled away.


  ***


  The rain continued for over a week. Korey thought it would never let up.


  The day it stopped, he left his room for another walk. The sun burned steadily beyond a swiftly racing sky of clouds and blue. Voices echoed along the streets. Pigeons wheeled and soared from roof to roof.


  “Hi,” said H., standing beside a lamppost just beyond Korey’s building’s front entrance.


  Startled, Korey fumbled for the proper words. “Hi,” was all he could manage.


  “I wanted to apologize to you.”


  “It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize.”


  “I want to?”


  “All right. Apology accepted.”


  “Can we walk somewhere?”


  “What for?”


  “Because I have some news for you.”


  They walked past a sculpture of a black iron and turned the corner to head west on Battery Park, towards Page.


  “What’s the news?”


  H. stopped, looking across the street at more construction. “Your place. Your building. Was in peril of being purchased and demolished, correct? In order to build yet another hotel.”


  “That’s right. How did you know?”


  “Did some research.”


  “Okay, and? So?”


  “I contacted the people of The Preservation Society of Buncombe County. As well as a Mr. Nash Wyatt.”


  “Who is that?”


  “The man who still owns your building.”


  “I thought it had already been sold.”


  H. smiled. “Not yet. And now—not for some time. You see, I managed to convince Mr. Wyatt to sign a preservation easement.”


  “A what now?”


  “A preservation easement. It protects a historic property from being demolished, basically.”


  “Wow, really? Seriously, thank you so much.” Korey pressed himself against H., squeezing him in a ferocious hug. “All the residents have been losing their minds over this. So much worry.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “How did you convince the owner not to sell?”


  “I was in a bad mood. I’m not proud to admit that when I’m in a bad mood, I can be very convincing.”


  Korey let his arms drop, ending the embrace.


  “Oh, I didn’t threaten the man. I don’t have the heart for such things anymore. I emphasized his lack of empathy, however. To the point that he didn’t very much like the direction he was going in.”


  “Well, thanks. Again.”


  “You’re very welcome.”


  “Guess…I’d better be going.”


  “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”


  “I do, want to. See you around, H.”


  Korey glanced over his shoulder after he’d put a block’s worth of distance between them; H. was still standing there, the wind teasing the hems of his coat.


  ***


  Thanksgiving week had come and gone. He felt guilty for not going home, but he just couldn’t bring himself to travel.


  In fact, he couldn’t bring himself to do much at all.


  He’d filled the last page of his sketchbook. And it was truly the last page; Korey had filled the front and back of every page with images of people he’d found interesting. Now he needed a new sketchbook, and he couldn’t find his wallet, even after he’d searched the room for days.


  At least there was still food in the fridge, but his appetite was as absent as many of the apartments in his building.


  Determined to rise out of the black mood that had settled on him, Korey took the card H. had slipped into his pocket.


  92 Patton Ave. Lower level. Suite H.


  “Suite H, really?” Korey laughed to himself.


  The neighbor on the other side of the wall yelled for him to shut up and keep it down.


  ***


  Korey was so relieved to have something to do, he didn’t even feel the bite of the wind that chased the lingering crowds of tourists about the city. Following the zigzag of the intersecting streets, he came to the odd little periwinkle building on the corner of Coxe and Patton, The Thirsty Monk.


  He went around the back to see if perhaps there was a door to offices there.


  “Nope,” he said as he followed a couple into the bar, carefully avoiding a jostling, jovial crowd. The late-afternoon sun leaked warmly through the front windows. A chalkboard sign read:


  Do I want beer?


  a. yes


  b. a


  c. b


  He found the stairs heading down to the lower level, this space called the Belgian Bar, and made his way around the room, again dodging patrons and staff until he found the hall leading to the restrooms. He passed two doors, then an open door leading to a dishwashing area, then finally came to a smaller door at the end of the hallway. He turned the tarnished, brass knob, expecting it to be locked, but then noticed someone had written “H” there with a Sharpie.


  ***


  “This is a spectacularly weird place to have an office.”


  “That’s a good word for me, I like it. Spectacular, I mean. Though, I suppose, weird works too.” H. smiled that glorious smile, the one that made Korey feel things he’d not felt in years, possibly ever. “Have a seat. Can I get you anything?”


  “Even the air smells like beer here.”


  “It’s quite delicious. One of my favorite places to get work done. I made a dig at beer earlier when we spoke of parties, but good beer is worth more than gold.”


  “Where else do you have offices?”


  “All over,” said H., sweeping his long hand through the air. “But listen. I want to say—” H. glanced at the desk between them before looking into Korey’s eyes “—it’s very nice to see you.”


  “Same.” Korey smiled at him, and slid the sketchbook across the desk. “It’s full.”


  “May I?”


  “Please.”


  H. lifted the book from the desk as if it were a sacred text, cradling it in a graceful hand and slowly leafing through it with the other, carefully avoiding touching anything but the very edges of the pages. He paused on one page, muttering words of praise, then returned to the first page. “This is you.”


  “Yes. A few years ago. Five years ago, actually.”


  “You’re a handsome young man, that’s for sure.”


  “That was before I… Before—”


  “Before you began your journey of five years.” H. closed the book and slid it back across the desk. “That you’ve recorded beautifully here.”


  “Something like that.”


  “I want to suggest something to you, Korey, and I hope you will hear me out.”


  “Okay.”


  “It’s my feeling that your journey here in Asheville has come to an end. But that it continues, should continue, elsewhere.”


  “You think I should drop out of school?”


  “It goes beyond that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Korey.”


  H.’s eyes were full of kindness, and sadness, and suddenly Korey remembered, or knew, or, both. “You’re right. I’ve been sticking around, because… Honestly I don’t know why.”


  “It’s easy to get confused when someone else changes the course of your life so suddenly.”


  “I guess that’s it.”


  “And that’s why I sought you out. To help you towards your next direction. I just didn’t expect things to happen as they did.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do you think the workers at the Belgian Bar see a door to my office?” H. stood up to walk around the desk and opened the door. Servers walked past holding trays of dishes. A woman reached for the door handle, then turned around, realizing the restroom was behind her.


  “They don’t even see it?”


  “Well, they do, but it’s a utility closet. A locked utility closet.”


  “Then it’s all in my mind.”


  “Consciousness is where the soul takes root. Where it grows into something spectacular.”


  “How does that help me now?”


  “Because the soul keeps going. Through a different level of consciousness. When one door closes—” H. walked back past his desk to open a door that Korey hadn’t noticed until now “—another opens. Cliché, but that’s because it’s true.” Beyond the door, sunlight shone upon green grass, and the smell of warm soil and fresh water blew into the room, driven by a sweet-petaled wind.


  “Wow.”


  “I want you to come home with me.”


  “I, well—”


  “It’s a fairly vast home. You don’t have to do anything other than exist in it. If you never want to talk to me again, never want to kiss me again, I’ll be okay with that.”


  You don’t look like you’d be okay with either, but whatever you say, H.


  Korey got up and walked to the open door, peering outside. Rolling hills tumbled down to a shining river, upon which sailed two long-hulled boats. The three Chihuahuas tumbled about on the grass, yipping excitedly at each other. Korey closed the door and looked at H. “Actually, that’s the other reason I came here.”


  “Oh?”


  “I really want to kiss you again.” He reached for H., gripping the back of his strong, graceful neck, brushing his lips against H.’s until he couldn’t stand to wait any longer, and kissed him deeply, hungrily. H.’s hands moved over him, sparking fire across his skin, and he felt everything; it had been so long since he’d felt anything at all. Not since the park, the party. For a moment though, one last hesitation. He pulled away.


  “What is it?”


  “There’s something you should know.”


  “I know, Korey.”


  Korey looked down at the floor, flexing his hands, feeling like his heart was a poison cup in his chest that burned as it spilled, leaching out into his bones.


  “A body is a vessel of the soul. I can make love to whatever you present me with, if you choose to present me with it. I want to make love to the man that is you, sweet Korey.”


  Korey bit his lip, until H.’s hand was cupping his face and gently thumbing away the teardrop as it rolled down his cheek. The poison turned to fire, and the fire to golden sunlight, as Korey drank another kiss from H.’s full, sweet lips.


  ASHEVILLE – Ghost or hoax? Patrons of downtown’s Thirsty Monk have questions after three sightings of a so-called romantic couple have been reported in a utility closet in the iconic bar’s downstairs hallway. A worker claims she saw two men locked in a “passionate embrace” when she opened the closet for cleaning supplies; a customer says he saw the door was open and mistook the closet for a restroom, almost stumbling onto the men as they “made out.” Two months late for Halloween, the bar owners have decided to honor the ghostly couple with a brew named in their honor: Hades’ Kiss.


  ***


  First Snow of the Year Blankets The Area – With leaves still clinging to some trees, western North Carolina saw a record snowfall last night, including ice and hail. Amounts vary by county but suffice to say, winter is back.
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  Machete Betty and the Office Sharks

  by Neptune Flowers



  Tim is in the A team, professionally trained to investigate allegations of the potential mass hypnosis of the nation… But Tim is bored and horny. Who wouldn’t be? The office is full of idiots, and summer just keeps getting hotter and hotter. Reality starts to blur, screensavers come to life, and before he can say jiggyjig, he finds himself cavorting with a chain-smoking foul-mouthed merman.


  Tim’s training is forgotten as he becomes immersed in fishy hedonism and office shenanigans. Can he save the day? Or will the team be forever lost in shameful acts of bouncybounce?


  Find out in this tail of office boredom and surreal fun.


  Warning! This story does not reflect realistic relationships with mermen or sharks.
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  Chapter One


  Monday, it was bloody boiling, the air stale with sun and apathy, both weighing heavy on my limbs and eyelids. Even the screensaver fishes seemed sluggish, limping past the coral reef like they couldn’t be bothered. I watched the same shark for a while flirting with a dolphin, too tired to wonder about the possibility of sharkphin babies. The night before, I’d had a dream about Jaws and being chased through the ocean, both terrifying and exhilarating.


  Around my desk, it was much like being inside the screensaver image. Particles of dust floated in the air like debris in water, and my colleagues’ voices were muffled and booming. My head was swimming.


  Eventually, I dragged myself away, determined to turn to more useful pursuits. “Bring me joy, Machete Betty,” I implored my computer, so called because of her tendency to swallow important files. I was sure she sometimes read my mind, seeming to know my mood and inner desires. On cue, Betty took me instantly to my favourite dating site. Grinning faces, beards, glasses and lies offered me happiness by way of a date. After seriously considering Jack ‘own house and pension’ Campbell and Philip ‘Rohypnol in polyester slacks pocket’ Lewis, I snapped back to the duties of the day.


  “Is anyone getting weird dreams?” The team was trained to spot bizarre anomalies, including physical manifestations—side effects of studying subliminal messaging online—and while a dream about Jaws wasn’t anything to worry about, still I needed to check. As a highly professional team, we were constantly on the lookout for symptoms of irritation and squabbling, attraction, losing touch with reality and doing unexplained things. For anything out of the ordinary.


  “Nope.”


  “Naw.”


  “Niet.”


  “En garde!” Tash, the manager, shouted suddenly, brandishing what looked like a cardboard sword. Fuck sake. She waved it around, making me ache to remind her that only yesterday she had sent out a frosty email about time-wasting and professionalism. “Gabbagabba!” Tash gushed and then poked me in the shoulder with the sword. “Gabbagabba, Tim.”


  “Not today,” I said coldly, attempting to convey iron messages of hostility. “I’ve too much to do.”


  Betty flickered a message from the dating app. Immediately I clicked, expecting to see yet another smiling older chap by day, serial killer by night. Not that I wouldn’t consider dating someone like that. Of course not. As long as he washed his hands. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, after all, nor was ‘judgemental’ my middle name.


  However, instead of a potential date, the front cover of a book flashed repeatedly. In, out, in, out, shake it all about. I watched it so long it began to look like dancing. “Is that Shakespeare? I can’t quite see the title. Can you see it, Tash?”


  She peered at the screen. “Yeah. That play about fairies and love. But why can’t you come? I really wanted all of you to give feedback on the group T-shirts.” She smiled in her ‘winning’ way, but all I wanted to do was pull her hair. Oh, she seemed all pally and ‘come to the pub with us, Tim’; however, I couldn’t get in with somebody like that. An irritating bugger who got all the office awards and pay-rise challenges. Daughter of the director. Of course, I was above such menial rubbish anyway. What did I care about pleasing the bosses? With a proven track record of work excellence and a CV to die for, there was absolutely no need to compete like these idiots did. I didn’t need this job.


  Not very much.


  And bitter wasn’t my middle name either.


  “No. Too busy. I’ve got a lead to follow.” I nodded at Betty and tapped a few random letters for extra effect. The flashing book disappeared, turning back to my screensaver. “Some of us have real work to do.” Taking arse-kissing photos of a T-shirt to email to the bosses could not be considered real in any sense, obviously. “You know? What we’re here for? To investigate allegations of the potential mass hypnosis of the entire nation?” I sniffed wittily, to emphasise the importance. “I think that’s a bit more vital than a T-shirt, don’t you? B’more vital.” It’s funny, but lately I’d been slurring my words a bit, or maybe it’s only boredom making me sound like a drunken idiot.


  Her smile wavered and something flickered in her eyes, alerting my akin-to-conscience. Maybe I’d gone a bit far, overboard with the sarcasm. I did tend to forget these young things don’t have the staying power I do, no experience of life and all its knocks.


  “Sorry.” I smiled. “You don’t need my opinion anyway. Much better off asking the lookers, eh?” I pointed down the office where all the beautiful people sat. “Tupp, that’s who you need. Tuppy Tupp Tuppery.”


  Right on cue, the ginger-haired journalist bounded up like Bambi on acid. “What’s this? Tim not playing, Tash? I should chop off his head.” He laughed bashfully, and it was all I could do not to spit on his shoes. “Bad boy.” It was all I could do not to get on my knees and beg.


  “That’s right, Tupp. Tim’s got work to do,” Tash barked. “Got a lead, or so he says.”


  “Have you, Tim? Informant come good? Mafia and spies?” He casually put an arm across Tash’s shoulders, and this show of affection forced me to actually switch from the local dating app to work, for the first time that day. Bitter, bitter, bitter.


  Not that he’d led me on when I first joined the team, almost eight months three days and twenty-eight minutes ago, or not intentionally. Nope. It was just I hadn’t realised he looked at everyone ravenously, chin on hand. How could I have guessed he’d go round touching their knees and arms too, and anywhere else he fancied? That he was just that type of person, a friendly sort whose pores oozed the suggestion he wanted to go a round of physical jiggyjig?


  I couldn’t have known, but that hadn’t stopped me making a fool of myself round the back of the pub, on my knees and shitfaced drunk. “Oh, mate,” he’d said, stopping my hands on his zipper. “It’s probably my fault for giving you the wrong impression. I mean you’re a great guy, but…”


  “Mm.” I put on my glasses and shuddered slightly.


  But.


  Butbutbutt. Dating app serial killer, here I come.


  I had no proof he’d told anyone, only the sinking truth that if I was in his position, I certainly would have. Gossip like that was much too good not to be spread.


  “Got a lead, yeah.” Had I fuck.


  “Great!” He moved away from Tash and stood right behind me, smelling of aftershave and washed shirts, of clean living and niceness. This was a man who washed his pots and never had thoughts about poisoning the neighbours. Not him. “Be a shame you’re not in the gabbagabba, though. I’d miss you.”


  To my horror, he started massaging my shoulders. It was the kind of horror that didn’t feel like horror, much more like pleasure and sudden, screaming arousal. My disloyal body melted.


  “Oh! You’re tense, man.”


  If there was one thing I hated, it was when they said ‘man’ to appear cool. They all did it here—Tash, Tupp, Emma and Crack. My irritation was intense, sadly not enough to stop me from putting my head to one side to accommodate his touch. Casually, he undid the top button of my shirt and slipped his hands inside. Ding dong! I would certainly push him away, with anger and rightly so. I would, would, certainly I would…in a few minutes. Once my stupid heart had stopped racing and my even more stupid underpants had stopped doing the Hokey Cokey. He was incorrigible, dashing and delicious.


  “Yeah, you are,” Tash agreed, watching the physical play. “You’ve been working too hard. How about this—if you come for the T-shirt, we all go to the pub after? I’ll pay.”


  “How about that?” Tupp leaned down so his head touched mine, and his face was far too close for comfort. “Will you come?”


  Oh, I’d come all right. “Well, I…” I let my head roll back so he could stroke my neck and under my chin. “Ungg.”


  “You will?”


  I was such a pushover. “All right.”


  “Fantastic! You’re too nice, Tim.” Tash banged the desk and strode off to piss off someone else. “Ten minutes in the Bernard Cribbins room. En garde!”


  ***


  “Thanks for coming to the gabbagabba! Team photo!” Tash flashed the camera, but it seemed to me she aimed it in my direction. I blinked against the unexpected light and rubbed my eyes, seeing fish tanks and coral reef.


  “Bloody hell. You trying to blind me?”


  “Sorry! New lens! T-shirts! What do you think?” Tash all but threw the pictures across the desk.


  “Fantastic!”


  “Woohoo!”


  “Killed it dead, girl!”


  “It’s bollocks,” I said calmly, my shoulders still stinging with the devastating loss of Tupp’s hands. “It gives off the wrong impression. No. Definitely not. Nope.” Bitter was not my middle name, not I.


  “What do you mean?” Tash wailed. “I spent hours working on it? What?”


  To be honest, I did not give a flying fuck about the T-shirt one way or another, and anyway, I hadn’t bothered to look beyond the title, ‘were team triumph’. I was horny, hungry, and sick of a job that was frankly beneath me. By now, I should be managing director of an international media investigative corporation, instead of stuck with this lot of sharks. And something else was beginning to clog up my brain, like missing a birthday. I knew it was there, but somehow the details evaded me.


  “You’ve missed out the apostrophe,” I said coldly. “Need I say more?” I leaned back in my chair to gloat. “Were team triumph? You mean we used to be but now we’re not.” I gnashed my teeth cleverly. “We are, you see?” I grinned at Tupp. “We, apostrophe, are. We’re. Not were. It gives the impression that we are all incompetent twats.” Sadly, my cutting comment was lost because it came out ‘twass’. Unexpectedly, I gnashed my teeth.


  “But it’s not meant to—it’s—oh!” Tash wailed. “Don’t you see? It’s meant to show that we’re a team who doesn’t stick to the rules. We crash through the grammatical structures of the media to find the truth.” She deflated. “It…it was deliberate.”


  “No, it wasn’t. You fucked up,” I said calmly, desperate and incurable horniness warping my every breath. “Eh, Tupp?”


  “I like it. It’s a nice idea, and if we wear it, we will look like people who kick arse, instead of office slaves who spend all day looking up dating apps.” Emma—best friend of Tash—glared at me. “I got it! Didn’t you get that it was deliberate, Tim?” Her sudden and frankly scary laughter was shrill enough to break the window. I gnashed my teeth again and then watched as, one by one, the team did the same. It was great to know I still had some influence.


  “Yeah, I like it too. Not that I know much about T-shirts.” Crack laughed. “And I’ll be honest here, shall I?” Oh, fuck off. Honest? He wouldn’t know honest if it jumped down and bit him on the arse. “I didn’t even notice! Hah-hah-hah. I’m not great at apostrophes and semi-thingies.” If there’s one thing I hate, it’s people who put themselves down so that others will jump to their defence.


  “Colon,” I added helpfully. “Semi-colon. Or did you mean semi-detached? Or semi-erection?”


  Crack frowned. “Are you trying to be funny?”


  “No.”


  “Look, I know I don’t add much to the meetings.” He sighed, and that meant we were in for a long and boring rant about how worthless he was, which might be interesting if I didn’t happen to know he’d already slept with both Tash and Emma.


  Tash cut in swiftly. “Craig, that’s not true! Your opinion is very valuable. Look at last week, when we couldn’t work out the logo for the team signature. But shall we get on?”


  Crack blushed. His name wasn’t really Crack; I just called him that because he always had his trousers pulled up tightly into his arse and because it made me feel superior. “No, you don’t need to say that.”


  “Good, then. Let’s get on.” I tapped the table. “The nation is at risk with every second that passes.”


  “No, but really?” Crack’s voice boomed. “Is my opinion really valuable? Really, really, really?”


  “Um, the nation?” I insisted, bouncing on a wave of indignation.


  “It’s true.” Emma went on buttering his fragile ego, and then Tupp caught my eye. He winked and then rolled his—rather gorgeous—blue eyes. If there’s one thing I hated, it was eye-rolling as an alternative to speaking your mind. I hated it, but still I couldn’t look away, and neither could my underpants.


  “So do we mind about the apostrophe? Does it work?” Tash batted her eyelashes.


  “Mind? Of course we don’t mind! Who would mind working with genius? Who would mind viewing a creative guru?” Tupp stood up and sat on the table, shoes and all. This was something he did rather a lot. If he’d only let me bang him, it would be much more acceptable. I’d even laugh at his jokes. If only he’d let me bang him, I’d follow him round like a puppy and stop hiding his coffee cup.


  Despite being a tall guy, he crossed his legs neatly, revealing a great big bulge in the chasm of joy department. “You know what we need? A group hug.” And then he crawled across the table, somewhere between a bum shuffle and a lurch. The others laughed and pointed, and it all made me bitter—more bitter—and cross, especially when he got to Tash and fell into her lap instead of mine. I about threw up with jealousy, but bitter was not my middle name even if deserving was.


  “I don’t suppose your dad will mind, though.” I went for the kill. “Your dad, millionaire owner of the media corporation, Tash. I mean, what does it matter what I think? What any of us think? Must be nice to have connections.”


  For once, the team went silent, and Tupp rolled off Tash and shuffled back to his seat.


  “Tim, man,” Emma whispered. “No need for that.”


  “Think you might’ve gone too far there, Tim,” Crack said.


  ***


  After the pub, I walked home as usual. The afternoon had dragged on with its everyday share of bitchery and arse-kissing, but for some reason I had no glee at how many points had been scored. I suppose I was thinking again about Tupp, and how unfair the universe was, and perhaps that was why I decided to go the river route. I hadn’t been that way for ages. For one thing, it’s at least a mile further than the road route. For another, you never knew how many bloody dogs were there, just waiting to run at you or lick you with their slobbery tongues. If there was one thing I hated, it was slobber not belonging to Tupp.


  But the biggest reason was strange and not something I thought about very often. The last time I’d attempted the pathway along the river, skirting the bluebells and rhododendrons, I’d had what I best could describe as an unexplained encounter. I don’t really know what happened, only that I was feeling a little heady and dizzy, a common side effect of my job. Sometimes the whole team felt sick; often it was mainly me. One minute, I was gazing into the water, the next, I woke up sitting on a bench with a huge boner and the hazy recollection of a man. I don’t know if I’d fainted and was helped by some kind stranger or what. But I’d felt unsettled and wary, terribly unsexed, and hadn’t gone down there ever since.


  The night of the T-shirts, I turned away from the busy road and down the steps that led to the river and the infamous path. I needed to get away from the smoke and the noise of cars and civilisation. Maybe I even needed to get away from myself?


  “You’re pitiful,” I murmured, stepping down the stone stairs into the warm darkness of the trees and the woods. “You need to get a new job.” And I did. Taking pot shots at people wasn’t really my thing—or it hadn’t been until I came to the media investigation unit and witnessed all the flattery and corruption that apparently fuelled what should have been a fantastic place to work. “You need to get a new life.” The river was high and fast, the water rushing past like crowds of people trying to get away. For a time, I stood there, listening to the sound and immersing myself…


  “You OK? Can you open your eyes? Tim?”


  Colours and lights, dark and cold. I saw people from long ago as if it was yesterday, and heard voices and songs. I struggled to open my eyes. “Where am I? Is this hospital?” I could sense someone nearby and hands stroking my hair. Even half unconscious, my lonely self tried to hold the hands back. “Who are you?”


  Briefly, arms held me tightly. “You know who I am. I missed you.”


  I opened my eyes fully at last. I was next to the river in the darkness. My head was pounding, and I couldn’t altogether feel my limbs. A cloud was enveloping me from inside, like coming down with flu.


  So what I saw, it could just have been a trick of a high temperature and a fall. Because that’s the only explanation that makes sense. How else could I explain watching a man—half a man—swim away from the bank and into the middle of the river. He swam with perfect strokes, like an Olympic athlete. Despite the coldness of night, his arms and upper body were naked as far as I could tell, pale flesh shining from the light of the moon. “Wait,” I called. He turned to face me, paused as I tried to stand up, then dived down under the water.


  The last thing I saw was some kind of flipping thing like a fish, and then he was gone.


  Chapter Two


  Tuesday, the office lighting really got on my nerves, making my eyes hurt and my head buzz. “Whas going on, Machete Betty?” The shark on the screensaver winked at me as he got serious about seducing the dolphin, and for some reason, the walls were plastered with 3D pictures of squid. Crack wore flippers, but then he was a dork. That day, I hated him passionately enough to miss out sugar in his coffee.


  “Are—are any of you getting weird dreams?” The team was regularly trained to recognise strange symptoms, anything that could be a result of the hours we spent scrutinising the internet. Every member of the team would notice overly dramatic feelings such as hatred or admiration. While I wasn’t about to admit what I thought I’d seen at the river, I knew better than to say nothing.


  “Hmm? What type?” Emma rubbed her face with her hand. “I haven’t been feeling so good this week. Headaches, sickies, that stuff. Not sure about dreams though. What was it about, you ugly great bastard? I hate you.”


  “Urgh, nothing much. I can’t remember really.”


  “And it’s so bloody hot! Summer solstice soon. Maybe it’s just the heat getting to your brain.”


  “Mm. Could be.”


  It had been hot the last few weeks, stifling heat that seemed to gather during the day and thump you in the chest at night. I don’t think any of the team was sleeping. Every day we moaned about the sun and lack of air.


  “I had a dream. It was about you.” Tupp crept up behind Emma and shouted suddenly in her ear. “Boo!” Fuck, but that man could be irritating.


  “About me?”


  Emma shot up from her chair, knocking over a glass of water and a stack of plastic hats. “Jesus Christ, Tupp! What is your fucking problem?”


  …was something I’d obsessed over the last eight months, four days and twelve minutes ago, I don’t mind admitting. If there was one thing I hated, it was a man who led you on, leading you like a horse to the trough with no actual intention of allowing you to drink.


  “Yeah, Tupp. Cut it out.” Yeah, Tupp. Let me kiss you. Let me touch your face. Let me worship the ginger hairs above your eyes and sprouting from your ears.


  “Sorry,” he apologised, and began crawling like a cat on the tables.


  Emma and I watched him creeping carefully around the gaps. “What is it with you and tables? You know most people use the floor for worching. Walking? Fuck, I’m tired.”


  “Maow.”


  When he lay across the desk like something dragged in through a cat flap, I suppose we should have told him to get off. But the day was hot and it seemed too much effort, so we left him there, right behind our computers where all the wires and plugs congregated. I don’t know, but just lately we seemed to be doing a lot of odd things. He sighed and grumbled for a while, raising his arms above his head like a little kid demanding attention, before making quiet noises like a kitten. “I had a dream too,” he meowed. “It was colourful and silly, like drinking too much cider.”


  “Did you drink too much cider last night, Tuppy?” Emma tugged at his trousers. “After we left the pub?”


  “Yeah.”


  Tuppy? “You did?” I asked, with more than a little interest. Tupp left the pub before I did—alone, as far as I could see. All I knew about his life outside the office is that he flirted with everyone, was unfairly gorgeous and wouldn’t let me blow him. I suppose he must also have been rather clever to be in our team; either that or he, too, was sleeping with someone or the kid of a rich director. “Do tell.”


  “Urgh.” He began shifting about. “I’m so hot! I wish I was naked! Can I take my shirt off?”


  “Yes!” I said, rather too loudly. “Please do. Strip yourself bare.” My underpants smirked.


  Emma gagged. “No, Tupp.”


  He peeled it off and flung it across the room, where it landed. Half-naked, he lay back down. “Well, I just felt so—hot! And out of sorts. I had all this energy stored up and no way of expelling it. You know? So I tootled off home and then found myself drinking a bottle of dynamo cider.” He suddenly adopted a fake Cornish-type accent. “Ye olde cyder.”


  “Couldn’t you just have had a wank?” Emma demanded. I noticed suddenly that she was wearing one of the turtle plastic hats that had appeared, and may well have been doing so for some hours. This place was the pits, and seemingly it was getting pittier.


  “Indeed!” I said helpfully, then selected a plastic hat and also attached one to Betty. “Does it suit?”


  “Shut up. I hate you,” Emma replied. “Don’t ever speak to me again.”


  Tupp ignored us and ranted on for ages about cider and the way it affected his limbs. “And then I was so terribly dry. You know? Dry like the desert, so I stood under the shower with an erection as big as the leaning tower of Pisa.”


  “Oh, yes? Show me.”


  “Yes!” His voice went round and round with the broken fan and damned if I didn’t fall asleep, because the next time I took notice, the day was half gone and Tash was running round the office with her sword, shouting about the gabbagabba.


  ***


  After work, I took the route down by the river again. I wanted to satisfy myself that the apparition—or whatever—was just my imagination. I remembered his shoulders and back as he swam away, and this savoury image reminded me of Tupp and his cider tales. “Good god!” I turned away from the pavement. I must admit my underpants formed a goodly part of that decision.


  That day, the river bank burnt with heat and everything was rather pretty. Butterflies and flowers, smells and the sounds of summer. But still, my feet felt heavier than usual, and I had an odd sense that something important was missing.


  By the time I reached the river, my headache had returned. There wasn’t a soul about, so I sat for a while and began absently making little boats from the long reeds that floated on the current.


  “Facking hell, mate. Will you stop that? Stop flinging bits of crap at my head.”


  An angry southern voice made me start. I looked up into the sun, its brilliance blinding me. “What? Who?” I blinked to try to clear the whiteness, and then I shat a metaphorical brick.


  It sat there, just below the river bank. I say ‘it’, though the chap was clearly male. It was the creature of the night before. In my panic to get away, I slipped down the bank towards the thing rather than away from it, my hands grabbing at reeds and rocks. My limbs seemed to work against me, and soon I was flat out on the mud. In the end, I gave up struggling against gravity and looked.


  “Awright? Stop making such a noise, you twat.”


  It was smoking a cigarette, and for some reason, this—rather than the scales and lack of logic—was what my brain fixated on. “They’re going to kill you,” I croaked, trying not to look at its tail, which started down low on its stomach, just below the belly button. “Nicotine is deadly.” Did it have lungs?


  The fish man blew smoke right into my face and laughed loudly. “That’s if the pollution doesn’t. You want one?” He flipped his tail.


  Of course, I couldn’t look away then, staring rudely at the greens and blues all mixed together over the bumps and mounds of his shape. “You’re—you’re a fish?”


  “Innit. Fish without the chips. What a bastard, eh?”


  “Pollution and cigarettes? Aren’t you meant to be unearthly and surreal? Singing to hapless sailors and waving your breasts? And I’m pretty sure mermaids don’t swear. Not usually, anyway.”


  “Meant to? A law, is there? Do me a favour.” He ground out the cigarette into the bank. “Do I look like a mermaid?” He grinned and ran his hands up and down over his chest. This unusual show affected my underpants profoundly.


  “Well…yes. And no. Your tail does.” I pointed. “There’s a definite similarity. Surely you can see that?”


  “I can sing to you if you like,” he cleared his throat, and sang to the tune of ‘My Old Man’s a Dustman’—


  “Tim Baker is an idiot,


  He wears an idiot’s cap,


  He thinks he’s so superior,


  But all he does is nap.”


  He stopped to laugh, and laugh, and though it wasn’t funny, I couldn’t help but join in. A sense of being, finally, where I was meant to be in life, slipped over my aching head. “Jesus Christ. What is going on?” I cackled. “This is a dream, isn’t it? You’re not real.”


  “Fucked if I know. But you keep on coming here, so you must like it. What do you mean, I’m not real? Don’t you want me to be real?” He reached out suddenly and took my hand. His touch was warm, like that of a human man. It had been so long since anyone had touched me except Tupp’s massage and the dog next door. “You’re not very happy, are you?” He squeezed. “Always moaning and frowning. What’s up?”


  My eyes stung with the sudden intimacy. “I—I’m lonely,” I confessed.


  “I know you are.” He shifted nearer. “No need to be, not anymore.”


  The tears came flooding out, and then he held me tightly, like he cared. I could say it was the fog in my head or confusion, but the truth is, sorrow exploded because he noticed me.


  Chapter Three


  Wensday, wensady, full of woe. After sex I’ve miles to go.


  “Look at Crack. Why is he doing the breaststroke on his chair?” I watched him, sat there swimming.


  Emma shrugged and looked at me like I was stupid. “Exercise is good for you. Swimming uses more muscles than anything else except a night in the sack.”


  “Well, yes. I know that.” I watched Crack move from breast stroke to butterfly crawl and then the sense of Emma’s words moved—really moved—into my being. I began swimming too. “Is anyone else getting headaches?” As a team, we are rigorously trained to look for any physical abnormalities, like mass hallucination, as a result of our work scrutinising the internet for subliminal messages.


  “No, no. You’re not quite doing that right.” Emma stood up and showed me how to position my hands to achieve optimum speed or whatever. “What kind of headaches?”


  “Urgh. Ones in the head?”


  “Oh. Then no. I have been having a few headaches in my feet, though.” She lay on the floor and sighed. “I need a holiday.”


  “You know, I don’t like this shark, and neither does the dolphin.” I began to sob suddenly, deep crying from the very pit of my ocean bottom. “Stop it, Betty! Where’s Tupp? I like Tupp. I really, really like him.”


  “Oh, he’s swimming too.”


  “Right.”


  “Don’t cry, Tim. You can’t help being a miserable bastard. You do realise everyone hates you?”


  Things seemed to be going downhill, what with the heat and the shark. By now, I should have been director instead of having to swim with the tide. “I think…I need to find something,” I tried to explain. “You know? It—it’s missing.”


  “Yeah, man.” Emma pulled at my trousers from the floor. If there’s one thing I hate, it’s people saying man, elongating it like it was made of mozzarella cheese. “Me too. All my life I’ve been looking. Is it gabbagabba?”


  “Urgh. No, it’s not philosophy.” I slithered onto the floor next to her. “I need to…find something.” But the elusive thing couldn’t be found. I swam after Emma towards the gabbagabba room, evading the lecherous shark because I wasn’t that kind of man. “I like your stroke,” I told Tupp, who was flat out naked on the meeting table, his red hairs like lava from an earthquake, erection bobbing upwards. Seeing him like that—all vulnerable and hairy—made my underpants ache. “I say!”


  “Do you? Do you really? I’m struggling, Tim, I don’t mind telling you. Where is it?”


  That Tupp should be in pain was unacceptable. I pulled him into me, feeling that something terribly important needed to be done. “I’ll keep you safe,” I assured him. “We’ll find it.”


  Queen Tash carried a long trident. She sat at the head of the table, occasionally banging it to get our attention. “It has come to my notice that things are not going the way they should. Things are amiss!”


  For a while, I could see only the Tupp of Tupp and how utterly gorgeous he was. As I held his fins and kissed the tears from his eyes, I knew that…I knew it would certainly…I knew. We talked for hours about the hidden city of Atlantis, his face turning into that of the fish man and then back to the Tupp. I knew. Man, but I knew. His words went from his usual mild-mannered to the dirty-talking jibes of the riverbank until my head was spinning. Was this Tupp or was it Neptune? Ma-aan.


  “Do—did I meet you last night?” I whispered when he finally paused talking.


  “Meet? No. We went to the pub and then I got on with my book, Tim.” His grin once again reminded me of the fishy fellow.


  “Oh. What book?”


  “Something about love potions. I’m so very tired. Shall we sleep awhile and away with a slumber?”


  My arse did not know my elbow. In the far corner of the room, Emma began slithering towards the queen. The next time I opened my eyes, I saw that she and Tash were rolling around together naked, and Crack was balancing the trident on his head.


  ***


  After a rather average day’s work, I once again found myself tripping down the steps to the river, hurrying through the greens and whites of the wild garlic flowers. My heart was beating wildly with anticipation and also trepidation. All day I’d thought about the foul-talking fish who’d held me so tightly, who’d seen through the follies of the day into the sad lonely spot that was Tim. I thought about him, about Tupp, and the whole mess of existence.


  Summer was everywhere—in the bees and the trees rustling far above—in the hazy warmth that enveloped the world. Walking quickly, it seemed to me this was the only part of the day that had made sense, yet still the niggle that something was amiss continued to tug at my consciousness.


  “Where are you?” I whispered, even though there was nobody else around. “I’m here.”


  “You again!” A laughing voice filtered up from the water. “You got fuck all else to do?”


  “Actually, I have a very important job to do! My department is vital in the protection of the nation. We are trained to spot pattern anomalies that may be subliminal messages attempting to—”


  “Yeah, yeah. Have a pew. Talk to me about something that really matters. I want to know about you.”


  About me? Nobody wanted to know about me. They wanted me to pay my bills and taxes, be a functioning member of society, fit into the routines that make it up, sure. But know about me? I tried to remember the last time anyone had asked, and I couldn’t. “Well, I…” Funny, but the question made my face heat up. “What do you want to know?” I tried to study his features, but all I could focus on was the heat and the redness of his hair.


  “What do you want in life, Tim?”


  If anyone else had asked me that, say down the pub or in the office, I’d probably drone on about pensions and share certificates, and not worry too much until they began snoring. But in that quiet spot, I felt lost and adrift. “I don’t know.”


  “Course you do. You wanna be loved.”


  “Loved?” I laughed. “I’m not a teenager and this isn’t a soap opera. It’s my life. Love?” I spat out the word like it was poison, but a lonely tear dripped down my nose.


  “Yeah, love, dickhead, and right now your life consists of talking to Neptune and being sarcastic. What does that tell you?” He popped something in his mouth and began chewing.


  “That I’m going crazy?”


  “That you’re missing the plot, yeah. Come here.” He opened his arms wide. I tried to look disgusted. After all, a middle-aged man had no business snuggling with a giant fish, but instead I rushed down the banking and straight into his haddock embrace. “That’s nice.” He nuzzled my hair and intermittently made huge bubble gum bubbles. “So how come you aren’t doing this every night with someone special?”


  “Surely the question here,” I began.


  “Oh fuck off! You don’t half talk like a knobhead sometimes. All posh and uppity, like you’re the king’s pizzle. You can cut that out with me ’cause I know you go on dating sites.” He sniggered rather cruelly.


  “I do not!” If there was one thing I hated, it was bullying. “Surely the question is who the hell are you and what are you doing here, codpiece?”


  “Who am I? Oh, you know that.” He kissed my head again. “I’m just waiting for you to come and get me, tiger. Then you can take me off to somewhere exotic and nibble my fins.”


  If there was one thing I hated, it was being called a tiger. I tried to tell him so in between snogs, but everything only grew hotter and more confusing. My underpants, frankly, did not help. “Shall we swim? I’m so very hot,” I gasped, allowing him to fiddle with my undercarriage. “I say!”


  “Swim? I fucking hate water.”


  “But you’re a fish.”


  “Yes, life is full of ironies,” he chuckled. “Did you know my middle name is Salt?”


  I fell asleep with the trickling of water and the knowledge that I was lost.


  Chapter Four


  Thursty? Who gave a shit what day it was. If there was one thing I hated it was fish. Machete Betty insistently flashed pictures of some bastard in tights and a drug addict with wings. I blinked for a while, trying to find Australia, but soon gave up and fell into the arms of Tuppy Tupp. “Have anybody got headaches?” We’re highly trained to recognise, after all. “How about you?” I kissed Tupp’s tufty ear. “How are you feeling?” Somewhere in the distance, I was aware of Betty making noisy bleeps.


  “Do it to me again, Tim,” he begged. “I—I just want it. Sex! Sex! Sex!” His laughing was mead. All I’d ever wanted was to lie with Tupp in a corner of the office, naked and sweaty, rolling him this way and that, having him at will. At the side of my computer, the river gushed by, and all around the sweet heady smell of wild flowers perfumed the air. At times, his legs appeared more like a fishy tail; at all times, he wanted more sex. We’d been at it for hours, or it could have been weeks. Delicious tumbling and chasing amidst the grasses and trees, rocking and thrusting into the breeze. At first, I’d been worried about covering up, because I was a highly trained professional, but now, I ran freely, limbs and bits swinging with unadulterated joy.


  “Where’s everyone else?” I tugged at his ear hair with my teeth. “We should be—be—looking for it.”


  “Oh they’re having sex too. Queen Tash has tied Crack up and now they’re riding his waves.” Tupp licked my stomach. “You’re the most beautiful tiger I ever saw. Your stripes and fangs…”


  “Fangs?” I watched him through a fog of love.


  “Mm! Most tigers are deadly, but not you. For ages—you know I was afraid of you? Always so clever and quick, I know you thought I was stupid.”


  “But…”


  “But now I see you for who you really are! You’re kind and caring. Not all tigers would have made sure the team eat and keep warm. You know? You could have eaten us all! It’s like you kept all your goodness hidden inside in case it covered the world in…goodness.” He began to grow hard again. “I want you so much. I—I love you. This time we’ve spent together has been the best time of my life. Do you want bubble gum?”


  My breathing was losing it once again. Watching Tupp getting aroused just from talking about me was not something a person could be prepared for. “But you turned me down? That time at the pub?”


  He threw his head back and laughed. The sinews and muscles of his pale body were pulled tight as I started touching him again, powerless to resist. “That’s because I was scared, Tim. I’d had far too much to drink, you see. I can never get it up after a few pints. Then afterwards, you just avoided me. Every time I went near, you sneered and made jokes. I lost the nerve. We were both idiots.” Fully hard now, he sat with legs apart on his knees like all my wishes come true. I ran my hands up between his thighs and then down again. “Touch me, Tim! Be my tiger!”


  So I did. If there was one thing I hated, it was someone who wouldn’t be a tiger.


  ***


  After work, I ran down the steps to the river, desperate to find the missing thing. The heat had turned into storms with drenching rain and growling thunder. Shivers wracked my body. “Where are you?” I shouted. The pathway had become a slippery nightmare with tree roots barring the way. It were as if all the air had been sucked away, leaving only a heaving, deadly place. I had to stop every few minutes to rest my aching limbs and because I seemed to have no energy left. “Help me!” I screamed, my head heavy with the oppressive atmosphere and an increasing fear.


  “Here! I’m here.”


  I fell into an old hut at the side of the trees, but instead of meeting the fish man, Tupp was crouched inside, rocking. He spoke haltingly as if he, too, was in pain.


  “Tim. You have to do it.”


  I squeezed in next to his shivering body and knew he was right. Somewhere in my thudding head, I remembered. I shouted out the words, “Machete Betty! Code Shakespeare! A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”


  There was a deafening crack of thunder as the world began to break apart. I hugged Tupp, and he hugged me, and then we fell into the chasm that opened.


  Chapter Five


  The director adjusted his glasses. The clock on the wall ticked and a bee buzzed over by the window. Even now, four weeks later, I kept digging my nails into my palms to check I was still in reality. “So. I’d like to remind us all why we’re here.” This was the first time the team had been back to the office. I’d seen Tupp a few times in the hospital as we recovered, but that was all. I hadn’t seen the others since arriving a few moments ago. Everyone sat with eyes downcast, presumably thinking of the events of a month before.


  Nudity.


  Sex.


  Nudity.


  More sex.


  Much, much more sex.


  My underpants twitched. I risked a glance at Tupp sideways. He looked back and smiled, bushy eyebrows shooting up. Of course, by now, I was fully free of the group hallucinations that had caused the catastrophic failure of the A-team, but yet I thought for a second I saw his tail once again and smelled the riverbank.


  His eyes were shining, that strange combination of brown, red, and gorgeous. The top button of his shirt had come undone and red hairs were climbing to be free.


  I blinked against the sudden barrage of images of him on top of me, in my arms, kissing, running, laughing…


  “Tim!” the director said sharply. “Put Tupp down!”


  “Sorry, sir. It’s a little difficult to focus in this heat. Perhaps it would have been better if we’d all had the opportunity to meet informally first?”


  “So you could ogle?” he snapped. “The hospital got sick and tired of chasing you, preventing you breaking into each other’s rooms every night so you could.” He rubbed the bridge of his glasses. “It’s fucking amazing nobody got pregnant.”


  “Well, I…” Tupp said, deliciousness pouring from his body like bright-red love hearts. “Actually, I believe…”


  Underneath the desk, something nudged my foot. I sat back and looked to see what was rubbing my shoe, then up my leg. Tupp’s toes wriggled up, like waving. I suppressed my smile and began slipping off one shoe so my toes could join his.


  “Where do I start? You were all trained, meticulously trained! Yet not one of you saw the warning signs—or if you did, you chose to ignore them. Machete Betty was screaming Code Red at full blast, but still nobody raised the alarm. For one whole day, you endured hallucinations which led to orgies and—” he stopped to weep “—more orgies. Disgusting shows of affection and sexual deviance…”


  “I say…” I began indignantly.


  “I knew something was wrong,” Queen Tash said quietly. I remembered her and Emma making Crack scream with multiple orgasms, Emma one end, she the other. “I admit, I—”


  “Why?” the director shouted suddenly. “Why didn’t anyone say the code word? Do you have any idea how this makes me look? By the time Tim initiated shutdown, you were all completely gone. When the ambulance arrived, they found the whole team locked—I say locked—in pleasure. Craig was in—” he paused to pucker his face into an ugly shape “—handcuffs and duct tape, sporting a fox-tail butt plug! If this gets out, the department is ruined. On the way to the hospital, the staff reported multiple orgasms. Shameful!” He began to sob quietly.


  “Let’s take five minutes.” I pulled on Tupp’s hand.


  ***


  In the staffroom, the clock ticked loudly. “Tea?” The hum of the fridge seemed overpoweringly loud but not enough to squash the awkwardness. Crack, Emma and Tash had gone into the other meeting room, so it was just Tupp and me.


  Gently, he took the cups from my shaking hands and led me to the plastic sofa that made noises like farts. “No, I don’t want tea, and neither do you. What I want is what I’ve wanted for months. To talk to you, Tim, to really talk.” He pushed me down, amidst atrocious noises.


  “Do you really hate water?”


  He laughed. “Yes! And I smoke, but don’t tell my mum.” He sat close, but not close enough. “What do you remember about it?”


  “You were half fish, and you swore a lot.”


  “And you were a tiger man,” he grinned wolfishly. “And when we banged, I…”


  He pulled my head to his and then we kissed. This time, there were no sharks or river, only heat and longing. I found my hands in his hair and my tongue pushing against his. I climbed onto his lap like he was a rocking horse waiting to go. “But is this real?” I asked, between writhing. “What if it’s just hallucinations again?”


  “It’s real. I admit it went too far.” He spoke into my ear. “It was…it was me, you see. I planted the messages into the screensavers because I was—” I pulled back from his embrace in astonishment “—bored and horny and desperate for you. And also because I was sick and tired of all that mindless training. We are a highly skilled team programmed to spot anomalies…blah, blah.” He giggled. “When all the time Emma was running an online gambling business and Craig was watching porn.”


  “But—”


  “Oh my god I didn’t think it would take over the whole team!” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Shit, I didn’t even believe all that stuff about the messages. I thought at most it might make us want to go swimming after work. I should never have done it. And then I got swept up in it—in you. I know it was false, but it felt so real, and so does this! Those times mean more to me than anything else.”


  I knew exactly what he meant because I’d spent the last few weeks thinking exactly the same thing. “Oh my god.” I sat back on his legs. “You have to tell them. I thought you were goody two shoes!”


  “I’m so sorry. I’ll understand if you never talk to me again.”


  “Are you crazy? All I can think about is you.”


  ***


  The director mopped his forehead with tissues cut into the shapes of starfish.


  “Look, the thing is I never intended… I only… I didn’t realise how powerful it was!”


  The director took off his glasses and glared at Tash. “How could you? My own daughter?”


  “But it was me who…” Tupp stood up. I jumped up with him and put my arm across his shoulders.


  “Actually, I…” Crack started.


  “Oh, but surely it was me?” Emma flung.


  “It was me, yes. I did it. I’m sorry! I didn’t intend it to be so strong, honestly. I was doing a little research of my own by placing subliminal messages in the screensaver.” Tash shook her head. “I don’t understand what went wrong!”


  “Wait! Did you initiate the messages in Betty?” I asked. Tash nodded. “Well, that explains it! Machete Betty strikes again. I’ve always said that computer is alive.” The laugh began deep down, somewhere like Australia. It bubbled up, and as it escaped, I realised that I didn’t care if I lost my job, because now I had something much more important. I gripped Tupp’s hairy hand and knew I might never let him go. “I’m sorry,” I laughed, “but can’t we just put it down to the heat and the summer solstice? There’s no harm done, is there? The truth is, we were all shittlessly bored and horny.”


  “But, Tim…” the director began.


  “Anyway, Tupp and I would like to request a period of extended leave. In fact, we may never return. We’ve a date in The Peak District at the Three Fishes.”


  “No, Tim, I cannot allow it! And you still have some explaining to do!” He pointed at the others. “You mean to say you all fiddled with office equipment?”


  If there was one thing I hated, it was an overprotective parent. I led Tupp away quietly, and in the shouting and noise, nobody seemed to notice or care.


  “Let’s go down to the river first, with fish and chips,” I said. “We need to talk, and kiss. Let’s start from the beginning.”


   


  The End
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  Oswald Sattle is out of money and out of options. After more than eight months of sleeping in his car, when an acquaintance from his past offers him a job opportunity in the middle of nowhere, he can’t turn it down. No matter how much he’d like to.


  Joshua Roth moved to Nortown four years ago, and he has everything he needs—a job, friends, peace and quiet. He’s not interested in a relationship, or anything else that would upset the life he’s built for himself.


  But sometimes fate has other plans, and a single glimpse can completely change the course of a life.


  In a small town, where everyone knows everyone else’s business, reaching for what you want can feel like a risk. But some risks are worth taking.
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  Cute Guys & Open Relationships


  Oswald Sattle gazed out the windscreen of his Toyota Camry—a sorry sight. Both the car and the view. How fitting.


  Cracks melted into a spider web on the asphalt before him, the tenement houses to his left were a soulless grey, and the shop in the bottom floor of the last house in the row made him long to turn the key and keep on going. He should keep going. Why he’d come here, he didn’t know.


  The morning was damp and dull, the leaves in the process of turning orange, and Oswald had been fighting to breathe for two hundred and seventy-three days.


  Two hundred and seventy-three days ago Oswald had been the happiest he’d ever been, happier than he’d ever expected to be…and now he was here. In Nortown.


  In one second, everything had changed. One slow tick of the clock had been the starting shot for people to squirm in the benches, then the buzz of their whispers rose in the church. Oswald had walked into the room where Guy was getting ready before the ceremony, and there Matt Herman had been on his knees with Guy’s cock buried in his throat.


  Oswald’s world had crumpled. His fiancé had cheated on him on their wedding day, and with Matt. Matt was sweet and kind, and Oswald had always considered him a friend. Worst of all was that Matt had smiled at him, Guy had sighed, and all the while Oswald was dying.


  Humiliation painted his face as he sank into the memory. In the church, Guy cheated on me in the church.


  He forced down another breath. As long as he could get some oxygen into his system, he could keep going. There was no need to think of hopes and wants—all that mattered was to fill his lungs with air and stay upright. He didn’t need anyone to tell him things would turn out fine, that he was still young and would find someone new—he wasn’t all that young and as for finding someone… There had never been anyone but Guy. No one had ever wanted him before Guy. If he’d ever wanted him.


  It didn’t matter much. He didn’t have anyone but Guy, not that he’d ever really had him. Apparently.


  He tapped his forefinger seven times against the steering wheel and looked at the clock on the dashboard. Aiden would be here soon. He glanced at the sign above the door to the massage studio next to the rundown motorway café—could he work there? He couldn’t breathe.


  No!


  He couldn’t stay here, couldn’t be around people. He had to leave, had to keep on going. He cast a glance over his shoulder. The mattress he’d squeezed into the back of the car, the pile of clothes, and a few sets of untouched acupuncture needles was all he owned.


  Tapping his forefinger seven times against his knee, he filled his lungs with air. Breathing. That was the only thing he had to do. Just keep on breathing.


  The key dangled in the ignition, but somehow the little leather owl keychain slipped between his fingers when he tried to grab it. His hand trembled as he tapped the steering wheel seven more times, but at least the tapping calmed his heart and let some more air into his system.


  The sound of a door clicking shut made him glance to the left. A man hurried out of a tenement house and crossed the street. He wore grey sweats and a black T-shirt that clung to a chiselled chest. His hair pointed in every possible direction, and he was rubbing a hand over a coppery beard as he yawned. Oswald turned away, not wanting to get caught watching anyone.


  A tap on the passenger side window made him jump. Fuck!


  Aiden waved at him through the glass, his green eyes sparkling and his dark curls peeking out from underneath a knitted cap. Oswald forced a smile onto his lips. Fucking Aid.


  Why had Aiden called him? Why couldn’t he just have forgotten about him like everyone else had?


  Aiden yanked the passenger door open. “Hey, man! Come on, let me buy you a cup of coffee.” He nodded towards the café, and just as Oswald looked at the entrance, the man from the tenement house slipped inside. He quickly tore his gaze away from the man’s backside.


  “Hi.” Oswald clenched his hand into a fist as to not tap the window before reaching for the door handle. Somehow he made it out of the car, fingers still trapped in a fist and with both feet on the ground.


  “It’s so good to see you.” Aiden wrapped his arms around Oswald before he had time to react. He already smelled of coffee, but there was also a hint of lavender.


  The scent made Oswald’s eyes burn; it reminded him of another time, another life. He wasn’t the same person anymore, but he couldn’t let Aiden see that.


  He needed to leave, needed to keep going, needed to find a place where no one knew him. But he was running out of money, and the nights were turning colder. He might not take much joy in living, but he didn’t want to freeze to death in his car.


  “Come on.” Aiden let go of him and smiled. “I’m so freaking glad you came, you have no idea.”


  “You are?” Oswald tried to keep the surprise out of his voice. When had someone ever been glad to see him? Guy had pretended to be, but— He tapped his finger seven times against his thigh.


  “It’ll be great. I’m so excited that something finally will happen around here. It took forever to get hold of you. I had no idea you’d moved.”


  “Yeah…” Ice filled his gut. “Guy and I…we…erm—”


  “Yeah, Jason told me. I’m sorry, man.” Aiden squeezed his arm, and as usual, Oswald held his breath, but thankfully he didn’t continue with the speech of him being better off without Guy. He wasn’t, but he couldn’t have stayed with him either, not after…


  “You…erm…have been in contact with Jason?”


  Aiden gave him a strange look. “Of course. He’s thrilled you’re coming too, you know.”


  Oswald stumbled on empty air but managed to stay upright. “Jason?”


  “Yeah, sure. I told him you were on your way.”


  Oswald was going to throw up. “He’s here?”


  “Sure. He’s working today, so you’ll see him in a second.”


  Oswald stopped. “Aiden.”


  “Yeah?”


  “I can’t.”


  “Can’t what?”


  “I can’t see Jason.” Hot and cold dashed around in his belly, and he was sure whatever was in it soon would climb up his throat and out onto the asphalt.


  “Why not?” Aiden frowned and Oswald’s gaze fastened on the crease between his eyebrows—it was much easier than to meet his stare. “He and Guy… Guy told me he and Jason had been—”


  “But Jason has been with Tom for over a year now. He hasn’t been with Guy in a long time.”


  Time stopped.


  “You knew?” Oswald’s gut tried to turn inside out. Aiden had known and hadn’t said anything. Saliva flooded his mouth as he started tapping his thigh. Breathe. One-two-three-four-five-six-seven. All he had to do was breathe.


  “Are you okay?” Aiden touched his arm again, and Oswald held completely still, waiting for him to move away. “I have to say, I never understood it, but you seemed happy. Weren’t you happy?”


  “With my fiancé fucking my friends?”


  Seconds swished by—those hated seconds. So much could change in just a tick of a clock.


  “Sweetie…” Oswald winced at the word, but he reminded himself it wasn’t the first time Aiden had called him sweetie and he didn’t mean it in a patronising way…probably. Guy only ever used endearments to belittle him, but this was Aiden.


  Oswald forced down more air and counted to seven as his forefinger tapped the pad of his thumb.


  “You had an open relationship. If you weren’t okay with Guy being with people you knew, then you should’ve told him so. I’m sure you guys had rules, right?”


  Oswald heard the words, but something about them didn’t make sense. More seconds ticked by as he tried to sort them out. “What do you mean, open relationship?”


  Aiden’s eyes narrowed, the sparkle in them had died. “You weren’t monogamous. Everyone knew that.”


  Oswald swallowed. For a second, he was certain he’d fallen asleep in his car and this whole conversation was a nightmare, but the almost painful grip Aiden had on his arm made him suspect it wasn’t the case.


  “Ox…”


  Oswald shuddered at the nickname. An ox was robust and stable. Oswald was a scraggy excuse of a man; there was nothing strong about him—nowadays even less than before.


  “You were with others too, right?”


  He opened his mouth to respond, but not a sound came from his lips.


  Aiden’s eyes widened and he let go of his arm. “You agreed to…he was the only one who saw others?” The apprehension in his voice might have been funny if it hadn’t been Oswald’s life they were discussing.


  “Agreed to what?” Oswald shouldn’t be snapping at Aiden. He didn’t think Guy had ever been with him, he hadn’t thrown Aiden’s name in his face, but how would Oswald ever know for sure? He tapped his thigh again.


  “You didn’t have an agreement?” Aiden locked his fingers around his wrist as if to force himself not to touch Oswald again.


  Oswald shook his head, one quick motion as he pressed his lips together from preventing any embarrassing sounds from escaping him.


  “Oh, babe, I’m so sorry. I always assumed…everyone did, you know.”


  Oswald nodded but turned towards his car. He had to get out of here.


  “Morning, Aiden.” The man from the tenement house gave Aiden a nod as he passed, then he smiled at Oswald—a quick quirk of the lips. Oswald stopped mid-step and forced himself to respond in kind, though he feared it looked more like a wince than a smile.


  “Joshua! This is Oswald.” Aiden gestured towards him, and the man, Joshua, stopped to look, a sparkle lit in his blue-green eyes.


  “He’s gonna work with me.”


  Oswald’s no was drowned out by Joshua’s “You are? Here in Nortown?”


  “He is.” Aiden beamed and bounced on his feet.


  “You’re a massage therapist, too?” Joshua’s eyes swept over his face as he took a sip from his to-go cup, and Oswald wanted to hide.


  “Acupuncturist.”


  Joshua winced. “Needles? Really?”


  Oswald surprised himself by smiling. “Yeah, though I do acupressure, too.”


  “Oh good, that I might be able to endure.” Joshua grinned and started walking again. “Nice to meet you, Oz. I’ll come see you when you’re up and running.”


  Oswald watched him go, a bit uncertain about what had just happened.


  “Just like that?” Aiden threw his hands in the air. “I’ve tried to get him to come see me for a year, and all you have to do is show up.” The smile told him Aiden was kidding, but Oswald wanted to cower anyway. “It will be great.” Aiden nudged his arm. “Do you want to see the studio now?”


  “I-I was…” Oswald glanced at his car. He should leave. “Yeah, sure.”


  ***


  Joshua Roth ran up the stairs into Andre’s flat and over to the living room window where he could see Aiden lead Oswald towards the café.


  “What are you doing?” Andre, his colleague and carpooling buddy, came out from the bedroom, dressed for work which meant sweats and a T-shirt. They’d change once they got to the sawmill—protective gear on at all times.


  “Aiden brought a new guy.” Joshua rubbed his neck and looked as they disappeared in through the door to the studio.


  Andre came to stand next to him. “A new guy?”


  “Yeah, an acupuncturist. He’s gonna work here.”


  “Shit, needles.” Andre shuddered, and Josh chuckled.


  “That was what I said.” Joshua grabbed his bag of clothes. He’d been staying with Andre for five days, but tonight, he’d go home. Friday, finally, and he should be able to live in his own place.


  His cabin had almost burned to the ground, some electrical short circuit or other in the kitchen, and it had taken some time to restore it. Josh had known he needed to go over the electricity but as long as things worked, he kept pushing it into the future—he guessed he should be glad he had a future.


  He could’ve died.


  The last few days he’d had electricians, chimney sweepers, and plumbers stumbling over each other, so he’d fled to Andre’s. But, according to the phone call he’d received yesterday, they’d be done today. Now he just needed to fix everything up inside, but he could do that. He knew his way around a paint bucket.


  “But…is he really gonna work here? Is there anyone who’d pay to get needles stuck into them?”


  Josh had no idea. The guy had been ready to bolt, so maybe it didn’t matter. Rubbing his chest, he looked out the window again. There had been hurt in the guy’s eyes, not that Joshua had any plans on doing anything about it. Same as there was a pain in Andre’s eyes that he didn’t have any plans to try to soothe. He was here if Andre wanted to talk, if he wanted to get drunk and sob on his shoulder, but fix it? Nah, people needed to fix their own shit. Josh had his life under control, and he expected everyone else to have theirs under control as well.


  It wasn’t that he didn’t care about his friends, of course he did, and he was a good listener. He probably knew more about Andre than any other person on this planet, not that he had the first couple of years they’d rode together. Back then, they’d talked about work, the weather, and other boring shit, but then Zachary Fane had come to town. Joshua knew he should’ve told Andre that he was gay too once Andre had come out to him, but he didn’t want people meddling in his business. Knowing what was going on in everyone’s life kept him calm, he liked being aware of what was going down, but he never told anyone. They weren’t his secrets to tell, and he didn’t want anyone spreading his secrets either. So he listened, he kept quiet, and he lived a good life.


  Everything was great.


  He grinned and glanced at Andre. “Probably not. Cute guy, though, so perhaps you should go see him.”


  What Josh had been thinking when he’d said he’d come by the studio when Oswald had set it up he didn’t know, because Aiden had been on him about coming to see him more times than he could count, and he hadn’t gone no matter how much his body ached. He didn’t mind hanging out with Andre, not at all, he loved Andre, but people often assumed you were gay if you surrounded yourself with queer friends, and he didn’t need the complication. Not that he cared what people said about him, but he liked it just fine when people assumed he was single because he hadn’t found the right woman yet. Made life easier. And coming out now was just silly—like it was catching in this godforsaken town. Nope, Joshua was fine with things being just the way they were.


  “You thought he was cute?” Andre raised an eyebrow.


  Cute? Had he said cute? He was cute, looked like he’d slept in his car. His dishwater-blonde hair was a mess and he wore a day or two worth of stubble. Joshua turned to Andre with a blank face. “Small, a little twitchy, much like Aiden, actually. Not your type?” He knew it wasn’t. There was nothing small or twitchy about Zachary Fane and apparently he was the only guy who could get Andre hot and bothered. Josh didn’t see the allure, but to each their own.


  Andre shook his head. “Another one?”


  When Josh widened his eyes, Andre sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, I like Aiden just fine, but do you remember when Nortown was calm? When there were no squealing men in the café, when we didn’t have lattes, flapping hands, and bouncing curls?”


  Josh chuckled. “Nope, man. Just moved here four years ago, remember?”


  “But even then…” Andre shrugged.


  “He didn’t strike me as a squealing guy.” No, he seemed more like a run-and-hide kind of guy.


  “I meant nothing by it. I love Aiden and what he’s done for the village.” For a second exhaustion clouded Andre’s eyes, and Joshua had to fist his hand not to reach out and touch him. Then the mask of total control slipped back into place. “Are you ready to go?”


  “Sure. You don’t want a cup to-go? I can run down and get one while you start the car.”


  Andre frowned at him. “When have I ever wanted a cup to-go?”


  Joshua shrugged and looked at the door to the massage studio one last time.


  Lavender & Canoes


  Oswald looked at the room Aiden had set up as his treatment room. It was beautiful—smaller than his last, but the energy was more relaxing.


  “Looks really nice, Aid.”


  “But?” Aiden tilted his head to the side as he watched him.


  “But… I don’t know if I’m fit to work.” He would have to, though. The money he’d lived on for the last two hundred and seventy-three days was the money he’d saved for a down-payment on a house. He’d wanted him and Guy to live in a house, to maybe even have a family one day…or a dog. Perhaps a dog would be better than children—Oswald didn’t know what to do with children.


  It had taken years to scrape together; that Guy hadn’t put anything away should’ve been his first warning perhaps. But, there would be no house, and unless he started working soon, there would be no Oswald either.


  “Are you sick? Oh, babe, you’re not, are you? Please say you’re not.”


  Oswald winced at the ‘babe’ but tried to hide it. “No, just not fit mentally.” He tapped his thumb seven times against his thigh, then curled his toes seven times inside his shoes.


  Aiden shook his head. “What happened, Ox?”


  He shrugged. “It’s all right, I’ll…I don’t have much money.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Aiden reached out and squeezed his arm, and Oswald tried not to flinch. Aiden was touchy-feely, and it was fine. It wasn’t that he didn’t like touch. He wasn’t a germophobe or anything, it was just… How should he react? Should he touch back? Should he just stand there? What did the touches mean?


  When Guy touched him he wanted sex, and there was safety in that—a hand on his shoulder and he could just as well drop to his knees on the spot. It was easy; he knew his role and what was expected of him.


  Growing up, he could never remember anyone hugging him or having him sit on their lap or other things he saw parents do with their kids. He guessed being shuffled around guaranteed no one took the time to bond with him.


  “If it doesn’t work out, I can ask someone else.” Aiden gave him a guarded look. “I don’t know…are you still in contact with anyone from school?”


  Oswald blinked at him. It had been years since they’d met at the Bodywork Institute. He remembered their names, but that was all. “No, sorry.”


  “You know what?” Aiden grinned, his green eyes sparkling. “I don’t want anyone else. I know we haven’t worked together before, and we haven’t been the closest of friends, but I think we could be great. So, if you want to try it out, perhaps work a day or two a week just to see if it’s possible, you can do it rent free.”


  “Aid, I know you dragged me here because you needed money. I can’t let you pay for me.”


  “No, but hear me out, okay? I have this—” he gestured around “—and I’m only using one room because I can only have one client at a time so whether you use it or not, the room is still here. And yes, I need someone to split the rent with, I need to be able to take a day off now and then, and I can’t afford it at the moment. But I’m willing to lend you the room for free for, say, a month or two and you can see if it works for you.”


  “That’s very kind, Aiden, but—”


  “So we’ll do it like that, yes?”


  Oswald breathed in, allowed the scent of lavender to loosen some of his muscles and nodded. He’d come here, hadn’t he? “Okay, but I won’t start next week. I need a week to…to land.”


  Aiden flung himself at him, arms closing around his neck. “It’ll be awesome, Ox! Where are you staying? Do you need to come live with Tristan and me? You can, you know. There isn’t much room, but we’ll manage.”


  Oswald’s heart was pounding in his ears. “No, that’s all right. I’m…erm…I’m staying at the hotel.”


  Aiden frowned. “In…Northfield?”


  There wasn’t one in town? Oswald nodded. “Yeah, in Northfield.”


  ***


  Oswald drove and drove, and then he drove some more. Going off the main road might not have been his smartest decision, but the narrow gravel roads had begged for him to come. All around there were trees, one more colourful than the other, and for the first time since Aiden had managed to get hold of him, he could fill his lungs with ease—well, maybe not ease, but it was easier.


  It would be easy to lose himself in the woods. Give up. Fade away. No one would miss him if he weren’t to be anymore. He’d held on for two hundred and seventy-three days; maybe it was all right to let go. It was fitting, decomposing together with the leaves falling off the trees.


  Frowning, he drummed his thumb seven times against the steering wheel. He needed out of the car. Needed to think away from the sad reality of the mattress and the pile with a few sets of clothes that were all he owned.


  He’d walked out of Guy’s apartment without taking a single thing of what they’d bought together, without a single souvenir. Since he was a kid, he’d learnt not to get attached to things; fewer items made it quicker to pack.


  The forest cleared a little up ahead, and Oswald was surprised to see a sign. Had he perhaps found Northfield? He should probably check on a map where that was and get his sweet arse over there so he could find the hotel Aiden had mentioned.


  The sign was red and white, flaking paint revealing dark-grey wood underneath. ‘Canoe Rentals’, it said.


  Canoes? It couldn’t be too hard, could it? He’d get some fresh air and exercise and wouldn’t have to think about his pitiful life trapped in a rusty Toyota. Stopping by the road, he drummed his finger against the window seven times and jumped out. On the way over to the cottage, he pressed his forefinger against his thumb—he only made it to five before a man came out to meet him. After having said hello, he started over and managed seven uninterrupted taps.


  ***


  Joshua sighed as he walked into his cabin. There was craft paper on the floor, cords and shit that the electrician had cut off and left lying around, not to mention the dirty footprints. He guessed it was his job to clean up—not that he would do much. He was painting the living room this weekend so the protective plastic and paper might as well stay where they were.


  There was nothing he’d rather do than have a quick shower—the layer of sweat and sawdust clung to him—but this shit would still be here when he got back. Better get it over with now than get grimy again.


  It wasn’t sparkly clean, but an hour later he’d swept the living room, so there weren’t any loose parts on the floor, and cleaned the kitchen and bedroom so he could be there without feeling like he was walking into a construction site. There was nothing he could do about the smell—it had that new touch to it that he hated. Maybe it would be better once he’d cooked something, though he doubted it because the stove was new too. But soon, it would feel like home again.


  A quick shower and then he was out the door. Having breathed in sawdust all week, he needed some fresh air, and the river was calling him.


  Throwing his fly-fishing rod in the car, he drove off into the forest. The gravel roads on his land snaked their way to the river, and then, when he couldn’t drive any farther, it was about a thirty-minute walk before he was at his fishing place.


  It took longer for him to get there than it normally did so he couldn’t stay long. The nights were getting darker fast, but he needed the quiet, needed to breathe the fresh air, hear the water. Soon, the leaves would fall off the trees, but it only made it more beautiful. Nature was clinging onto life for as long as it could, the abundance of colour as it went out like fireworks only to wake up in a few months again. He loved autumn. All seasons had their charm, but not like autumn.


  He sighed and let the week go. The knowledge that he’d go home soon, have a beer, and then sleep for as long as he wanted did wonders for his sanity.


  And then an empty canoe came floating down the river.


  Curses & Late-Night Swims


  Joshua stumbled as he dragged the canoe up onto the riverbank. It was one of Taylor’s which meant there probably was a tourist in the woods somewhere. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had failed to pull the canoe out of the river before stopping to stretch their legs.


  Josh had left his phone in the car, so he couldn’t call Taylor and ask to whom he’d rented the canoe. Taylor’s place was quite a bit from here, so chances were they’d lost it upstream and already had informed him.


  For a second, he played with the idea of ignoring it. He didn’t want to spend his Friday evening trekking up the river. Especially considering it would be dark soon and he hadn’t managed more than a couple of casts. Growling, he disassembled the fly rod.


  Someone could be hurt. Fucker.


  Leaving his gear by a tree, he walked upstream, keeping his waders on in case he needed to get back into the water, and looking for signs of people.
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