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“Not necessity, not desire—no, the love of power is the demon of men. Let them have everything—health, food, a place to live, entertainment—they are and remain unhappy and low-spirited: for the demon waits and waits and will be satisfied.” 
– Friedrich Nietzsche


“He does not possess wealth; it possesses him.” 
– Benjamin Franklin









  
  
I




If there was one thing Manny Gonzales hated more than his boss, it was Plato. 

But not the philosopher of Ancient Greece—Manny could give two shits about that guy. Philosophical dialogues aren’t much use to a butler when there are bills to pay. The only Plato in Manny’s world wasn’t even human. 

He was a fucking cat. 

Fortunately, like most felines, Plato tended to keep to himself. With one exception, the cream point Himalayan preferred his solitude, patrolling the endless hallways or hiding under the many king-sized beds of his lavish home. 

But that one exception: when his master invited guests over for dinner. He had become quite fond of tuna tartare and had long ago learned that even the most refined diners occasionally spilled a forkful onto the floor. And the best way to score a juicy morsel of raw fish? Follow that Hispanic fellow who brings it to the table, walk between his legs, make him trip and drop the entire tray—

And dig in.

“Fucking gato!”

Manny kicked his black shoe at the white cat, only succeeding to brush its fur as it darted away. Before he vanished into the dining room, Plato looked back with his mouthful of tuna and gave the stupid human a final condescending glance. The green eyes said it all.

Pathetic.

The doors of the kitchen swung open. Manny slammed the empty silver tray onto the prep station. 

“I need another tray!”

The bustling chefs didn’t question the waiter’s request for another serving already, but only because they couldn’t afford the time. A quick look of disgust had to do. 

“Wow, that must be record time.” 

Manny knew the voice and couldn’t spin around fast enough. If he had his way, his eyes would never leave the sight of Anita Martinez.

The twenty-two-year-old maid was drop dead gorgeous even in her maid’s uniform. 

Correction: Especially in her maid’s uniform. 

So maybe she wasn’t a French maid—she was still a fantasy come to life. Flawless bronze skin, emerald eyes, and a bust size that Manny could only assume was in the high Cs. He would kill anyone for hands on verification. 

The only fault of her ensemble was the practical application of her tied up hair. It was a crime against nature to tie up strands that long, dark, and lush. Really, when your server looks like that, who gives a shit about finding a hair in your food? Manny, for one, would gladly eat her whole head. In fact, he would eat far more than that.

“They must be hungry.” Anita spoke to him but had yet to look up from her task of adding final garnishes to her own tray. Though sarcasm laced her deadpan voice, it somehow retained a distinctive sultriness. Manny didn’t doubt she would sound sexy reading futon assembly instructions. After all, they would include words like “insert” and “screw.” 

He stood up straight and tall, puffing out his chest. “Well, you know what they say. If you’re going to do a job, do it right.”

She looked up. Finally.

“Who says that? Richard?”

There are few things more stomach turning than hearing the girl of your dreams refer to your scumbag boss by his first name. Somehow, Manny kept himself from retching.

“Like I’d ever take advice from that asshole.”

The words carried undeniable venom, like a plainly printed skull and cross bones on a bottle of insecticide. Manny followed the statement with a lighthearted chuckle, full well knowing it wasn’t hiding a thing. 

Anita’s gaze returned to her plates. “You’re probably right. I mean, what would a millionaire have to teach you?”

Manny swallowed and took a deep breath through his nose. It was all he could think to do to compose himself. He wasn’t angry at this beautiful woman. He was pissed off at the rest of the entire world, but not her. 

“Perhaps you’ve got a point,” he said, leaning down to her eye level so she could see him in her peripheral vision. “But we both know Richard wouldn’t ever give me the time of day. He won’t even give us Christmas off.”

Anita’s eyes, greener than Plato’s, darted up from underneath her eyebrows.

“I got it off.”

Every man has his cross to bear, and for Manny, it had always been the faulty flood gate doors of his mouth. At the age of twenty-seven, he’d had plenty of time to work on them, constantly making a conscious effort to keep them closed. Now, all that repair and maintenance was for shit. The waters of rage came pouring through in a single word. 

“Pendejo!” 

Anita looked up again. This time, a smile pulled at the corner of her slender mouth. A smirk—sly, suspicious, and sadistic. She didn’t hesitate to add, “Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

The gatekeeper of Manny’s mind still hadn’t reached the emergency shut-off valve. The angry waters continued to flow. 

“And what makes you so God damn special?”

Her lean, delicate finger stroked the skin at the base of her throat. 

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

And just like that, the flood gate doors sealed airtight. Manny’s concern switched like a changed television channel, and this new program couldn’t care less about work schedules.

“As a matter of fact, I would.” Manny raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you let me take you out to dinner and you can show me?”

He was so busy waiting for a reply that he almost dropped the plate of food she shoved in his hands. She grabbed two plates herself before giving him his answer.

“Dream on, Jeeves.” 

Anita began to walk away towards the kitchen door. Manny remained behind, still holding a serving of the first course as he tried to think of a rebuttal. But all he could come up with was, “Oh, come on. Why not?”

She had just reached the double-doors of the kitchen’s entrance when another server came charging through. Her attention divided and hands occupied with plates, Anita could only gasp as the server collided into her chest, the pot of soup he carried colliding with her collarbone. Manny grimaced as he watched the crème of broccoli splash over the rim of the pot and drip down the front of her shirt.

The server rolled his eyes as if it were completely Anita’s fault and disappeared behind the counter. Anita turned to Manny; soup splattered across her chest like a Jackson Pollack painting. In true professional form, the plates had remained in her hands. 

“Why not?” she said, her youthful eyes now ancient with fatigue. “Because I deserve better than this.”

    
  Manny and Anita entered the dining room just in time to see the guests receive their Christmas gifts. By pulling away the carefully folded napkins that rested on the saucers before them, each male guest discovered a shiny gold watch. For the women, sparkling diamond earrings. 

The vocalized awe was so synchronized, one would’ve thought it had been rehearsed. 

A white-haired woman in a mink shawl and a feathery headdress raised her glass. 

“To our most generous host!”

Manny brought his gaze from the expensive gift to the head of the table where it landed on both the master of Plato and himself.

Richard Kohler.

Even having reached his fifties, Kohler still bore a striking resemblance to Howard Hughes. The tuxedo he wore tonight only added to the imagery, complimenting his intensely dark eyes, side parted hair, and pencil thin mustache.

But that was where the similarities came to a crashing halt. 

Kohler was not a filmmaker or an aviator and had no plans to build an oversized wooden plane. As the CEO to Med-Health National Insurance, Kohler was satisfied just being a multimillionaire. 

And an evil bastard.

Manny watched as one of the men tried on his new watch. Manny could feel the saliva pooling at the corners of his own mouth as if were one of Pavlov’s dogs. 

Our most generous host. He wondered if any of Kohler’s servants would agree. 

Kohler raised his glass. “No, my friends. To you.”

This was followed by the traditional drink of champagne. Manny eyed the diamond earrings resting in front of the white-haired woman as she brought her glass to her lips. With everyone taking a drink, it would’ve been far too easy to snatch the small case and drop it in his pocket. This rich bitch probably wouldn’t even notice they were gone. They were practically a Cracker Jack prize to her. Manny dug his fingernails into his palm to resist the urge. 

“Manuel?”

The voice came calm and level but soaked with hostile impatience. Manny snapped his head up to see Kohler holding an empty glass at the side of his head. 

Manny raced to a wheeled serving station that sat next to the room’s lavish fireplace. Retrieving a new bottle of champagne from a bucket of ice, Manny tore at the foil around the cork like a rat in a feeding frenzy. He stabbed the corkscrew as if to murder the bottle, ripping the cork out with a tremendous pop that echoed off the room’s cathedral ceiling. Though he moved quickly enough to bring sweat to his brow, Manny still found Kohler pretending to check an invisible watch when he began to pour.

In his hurry, the glass filled mostly with foam. Kohler would have surely offered some snide remark in regard to Manny’s insufficient performance, had the sight of Anita not stolen his attention at that very moment. 

“Anita, what happened?”

Manny finished pouring and looked at his fellow server. The soup on her uniform had yet to dry.

Anita lowered her gaze. Fearing that their bastard boss might berate this lovely girl for a lack of professionalism, Manny muttered, “Just a little mishap in the kitchen, sir.”

Kohler’s eyes remained looking straight ahead. “Manuel, was I speaking to you?”

“No, sir.” Manny shuffled a few steps away.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kohler.” Anita brushed at the front of her shirt, succeeding only in smearing the soup into longer streaks.

Kohler smiled. “Nonsense, Anita. No need to apologize. You shouldn’t have to work with broccoli soup dripping down your back. Please, take a moment to clean yourself in the restroom.”

“Oh, that’s okay, Mr. Kohler, I can just return to the—”

“I insist.”

Anita looked to the guests at the table and back to her boss. “But there is still food to be served.”

Kohler chuckled. It was a laugh usually reserved for innocently ignorant children. “I think your coworker can handle the rest.” He turned to Manny, slow and deliberate. “Right, Manuel?”

Manny cleared his throat, doing his best to steady his voice. “Of course.”

The grin he received in return just begged to have its teeth knocked loose. 

“That a boy.” Kohler pushed back his chair and stood up, tossing a napkin to his plate. “If you’ll all excuse me, I’m just going to show this young lady to the lavatory. I will return momentarily.”

Manny moved aside to let Kohler pass, but the man still found it necessary to collide with his servant’s shoulder. Manny ignored the action, his gaze remaining on the dining table. He only lifted his eyes when Kohler and Anita had their backs to him as they exited through the room’s doorway.

He couldn’t help but notice how low Kohler’s hand rested on Anita’s backside. Manny’s eyes continued to narrow until the couple was gone. 

He turned back to the table. The white-haired woman in the shawl and headdress salted her meat. Her attention, however, was being given completely to the elderly gentleman who sat across from her. 

As the two guests jovially conversed, Manny reached down and used his fingers to pull the pepper shaker into his sleeve. The action was second nature, a move well practiced several times before. It was a keepsake from his previous profession, one that used to pay a hell of a lot more than this gig. 

The woman finished with the saltshaker and reached for the pepper, still looking at the man with whom she chatted. When her fingers touched nothing but air, she looked to find the saltshaker without its companion.

“Excuse me?” The question came not without annoyance.

Manny smiled his best shit-eating grin. “Yes, ma’am?”

“If it’s not too much trouble, would you mind fetching me some pepper for this meat?”

“Of course not, ma’am. Right away.”

Had any of the guests paid the slightest attention to the actions of their servers, they would’ve realized Manny did not leave through the door leading to the kitchen. Instead, he exited through the door on the far-right wall next to the Christmas tree, the one that Kohler and Anita had used. It brought him to a long hallway, its walls lined with shelves upon shelves of old hardcover books. Though old enough to be antiques, not a single cobweb blanketed any of the first editions. Kohler kept too tight a ship.

Many tiptoed down the hallway, hoping that the banter of the guests would drown out any sound of his footsteps. Ahead of him, the hallway ended with pair of closed double-doors. As he crept closer, he could hear the faint murmur of a voice on the other side.

A woman’s laugh.

Anita.

Manny squatted down, wincing at the loud snap of his cracking knees. Holding his breath, he turned the door’s gold knob as quietly as he could, praying to God that the door’s hinges were well oiled. As luck would have it, the door pulled up open without a sound, allowing Manny a thin crack to peek into the room.

At first, he saw nothing, only a sliver of the room’s interior. Judging by an oak desk and the large velvet chair behind it, Manny assumed he was spying into Kohler’s office. There was only one other feature he could see from his limited vantage point:

The safe built into the wall behind the chair. 

The safe’s metal surface, perhaps iron, was centered with a typical number dial. But what caught Manny’s eye and held it there, were the strange carvings etched into the wall safe’s surface. They were crude symbols, rough sketches an archeologist might discover in an old cave. They turned what should’ve been an expected addition to a businessman’s office into an entirely foreign object—an invasive weed among a bed of roses.

In an appropriate coincidence, Anita walked into Manny’s line of sight at the mere thought of a beautiful flower. She was now wearing a clean uniform, but her long, ebony hair was no longer restricted in a bun. Her thick strands fell over her shoulders like water, black as a moonless sky. Manny’s breath came heavy as he observed her like a peeping Tom, watching as she took in the room’s beautiful decorations and furnishings. It wasn’t long until her eyes landed on the strange, outlandish safe. She approached the iron box, curiosity widening her eyes. 

At first, Manny thought he was just hearing the echo of the dinner guests down the hall. The voices began as faint whispers, indecipherable in their low volume. They battled each other, speaking atop one another in an incomprehensible gibberish. But as Anita walked closer to the safe, Manny realized they were getting closer. 

And closer. 

Manny spun, his heart launching into his throat like a NASA space shuttle. 

The hallway was empty. Manny stared at the door at the other end of the hall, expecting someone to come charging through it at any moment, be it a guest, a fellow server, or Kohler himself. 

But all was silent. 

Reluctantly, he turned back to the door just in time to see Anita reach for the dial in the center of the safe. 

“Anita.”

This voice was not a whisper, but an order, confident and strong. It snapped Anita out of the somnambulist trance she’d apparently fallen into, and she took three quick steps away from the safe. A moment later, Kohler entered Manny’s line of vision, a glass of champagne in each hand. 

He handed one to his female companion. “Are you touching things that aren’t yours?” Kohler shook his head, adding a “Tsk, tsk.”

Anita swallowed a mouthful of sparkling wine and shook her head. “No, Mr. Kohler! Of course not! I was only...”

Kohler raised a hand, a chuckle escaping his mouth. “I’m only playing with you, Anita. And as I’ve told you before, call me Richard.”

“Right, sorry. Richard.” Anita took another nervous drink of champagne. “I was just admiring your safe. The etchings are quite fascinating.”

Kohler stepped up to her side and followed her gaze to the safe. “Would you believe that safe is one of the oldest items in the entire house?”

Before Anita could answer the question, Kohler extended his hand out toward her. She took it without hesitation, and the man led her around to the front of the desk. 

“In fact, the only thing more valuable than the safe itself is what’s inside it.” 

Manny felt his eyes widening with Anita’s as she asked the most obvious question to follow. “What’s in it?” 

Kohler smirked, looking down to the Oriental rug under his feet. “If I were you, I’d be more curious to know what’s inside this box.”

Like a magician flipping a card from his sleeve, Kohler retrieved a thin, black velvet case from his interior jacket pocket. He presented it to Anita, who immediately placed her glass down on the office desk. 

“For me?”

“If you like it.”

From his limited vantage point, Manny couldn’t see the case’s contents when Anita slowly opened it. But by the absolute excitement that lit up her eyes like fireworks finale, it was safe to assume the gift was, in a word, expensive.

His assumption was proved correct when she lifted up a sparkling diamond necklace. 

“Richard! It’s beautiful!”

The millionaire snaked his way around to her backside. “Please, allow me.”

Anita did not resist the man’s touch as he fastened the beautiful jewelry around her neck. And she did not coil away when he began softly nibbling her neck with his lips. Instead, she turned so their lips could meet, and embraced him a long, deep kiss. 

Manny wasn’t even aware of his hand curling into his fist until he felt the pinch of his nails digging into his palm. 

Mother. Fucker.

Kohler’s hand crept up Anita’s waist, wasting no time to reach the breast concealed under her uniform. Manny pictured himself kicking open the door, snatching Anita’s champagne glass from the desk, smashing it into a jagged edge, and plunging it into Kohler’s throat. 

How warm his blood would be.

How wide his eyes would grow with fear.

How—

Manny jumped as a livid hiss filled the empty space of the hallway. Burning rage instantly forgotten, he twisted around to find Plato staring at him in utter contempt. 

The cat swept a clawed paw in the air, hissing again. Misjudging his distance from the bookshelves, Manny jumped back, slamming into a row of hard covers. With his gaze still fixed on Kohler’s pet, he barely saw the book at the end of the row begin to plummet to the floor. Manny gasped and extended his hand.

He caught the book a mere inch from the floor. 

“Did you hear that?”

It was Anita’s voice from behind the door. Manny froze, still in an awkward pose with his arm stretched outward. So much for his miraculous catch.

“Hmm.” Kohler now. “One moment, darling.”

If Kohler hadn’t hesitated to steal a final kiss from his attractive mistress, Manny would’ve never been able to make it to the doorway at the end of the hall. But their lips lingered just long enough, allowing Manny to sprint down the hallway and out of sight. He pressed his ear to the door, fully expecting to hear Kohler yell, “Who was that? Come back here!”

But instead, he heard, “Not to worry, love. I have captured the mighty beast that frightened you.”

Manny knelt down, peeking through the door’s keyhole. At the end of the hall, he watched as Kohler picked Plato up from the floor.

“What are you doing down here, precious? Did you miss me?” Kohler nuzzled the animal’s nose with his own. “Well, I missed you too! Yes, I did! I missed you!”

Even with the distance of the entire hallway separating them, Manny could swear he saw Anita roll her eyes before Kohler closed the office door behind him, Plato in hand.

    
  The cold night air transformed Manny’s breath into a thick, white mist.

After making absolutely sure that no one had spotted him, the butler made his way into the chilly winter night by using one of the mansion’s side exits. He knew this particular one quite well for he had used it many times to sneak a cigarette during his shift. It wasn’t until he was trudging away from the house towards the van parked on the street that Manny realized he was still holding the book from Kohler’s shelves. 

A lightning bolt adorned the van’s exterior along with the words, Portland Power Company. Frozen metal stung Manny’s hand as he grabbed the van’s passenger door and pulled it open. Without a moment’s hesitation, he climbed inside. 

“Fuck, it’s cold! Come on, turn the heat up!”

The man sitting behind the wheel didn’t budge. He didn’t even acknowledge Manny’s entrance by looking over. He simply stared at his side view mirror, continuing to enjoy the cigarette between his fingers. Apart from Kohler, there were few men that Manny would tolerate such disrespectful treatment. 

And Damon Gray was one of them. 

Damon blew a long, wispy trail of smoke between his lips that crept up his cracked window before disappearing into the outside air.

“You seem agitated, Manny.” 

When Damon finally turned, Manny pressed the heels of his feet into the van’s floor. Damon’s gaze could make even the toughest thugs shudder. It was like he always knew something you didn’t. Something that could kill you at any moment. 

Manny cleared his throat, doing his best to conceal his anxiety. “What? No, man. I just can’t feel my hands.”

Damon looked away, clearly disinterested in Manny’s discomfort. He did, however, grant Manny’s wish and reached for the heat controls with one of his fingerless gloved hands. A blast of heat hit their faces, yet failing to disturb Damon’s short, perfectly styled, dark hair. Manny was thankful for this generosity, as Damon seemed to be warm enough in his black wool jacket. 

From above the whir of the vehicle’s defroster, another voice came from the seatless rear.

“It’s Anita, isn’t it?”

A scowl pulling at his lips, Manny looked at the rearview to see the smirking reflection of Elliot Wright. Elliot sat with his back against the van’s side, a computer in his lap. An expensive clutter of surveillance equipment lay scattered on the floor around him. He too looked sufficiently warm with his dark blue, furry hooded parka. 

Manny eyed the smaller man, trying like hell to control his anger. “Shut up, Elliot.”

Elliot pushed the wireframe glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. “You’ve got to let it go, man. It ain’t ever going to happen as long as you’re going up against Kohler’s bankroll.”

A hard swallow made its way down Manny’s throat. 

“What did I just say?”

“But hey, who knows?” Elliot went back to typing on his laptop as he spoke. “Maybe she’d be into a three way. Well... I guess it’d be a four way if you count Kohler’s cat, but still—”

That’s it.

Manny twisted in his seat, reaching back to wring the life out of the scrawny man’s neck. 

“Come here you little—”

A hand with the strength of a vice grip squeezed his bicep. 

“What’s that?”

Damon’s eyes remained staring straight ahead as he asked the question. It took Manny a moment to realize he was referring to the book still resting in his lap. 

“I don’t know, just a book. I forgot I was holding it on the way out.”

Elliot leaned forward to be included in the conversation. “Can I see it?” he said, his voice no more demanding than the squeak of a mouse. 

Manny smiled. “Yeah, sure.” The book went whipping back at full speed, smacking Elliot in the bridge of his nose. 

“Hey, careful!” Elliot barked, his glasses falling off his face. “This might be worth something.”

Manny opened his mouth to offer another threatening retort.

“Manny.”

As always, a single phrase from Damon’s lips garnered his complete attention.

“Are we set to proceed?”

Before he answered, Manny straightened his shoulders, composing himself. “Hell yeah,” he said with genuine excitement behind his voice. “We could make a fortune off the man’s silverware alone.”

Damon’s eyes narrowed, increasing the trepidation Manny was so desperately trying to hide. 

“I’m not interested in forks and knives.”

“I know that, man. I was just—”

“I will repeat myself.” Damon shot that bitter gaze right into Manny’s eyes, a stare devoid of all color or warmth. “Are we set to proceed?”

Manny swallowed. Hard. 

“Yeah, we’re good to go.”

Elliot remained silent in the back as Manny timidly answered. It seemed Damon’s tone had all but eliminated his desire to make wisecracks at Manny’s expense.

Damon turned his attention back towards the windshield in front of him. “Excellent,” he said, seemingly staring at nothing but a hedge wall separating the Kohler estate from the neighboring home. 

“But the thing is…” This was the moment Manny had been dreading since entering the van. “…I still couldn’t find the combination.”

When Elliot sighed behind him, Manny wanted to kill the little pipsqueak. However, Damon did not seem at all bothered by this news. 

“That’s fine, Manny. We don’t need it. There are other ways to get into that safe without the combination.”

Manny felt like a little kid playing with fire. He had somehow managed to escape getting burned, but still was about to light yet another match. 

“If you’re thinking of forcing Kohler to open the safe, that won’t work either. I don’t know if you remember, but I told you he’s going to some benefit tomorrow night and won’t be home.”

Damon reached up and adjusted the rearview mirror as a car’s headlights reflected off the glass. A car was passing by their parking spot, and for a brief moment, Manny wondered if a meddlesome neighbor had called the community’s security force. A wave of relief slowed his beating heart when a Lexus appeared in front of their van and continued on its way. 

“Do you really think,” Damon said as he watched the taillights of the expensive car vanish into a garage at the end of the street, “that I would forget something like that?”

Manny tried to fake a laugh but it came out as a dry cough. “Of course not. But without Kohler, how are we supposed to get into that safe? I mean, do we even need to? The guy’s got a fortune just lying around his home.”

Damon lowered his head and brought his fingers to his eyebrows. He rubbed his flesh as if trying to ward off a growing headache. “And that is exactly why our employer wants whatever’s in that safe. A man like Kohler doesn’t lock something up unless its value exceeds everything else he owns.”

He stopped rubbing but his eyes remained closed. 

“And our employer knows this.” 

Damon looked back to Elliot and then to Manny. “We need to get into that safe.”

For the first time he could recall, Manny was actually relieved when Elliot spoke up, as he found he himself could not. 

“So how are we going to do that?”

Manny could count on one hand the number of times he had seen Damon smile, but this is exactly what happened now. 

“We’ll need someone to help us. And I know just the man.”

Once again proving his inherent inability to keep his mouth shut, Manny was voicing his opinion before he was even aware the words were spewing from his lips.

“Oh, come on, man! That’s bullshit! We’re already splitting the take four ways.”

Damon simply stared and watched Manny’s open mouth slowly close. After a torturously long moment of silence, Damon finally asked, “You done?”

He did not wait for a response. 

“Now, as I was saying, it seems we’re going to need a safe man. And I just happen to know the absolute best.”

Elliot leaned forward from the back. “Can we trust him?”

Damon shrugged. “He hasn’t worked in a very long time. Last I knew he was trying to go straight—just walked away and gave it all up. But if we’re going to get what we need, he’s our best and only shot.”

The smirk returned to Damon’s face. “So, we’ll just have to convince him.” 

The other two men nodded. They knew better than to disagree.

“Well,” Damon said, reaching for the shifter and putting it in gear. “You better get back to work. We don’t want anyone to get suspicious.”

The moment Manny realized Damon had been speaking to him, he immediately mumbled “yeah,” and reached for his door handle. The only thing he wanted less than to return to the cold outside was to provoke Damon’s wrath. 

The icy wind hit him the moment he opened the door. He darted his head to both sides to make sure the coast was clear and stepped down onto the snow-covered blacktop. 

“So, I’ll see you boys tomorrow night?”

Damon turned on the headlights and threw Manny a final glance. “We’ll be knocking at eleven o’clock sharp. I suspect you’ll do the Christian thing and let us in.”

The van was already backing up as Manny pushed the door shut. Tires spinning in a puddle of slush, the vehicle took off like a galloping horse. It sped down the street towards the gated community’s exit, passing under evenly spaced streetlights. 

Manny’s brow furled as he saw how each light instantly extinguished the exact moment the van drove underneath them. 

But before he could ponder the curiosity of that phenomenon any longer, another biting gust of wind whipped across his face. Wasting not a second longer, he made his way back to the entrance of the Kohler mansion. 

It was only when his hand reached for the entrance doorknob that he realized he had forgotten to get the book back from Elliot. 

“Fuck it,” Manny whispered, actually quite pleased that his cohorts had taken something from the millionaire. It was merely a taste of what was to come. An appetizer, if you will, to tomorrow night’s main course. 

Grinning, Manny walked back inside. 








  
  
II




Out of all girls at The Get Up Club, none received stronger applause than Eve Gatlin—”The Night Flower.” 

More than once had Jackson “Jack” Phillips contemplated why this was. Sure, Eve was beautiful: Gorgeous brown eyes both strangely innocent and mischievous at the same time, her naturally brown hair dyed black to match her dark onstage persona, and her body—sleek and slender like that of a natural born dancer. Then again, Jack hadn’t failed to notice how so many of the other girls were lookers as well, even if most of them were enhanced by artificial means. But one could safely assume that in a dive like The Get Up Club, implants and collagen would always trump natural beauty. 

And yet, Eve outshone them all. Was it her dancing? She was skilled—that much was undeniable. It was not an exaggeration to say her precision on the pole was absolutely flawless. Though many would not define stripping to be a respectable art form, one couldn’t help but reconsider after witnessing Eve’s act. But, yet again, when you’re speaking of performances at The Get Up, the golden rule had always been “the dirtier, the better.” And there was nothing dirty at all about Eve. In the bluish hue of the club’s spotlight, she appeared as unblemished as freshly fallen snow. 

Looking around the room on any night of the week, Jack could tell the men watching the show had never stepped into a museum, attended an opera, or even knew that some porn actually contained storylines. They were the collective definition of a degenerate—one that only is concerned with the sexual suggestion of the action, not the raw athleticism involved. 

And yet…

Eve never failed to put each slobbering lowlife into a complete and utter trance. All catcalls and high-pitched whistles came to an utter standstill. For the duration of her song, any of the patrons could pass as respectful at a black-tie affair. Where lust once existed, love took its place. 

Jack was in that trance right now, a double of whiskey in his ever-tightening grasp. If the song hadn’t ended just then, the glass would’ve surely shattered and shredded his flesh.

Eve slowly descended to the base of the pole, collapsing into a beautiful fetal position. 

The house snuffed the spotlight. Darkness enveloped the club. You could hear the faucet in the men’s bathroom dripping. 

The house lights came back on. Eve was no longer on stage. 

“Let’s hear it for our Night Flower!” The DJ said into the microphone.

One would’ve believed the final curtain had just fallen on Hamlet based on the applause that ripped through the seedy club. It only grew louder as Eve stuck her head out through the curtain in the back, giving a coy little wave of her fingers. The gesture was meant for all in attendance. 

But the kiss she blew…

The kiss was directed at Jack and Jack alone. Though it was safe to assume that every asshole sitting in front of him believed it was his lucky night, Jack knew it was all for him. 

So, in spite of the nausea that turned his stomach at the sight of all these lowlifes, Jack came to as many of these shows as he could. According to Eve, the only thing that made her job tolerable was pretending that Jack was the only man in the room. 

All the other strippers performed for the crowd. But when Eve was out there, she was dancing just for him.

Jack threw back the rest of his whiskey, kicked back his stool, and made his way to the green door in the back of the club. As he navigated his way through the maze of scattered chairs and tables, he was sure the other patrons were wondering just how crazy a man had to be to think he was going to get past the brute guarding the backstage entrance. From his peripheral vision, Jack spotted more than one ogling dirtbag trying to catch a glimpse of the beat-down about to occur. 

How disappointed they must have been when the bouncer greeted Jack with a fist bump instead of a fist to the jaw. 

“Bruce,” Jack said, slapping the security guard on his shoulder. “How’s it hanging?”

The six-foot-three, one-hundred-eighty-nine-pound Haitian standing before Jack shrugged as he stepped aside and opened the door. “Oh, you know, same old shit.” 

Jack threw a glance back towards the crowd. “Any troublemakers tonight?”

The question, though genuine, was also redundant. If any of these drunken losers had become a little grabby, Bruce would’ve escorted them into the back alley before you could say “good night.” What else would you expect from an ex-heavyweight kickboxing champion? 

Jack had never bothered to ask Bruce what brought him from the boxing ring to a place like this. There were just some questions that were better left unspoken. 

“Well, take it easy, man,” Jack said, offering a Bruce a final nod.

“You too, brother.”

Jack stepped into a dimly lit hallway, the door closing behind him. Though the music from the stage was now muffled, he could still feel the heavy bass thumping under his feet as he made his way down the blister-colored hall. Bare light bulbs dangled above him, swaying to the rock and roll. A beaded curtain concealed a doorway directly ahead, its strands still moving from recent foot traffic. It was a telltale sign that Eve had just stepped inside.

A moment later, this assumption was proven correct when Jack entered a small dressing room. 

A row of stools lined up along a large, wall-sized mirror, bordered by incredibly bright orbs of light. Eve sat staring into the mirror, touching up her mascara. She was so focused on her makeup job that she didn’t notice Jack enter the room. Rather, it was the fellow dancer sitting next to her that greeted him first. 

“Oh, hey Jack.” 

Though Eve had made it very clear on multiple occasions how little she cared for her coworkers at the Get-Up, Ruby Dear was a rare exception. Ruby was more than a pretty face—an obvious warmth and benevolence heated her smile from the inside. Perhaps it was only because she hadn’t been stripping long enough for this life to rob her of her soul, leaving her joyless and empty like many of the other girls here. But regardless of the reason, Jack had always been grateful Eve had someone kind at her side during these long shifts. 

“Hi, Ruby,” Jack said. “Great show tonight.”

Ruby’s eyes lit up. “You like the new song?” She brushed a lock of bright red hair from her eyes.

“Of course. You got to love the classics.”

“Tell that to J.T.,” Ruby said, pulling back her stool and getting up from the mirror. “I mean, I know it doesn’t take the most cultivated tastes to run a nudie bar but come on. You should hear some of the shit he wants us to dance to.” 

She grabbed a black, fur-lined coat off a wall hook near the dressing room door. “All right, I’m going to grab a smoke before my next performance. Nice to see you, Jack.”

“Likewise.” 

Jack lifted the beaded curtain for her as she made her exit, Ruby returning the polite gesture with a peck on the cheek. When she had made her way through the doorway, Jack let the curtain drop and turned back towards the mirror.

He almost jumped when Eve was standing a mere inch an away, throwing her arms around him in a tight embrace. 

“Hi baby,” he said, squeezing her back. She let the entirety of her weight fall into his arms, her face nuzzled into the flesh of his neck. Eve had never been one to withhold her passion, but Jack could tell this was something different. Something was wrong.

“Are you okay?” he said, lightly brushing the back of her head. Her body still burned like a furnace from the heat of the lights. 

All she returned was a muffled, “Mmhmm,” refusing to lift away from the security of his grasp. Jack continued to gently stroke her hair. It must have been a particularly bad night. 

As he let her rest in his arms, his gaze drifted to their reflection in the mirror ahead. Eve’s toned back glistened with a light sheen of perspiration, enhancing her angular features even more. But what never failed to catch Jack’s eye was the only mark on her otherwise flawless skin: a single tattoo on her right shoulder, just below the collarbone. At first glance it appeared to be a sunflower, its stem running a short length along the skin just to the right her spine. But where the brown colored stamen would be, a full moon took its place, intricately detailed with little craters. And instead of yellow petals forming a circle around the center, crescent moons stretched out from the entire circumference. Not only was the tattoo a beautiful work of art, but it was also the source of Eve’s stage namesake. The Night Flower.

Finally, after what felt like minutes, Eve lifted her face from Jack’s neck. “I’m just tired,” she said, leaning in to kiss him on the mouth. Though he had felt them so many times before, Jack was still taken back by the softness of her lips. She drew back. “And I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” He kissed her again, lingering on her lips just as long as before. When he tried to lift his face away, her hand pressed against the back of his head and held him in place. It was as if she was trying to quench a thirst that only he could slate. 

While their make-out session continued, Jack brought his hand to his pocket and fished out the small box lying within. When Eve had finally had enough, he was holding it out to the left of her face. 

“Maybe this will make you feel better,” he said. 

Her almond shaped eyes grew wide. “What’s that?”

“Merry Christmas, beautiful.”

“Jack, you shouldn’t—”

“All right, fine,” Jack said, a sly smile curving his mouth. “Then consider it a birthday present.”

Eve lips formed a pout. “I said you didn’t need to get me anything.”

He pointed to this right side of his head. “You should’ve said it louder. I’m deaf in this ear.” 

“No, you’re not.” Though Eve was pretending to be angry, her growing smile was giving her away. 

“Come on, just open it.”

Eve opened her mouth as if to say something back but instead looked to the black, velvet box resting in Jack’s hand. Squinting her eyes in playful suspicion, she quickly snatched the box out of his grasp. She threw him one more coy glance and lifted the lid. 

A blue topaz pendant on a silver chain stared up at her like a shiny, cerulean eye.

“Oh, Jack,” she whispered. “It’s—”

“Your birthstone, right? That’s what the lady at the store told me.”

Eve looked up from the necklace. Tears was lining her eyelids, turning the makeup around her eyes all smoky. “That’s right. It’s always been my favorite.”

“I had a feeling. I’ve seen those earrings you have at home.”

“Those were my Grandmother’s,” she said, returning her gaze to the jewelry in her hand. “She was also born in December. This will match them perfectly.” 

Jack sidestepped behind her and ran his hands down the alabaster skin of her arms until his fingers reached the box. He carefully lifted the necklace and brought it to the base of her throat. “Let’s see how it looks,” he said, pulling his hands behind her neck to fasten the latch. 

But before he could bring his hands together at the top of her spine, she grabbed his left wrist like a striking snake. 

“Wait,” she said, her voice suddenly much higher. “Where’s your watch?” 

From behind her, Jack grimaced as he looked to the lighter ring of flesh wrapping around his wrist. So caught up in the romantic moment, he’d forgotten to conceal the watch tan he so desperately wanted to hide.

“I…” he mumbled, coughing to cover his lie. “I just forgot it at home. I wanted to see you so badly that I rushed out the door and—”

“Don’t lie to me!”

Eve spun around and was now staring at him with her intense, emerald eyes. The toughest cop, the cruelest interrogator, or the hardest judge in the world could stare him down and Jack wouldn’t bat an eye. But when Eve glared at him, he was powerless. She should’ve been a prosecutor. 

“You sold your watch to afford this, didn’t you?” She didn’t blink once the entire time she spoke. “That was your father’s watch!”

“No, babe.” Jack cupped both sides of her face with his hands. “That was my watch. He might have given it to me, but I can do whatever I want with it.”

She stepped back, tearing his hands away. “But that was the only thing of his you had left. It meant everything to you.” She pointed the box at his chest. “Bring this back. I don’t need it. Use the money to buy back your watch.”

“Baby, listen—”

“I don’t need a necklace.”

He stepped forward, an inch away from Eve’s face. “And I don’t need a stupid watch. All that watch represents is the past. The past should stay where it belongs. You’re my present. You’re what matters today.” 

He gently took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. “And you’ll be what matters tomorrow, if you’ll have me.”

A black tear fell from the corner of Eve’s eye, leaving an ebony trail down her cheek. She let the hand holding the jewelry case fall to her side. 

“And the day after that,” she whispered. “Thank you, Jack. It’s perfect.”

As they kissed, he connected the latch behind her neck. Now wearing the necklace, she walked to the mirror to admire her reflection. Her smile, however, was still faint, the fatigue in her eyes almost resembling sadness. Jack inhaled to ask her if she was really okay but let his mouth close shut instead. Perhaps it was better not to bring her troubles to the surface until her shift was over.

Walking over to where Eve sat, Jack placed his hands on her shoulders. But before he could begin massaging out the knots that hardened the muscles around her neck, a small, five-by-four photo caught his eye. It was wedged into the mirror frame, just to the left of Eve’s makeup station. 

A young boy sat on a playground swing set, his tiny legs dangling far above the ground. He looked up into the camera, bright sunlight forcing him to squint his eyes. Temporary blindness, however, could not hinder the smile stretching his mouth from ear to ear, showing off a recently lost baby tooth. 

Even if Jack had never met the toddler many times before, one glance at the dark hair and green eyes would’ve revealed his identity. This was Tommy Gavin, Eve’s seven-year-old son. 

“This came out good.” Jack continued to stare at the picture, waiting for Eve’s response. When it did not come, he turned to find her cradling her face in her hands. 

“Eve?” He touched her shoulder. “Eve, what’s wrong?”

The woman lifted her face from her hands, her smudged eye shadow giving her a raccoon-ish appearance. Tears welled on the bottom lids of both her eyes, cascading down every time she blinked.

“We—.” A sudden sob broke her speech. She coughed and tried again. “We were denied coverage.” 

Jack caught himself just in time before he crumpled the beautiful photo in his hand. “What?”

“They said we weren’t eligible due to his ‘preexisting condition.’”

“You mean his asthma?” Not even the booming bass of the stage stereo could be heard over Jack’s shouting. “Why the fuck do they think you’re going to them in the first place? They can’t—”

“Shh!” Eve raised her hand. “J.T. will you hear you. You know he doesn’t like you being back here.”

“To Hell with J.T.! I will lay him the fuck out if he comes in here.”

“Jack…”

It took just one look from Eve’s sorrowful eyes for Jack to regain the reigns of his rage.

“Sorry,” he said, lowering his voice. “This was Med-Health National you met with?”

“Yes. They’re the only insurance company I might have been able to afford.”

It was now Jack’s turn to bring his hands to his face. He rubbed vigorously at his eyes. “I’ll talk to them,” he said, his voice coming out quiet. “They’ll be closed for the holiday, but first thing on the twenty-sixth I’ll head over and straighten this out.”

Eve could only shake her head. “Come on, babe. You’re not Tommy’s legal guardian. You have no say in what happens to him. I know you love him but the insurance company doesn’t give a shit about that.”

Jack opened his mouth to speak but found he simply had no words. His jaw clamped shut as the raunchy blues music blared from the front room. He and Eve sat in silence, not looking at each other. 

Finally, as the song faded, Eve broke the silence. “My last dance is after this one. I got to ready.” She turned back to the mirror and grimaced at her ruined makeup. But as she reached for a Kleenex, Jack gently gripped her fingers. She looked into his eyes. 

“What am I going to do? Tommy’s allergies are only getting worse and every time he runs he goes into an attack. Have you ever tried to tell a seven-year-old that he can’t run and play?”

“Listen,” Jack whispered, bringing his lips close to Eve’s ear. “We’ll figure it out, okay? We’ll find a way.”

“How? I barely make enough to feed and clothe him, let alone afford his medicine.” She distanced herself away from his body and looked down at the sparkling necklace dangling above her chest. “Do you see why I can’t keep this? I just can’t.”

Jack brought her hands away from the pendant. “Yes, you can. Don’t worry, I’ll come up with whatever money we need. I’ll work doubles, I’ll take out a loan, whatever it takes.”

“No, you can’t. You drive that cab too much as it is.”

Jack put on the best smile he could summon. “Nah, it will be okay.” He lifted the photo of the little boy. “As long as I can have this to put on my visor.”

For the first time since Jack had entered the dressing room, Eve smiled. “Of course,” she said. “Tommy actually said he wanted you to have it.”

“Well, then perfect. I’ll put it next to the photo I keep of you. The workday will just fly by.”

When Jack saw the smile about to fade again from Eve’s lips, he quickly brought his mouth to hers. The kiss was more passionate than any to come before it. 

They somehow always were. 

Slowly, she withdrew. “I really do need to get ready.”

Jack nodded. “Okay. Want me to go warm the car up?”

“That would be wonderful,” she said. “And I’ll pick a short song.”

“Sounds good,” he said. They exchanged one more warm glance before Eve returned to cleaning herself up. With nothing left to say, Jack made his way for door. It was only when he reached the curtain that he decided to say one last thing. 

“Eve.” 

The woman turned to face him.

“Don’t worry. Everything will be okay.”

He didn’t know to believe the smile she offered him, but he appreciated it just the same. 

He made his way back down the dimly lit hall to the club’s front, giving Bruce a quick nod as he marched by. As he crossed the main hall, weaving between the last of the drunken patrons, he caught J.T. staring at him from behind the bar. The owner paused from counting money just long to shoot him a dirty look, but immediately returned to his task when Jack met his gaze. Though Jack had always suspected a box of nails possessed more intelligence than the redneck proprietor, J.T. was apparently smart enough to recognize a brewing storm when he saw it. 

Bitter cold stung Jack’s cheeks as he took his first step outside. Snow was just starting to fall, lightly dispersed flakes floating to the earth. Fortunately, Jack had found a parking spot only two spaces from the handicap zone. It took only ten steps from the front entrance before Jack was entering the shelter of his 1966 Pontiac GTO and starting the engine. His breath came in quick, white puffs of steam as the old car’s heater whirred to life. 

Jack rubbed his hands together, trying to conjure heat to his freezing digits. His mind could only focus on the disturbing news he’d just received. Too many times had he received a call in the middle of the night from a distressed Eve as she dialed him from the hospital. Tommy’s asthma attacks could come at any time, and one trip to the emergency room was more than any child deserved.

Those fucking bastards…

He reached into his pocket and retrieved the photo. The little boy stared up at him and smiled. 

Tomorrow…

At first, he didn’t know how to finish the thought. But after a few moments of breathing in the increasingly warming air, he decided the details weren’t important at all. There was only one thing that mattered. 

Tomorrow I fix this. 
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