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A new matchmaking service hits the Big Apple, and no hot gay celebrity will remain unpaired.

Rising singer Drew and out-of-work actor Traven are in desperate need of publicity. When Assured Elites matches them up to play the part of fake boyfriends, they have a chance to revive their floundering careers.

Sure, it's a publicity stunt. The oldest one in the book. All they have to do is be all kissyface for the camera in public and all hands-off professionals in private.

Easy, right?

Until they start struggling with the “hands-off in private” part.

♥♥♥

All Rights Reserved

Text © 2017 Parker Avrile & Paris April Press

♥♥♥



  	
	    
	      Also by Parker Avrile

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Darke and Flare Mystery

          
        
          
	          Lost Diamond

          
        
          
	          The Roadcut: A Darke and Flare Mystery Story

          
        
          
	          The Roadcut

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Assured Elites

          
        
          
	          A Fiercer Heat

          
        
          
	          A Higher Flame

          
        
          
	          A Hotter Fire

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Flaming: An Assured Elites Romance

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Blazing: An Assured Elites Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Darke and Flare

          
        
          
	          Darke Accused

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The Double: A Darke and Flare Mystery

          
        
          
	          The Double

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Where Missing Boys Go: A Darke and Flare Mystery

          
        
          
	          Where Missing Boys Go

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Last Chances Academy

          
        
          
	          Hot Roommate Blues: A Gay Bully Academy Romance

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Hot Roommate Blues

          
        
          
	          Hot Mafia Blues: A Gay Mafia New Adult Romance

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Hot Mafia Blues

          
        
          
	          Storm Sky Blues

          
        
          
	          Storm Sky Blues: A Last Chances Academy Coming-of-Age Novel

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Kickoff Blues: A Gay Sports Romance

          
        
          
	          Kickoff Blues

          
        
          
	          The Great Escape Blues: A Last Chances Academy Short Story

          
        
          
	          Freshman Blues: A Gay New Adult College Romance

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Freshman Blues

          
        
          
	          The Great Escape Blues

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Married for the Millions

          
        
          
	          A Model Hookup

          
        
          
	          Married for the Millions

          
        
          
	          Doctor Carston's Honeymoon

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Dreamboat Experience

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The Loveboat Experience

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The Dreamboat Experience

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The Island Experience

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Runaway Model

          
        
          
	          The Runaway Model

          
        
          
	          The Runaway Millions

          
        
          
	          Blackmail Boy

          
        
          
	          The Runaway Father

          
        
          
	          Infinity in Blue

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tonight's Encore

          
        
          
	          The First Dance: A Gay First Time Romance

          
        
          
	          Tonight's Encore: A Second Chance Gay Romance

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Vegas Friend

          
        
          
	          Reaction Shot: A BDSM Thriller

          
        
          
	          Unfreezing

          
        
          
	          All Mine: A Second Chance Gay Romance

          
        
          
	          Scripted: A Gay Marriage of Convenience Romance

          
        
          
	          Club

          
        
          
	          Choice of Cages

          
        
          
	          Star Turn

          
        
          
	          Next Time

          
        
          
	          For the Love of Pup: Four Gay Romance Novels Featuring Four Canine Cupids

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Castle No Exit: A Gay BDSM Romance

          
        
          
	          Portrait of a Ghost: An Eerie Gay Romance

          
        
          
	          Chains: A Four-Novel BDSM MM Romance Box Set

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Love in Flames: The Complete Assured Elites Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Hearing You: A Gay Motorcycle Club Romance

          
        
          
	          Destination Dungeon: A Gay Valentine Short Story

          
        
          
	          Bully Crush Blues

          
        
          
	          The Dreamboat Experience Trilogy

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Parker Avrile’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Note to Readers

[image: ]




THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction and any resemblance to anyone, any time, or any place is not intended and is merely coincidental. The cover model appears for illustration purposes only and has no relationship to any events in this story. Brief mentions of real persons, places, or products are used fictitiously and in accordance with fair use. All trademarks remain the properties of their owners. Some locations and police proceedings have been fictionalized for dramatic purposes.

To get an exclusive free spicy scene written specifically as a thank-you for my fans, visit the official Parker Avrile website at:

http://wp.me/p8llkN-30
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♥♥♥

“HOW CAN WE REMAIN IN the shadows while making others famous?”

“Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain.”

“Yeah. How is that even going to work anyway?”

“Cold feet?”

“A little.”

The front end of the building was a cruelty-free, ivory-free netsuke shop. It wasn't just free of ivory but free of any material that could even be mistaken for ivory. The average person might think there was no real market for such a tiny niche specialty, even in Manhattan, the capital of the world, but you'd be wrong. Open for two weeks, the place had already sold an intricate seventy-four thousand dollar carving the size of a walnut. Moonstone agate, if anyone's wondering. Flashed all the colors of the rainbow when you turned it in the light.

At this time of night, the shop was locked, the alarms set, the precious carvings removed from velvet perches in wide windows. The voices were a whisper from a back room, a place of literal as well as figurative shadows since the overhead lights were switched off.

Two men in their early thirties stood at a long executive desk that displayed a triptych of oversized monitors. The glow from the middle screen shone brightest on their faces. Good cheekbones. Strong jaws. Former male models, you'd think. Or maybe two actors. They had the glossy look of men who'd been pampered from an early age.

Sometimes that glossy look is an illusion. A carefully cultivated one.

Now the man on the left wrapped his arm loosely around the man on his right, and they turned into each other's embrace. Their bodies moved easily together, suggesting their business might be new but their relationship wasn't.

“This is going to work. I swear to you. This is absolutely, positively going to work.”

“I know it is. I know. It's just... crisis of confidence time. It's a lot of money we've invested in this place.”

“You can't take Manhattan on the cheap. Anyway, we have the money.”

“I know. I do know that.”

Someone bit his own lip, a habit from an earlier and more innocent age. Someone felt an urge to kiss that bitten lip.

An urge not long resisted.

Those who have lost their innocence prize the memory of that innocence.

They held each other close in the quiet, taking strength from that closeness.

“If you don't want to do this, we don't have to. Nothing's decided until we match up our first pair of clients. Nothing.”

“You're not saying we can still walk away.”

“That's exactly what I'm saying. We'd pay a penalty to break the lease, we'd be out about eighty thousand or so, but we'd still be fine.”

More kisses. More warmth and reassurance. Finally, a firm nod into a firm chest. The moment of insecurity had passed. All our earlier ages, all our youthful insecurities, may still be locked inside of us, but they need not control us.

“No, no, no, the thing is we have decided, and I can't let a case of nerves undecide for us. Assured Elites is a go.”

“We're doing the right thing. I can feel it in my bones. Everywhere we've been before has led us here.”

A new business. A new start. The backroom smelled of a special candle scented with bergamot, a most auspicious fragrance indeed according to the Feng Shui consultant. One of the men, the one from New Orleans, would have once used Rising Fame incense to smudge a new enterprise. But they were New Yorkers now.

A soft laugh. “Maybe our lives did lead us here, but I for one never pictured myself playing matchmaker for celebrities. It's pretty far from law enforcement.”

“The same skills we developed out there will help us here. It's perfect.”

Assured Elites was a matchmaking service, but it wasn't an app and it wasn't available to the general public. To match celebrities with other celebrities, you needed the human touch. An algorithm didn't possess the insight demanded to mesh celebrity ego with celebrity insecurity. An app couldn't offer the discretion. This task required a keen student of human nature.

Maybe even two of them.

It helped, of course, if you had certain contacts. If you possessed hidden knowledge about how to perform in-depth background investigations into famous lives. If you were able to discover dark secrets unknown even to the likes of the New York Daily News. Secrets that were sometimes shameful, sometimes sad, and sometimes a little sweet. If you knew things about who went where that the stars themselves would have never figured out on their own.

“Yes, of course. The strategy is perfect.” A kiss like a peck, and then a longer kiss. “You're perfect.”

The computer pinged a little ping to ask its question. The men, still kissing, let it wait for another minute. For another five minutes. Hands slipped down hips, and jeans slipped down legs.

“Fake boyfriends don't always stay fake. I hope our clients know that.”

“Not if we match them up right, they don't stay fake.”

They both laughed a conspiratorial laugh. If you're happy together, you want others to be happy.

And yet...

As a new service, Assured Elites couldn't blast into town promising the moon. New Yorkers were skeptical. New Yorkers didn't want to believe. Happily ever after? Bah, humbug! The celebrity clients Elites had interviewed thus far claimed to be shopping for something pretty on the arm, not longterm relationships. Fake boyfriends, fake girlfriends. Escorts for glittering events to sell an image to the public.

Assured Elites could easily do that and more. Much more. People don't always know what they really want. At the highest level of service, you can't be satisfied with merely meeting a client's request. 

You have to anticipate the client's deeper need.

You have to over-deliver.

You have to prove yourself.

Very well, the owners of Assured Elites would prove themselves. They'd demonstrate they could anticipate a client's need and over-deliver like nobody else in the matchmaking industry.

The computer pinged again. One more lingering kiss, and then the two men turned back to the center screen.

Time to get to work.

Time to make their first match.
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Drew

♥♥♥
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“DREW, BABY, I'M GOING to shape your hair a little in front to bring out the strength of your eyebrow game. Those eyes of yours are your best feature.”

I closed the eyes in question. A blast of warm air from the handheld dryer lifted my shaggy bangs off my forehead. To make my hair look this deliberately unstyled took more work than you'd think.

“Can we maybe paint some golden highlights around the face?” Monica Spruce. My agent/manager.

Charlo, my stylist, sighed a heavy sigh. Even I knew golden highlights had been a dated look for pretty much my entire lifetime. Twenty-three years.

“This is a very important meet,” Monica said. “This is the meet where we decide Drew Angelson's future in music.”

Charlo wasn't the kind of girl who worried or hurried. You could tell from the way she'd waxed off her real eyebrows and replaced them with paint-ons at least an inch higher than nature intended. The left eyebrow was dyed pink to match the candy-floss color of her fluffy hair. The right was dyed green to match the electric shade of her shiny nails.

I shouldn't worry either. I should relax and focus on breathing in slowly, all the way down to the diaphragm, taking four counts to inhale a single breath of air.

Be calm. Serene. As peaceful as a vodka and Xanax cocktail.

Which, by the way, I wasn't allowed to drink since I wasn't famous enough for rockstar excess. My pink, pampered skin was expected to remain flawless. Which was easier than I might have wished these days. There were so many nights alone spent getting what Monica, without irony, called my beauty sleep.

Some rockstar lifestyle I was living. But I couldn't put all the blame on my handlers. The music business gets more brutal every year, and I'd reached the fork in the road, the one where a wanna-be who isn't there yet has to decide if the party or the music is more important. My ex-boyfriend and former bandmate Brian picked the party.

All of my former bandmates picked the party.

Well, fuck 'em. I could do this as a solo artist. The party would still be there after I got famous. Right now, nothing was more important than my music. Nothing.

“How about some eyeliner?” Monica asked.

“That we can do.” Charlo did both hair and makeup because I wasn't rich enough to afford a separate hairstylist and makeup artist. “Lift your chin, baby. Higher. That's good.”

I kept my eyes closed, grateful for her light touch and her lack of desire to chat about my future. I got enough of that from the rest of my people. Nobody had to tell me time was running out for me to hit. My first single had tanked, and the label was dragging their feet about releasing my debut album.

Maybe I'd sacrificed the party, not to mention my band and my boyfriend, all for nothing.

“You can look now.”

I blinked at the gold-framed mirror Charlo held in front of me. You couldn't even tell I was wearing eyeliner, not really. Maybe you could figure out a stylist had blown my hair around like that, or maybe most people would think the wind did it.

“You're beautiful, baby,” she said. “Stick with me, and I'll make you famous.”

“You better work fast,” Monica said. “His label is sending a lot of signals.”

“They can't drop me before they've even released the first album,” I said. “Come on. There's a contract.”

Monica, who had negotiated the contract in question, snorted. She didn't seem to think as much of it as she had six months ago when she'd ordered me to sign it. Who knew being a singer/songwriter would involve so much being pushed around by people― publicists, agents, stylists, producers, guys in suits who I didn't even know the name of their job?

“You can always go back to teaching,” Monica said. “The music industry is my life.”

I shouldn't have let myself be drawn back into this argument, but somehow I couldn't keep my mouth shut. “Who the hell are you talking to? I was never a fucking teacher.”

“A dog walker. I don't know. Whatever you were, you could go back and do that. I'm forty-three...” She was fifty-seven if she was a day. “...and I don't have that option.”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. I'd heard it all before― more and more often in the last couple of weeks. A famous 23-year-old is a young genius. An unknown 23-year-old is somebody who needs to start thinking about going back to school. Somebody who needs to realize he's getting too old to be a young genius.

Modeling and music. Two careers to avoid if you don't want to be told you might be washed up at twenty-three.

“I was a musician. I was always a musician. I had a fake ID and was playing in bars from the age of fourteen.”

She squinted at me, remembering that wasn't just a story she made up for the music press. It was actually sort of my life. “Well, then, you're pretty well fucked if this meet doesn't work out, aren't you?”

Thank you, Monica, for that overwhelming vote of confidence. Sometimes, I had the feeling she wanted to drop me, but she wanted it to come from me, so I'd blame myself instead of her. Guess what, girlfriend. Not gonna be that easy. I'm no quitter, so you've got me as a fucking client until you fire me.

“Don't give me that face,” she said. “It's all material. You can write some bitter and brooding song about it someday.”

“Yeah, all right, OK. Thanks for giving me all these great ideas for new material.”

Definitely, Charlo was the smartest person in the room. She knew how to keep her mouth closed.

And I should start doing the same.

Monica Spruce did not walk blind into a negotiation. She had to know what my label was going to say to me today, and there was a reason she wasn't telling me.

Deep breaths. Four counts in. Hold. Don't rush it. Four counts out.

They weren't dropping me. Not yet. Because if they were, Monica would flat-out drop me too. Monica Spruce did not waste her time with the D-list. If she was still here, I still had a chance to make it.

I had to believe that.

An hour later, I found myself in a wide reception area full of empty leather couches. It came complete with a blonde receptionist in noise-canceling headphones who didn't meet my eyes.

Monica went in first. Belson Graves was a yeller, and I don't respond well to yelling. Monica, though, yells back as good as she gets.

“Fifteen fucking minutes.” The door to Belson's office was cracked open an inch or so, but even if it hadn't been, I would have heard that roar. “I'm a busy man, Monica, I got shit to do.”

“Yeah, well, so am I a busy man with shit to do.” Monica had quite a roar herself. “So let's do this. Drew, get your cute lil butt in here.”

As I scurried past the receptionist, she flicked her eyes to check out my butt, the first and only time she acknowledged my existence. She used to smile at me when I was first signed by the label, but these days she didn't feel like investing the wear and tear on her facial muscles.

Another vote of confidence. Well, fuck you too, blondie.

Fuck the doubters. I was going to break through and break out. My music deserved an audience and, somehow, some way, I was going to find that audience.

“See, the thing is, it ain't about the music.” Belson liked to pace with his arms folded across his chest as he yelled. I don't think I've ever seen the dude sitting in an actual chair. “The music's fine, the music's class. The voice is better than most.”

But there's a but, I thought but didn't say.

Since he didn't sit down, Monica didn't sit down, and if Monica didn't sit down, I couldn't sit down either. All I could do was stand there flat-footed, wishing I'd brought my guitar so my hands would have something to do.

“But a real star can make it with shit music and a shittier voice.” He looked at Monica, and she looked at him, and then they both said it together: “If you got real talent, you don't need talent.”

You can't imagine how sick I was of hearing that little piece of wisdom in stereo. Monica had even bought me a print with the motto, Real Talent Don't Need Talent, all expensively framed in reclaimed tropical woods. She hung it next to my mirror, so I would be reminded every day that musical genius alone wasn't enough to make it in this industry.

A moment of silence. Oh. Was I going to be allowed to squeak up now?

“Hey, you know what? I've done everything you told me to do to make the magic happen. Every fucking thing. My hair's the way you want it, even my fucking skin care routine is the way you want it. I'm not sure what else you expect from me.”

Belson smiled a crocodile's smile as he tossed a manila file in my direction. I caught it one-handed and looked at the glossy black-and-white headshot clipped to the outside cover― a man about my age with good hair and better eyes. An actor, I thought. The professional headshot was done by somebody who knew how to set a classic film noirish kind of mood. Probably multiple somebodies were involved. Not just a photographer, but a stylist and a makeup artist too.

I felt a tickle down my spine, the feeling one of my foster mothers called, “A goose walking over your grave.” There was something about the guy― something about the perfectly mussed hair, the strong eyebrows, the utterly poreless skin. The eyes were black and silver in the photo, but they'd be deep brown flecked with gold in real life.

He was a better, more beautiful version of me.

I shook my head. “What is that? Is that what I'm supposed to be? Is that the look I'm shooting for?”

Monica said nothing. Belson, in an unusual twist, remained silent as well. The fuckers wanted me to keep guessing.

“Is that supposed to be my replacement because fuck that. I'll be the first to admit the camera loves him better than it loves me, but my music... my songs... they're mine. No way you're giving my stuff to some other front man.”

Monica's snort was a frank chuckle now. She would never sign off on a deal to give my stuff to the other guy. I was miles away from whatever this was about.

“You really don't know who that is?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“You don't watch TV?” Belson sounded skeptical.

“I'm a serious artist,” I said. “Grimdark drama is as far as I'm willing to go with TV.” And anybody could see this guy was too scorching hot for grimdark. Too beautiful.

“Traven Randall,” Monica said.

Oh. My. God. I did know the face. I had seen this face. Much younger, much less developed, but the light in those famous eyes was already there.

Silky the Sheepdog was a fluffy kid's program owned by one of those TV networks most famous for its worldwide series of theme parks. Of course, I'd seen it. Everybody my age had seen it back when I was six, seven, eight. And I got to see it twice because every foster home I landed in as a teen had the stupid-ass syndicated reruns in rotation for the younger kids.

“No,” I said. “No fucking way. That's Silky?” The premise was some kid who thought he was a sheepdog somehow joined up with a pack of puppies who kept getting into adventures. Sometimes the puppies sang in squeaky high-pitched kiddie voices that hurt my musician's ears even as a child.

“That's him.” Monica's smile had almost as many teeth as Belson's crocodile grimace.

“No.” I shook my head and tried to thrust the file into my so-called manager's hands. “I have a very bad feeling about this.”

Belson, still pacing, did me the honors of snatching back the file himself, the better to brandish the photo around the room as he expounded. “This guy is key. I'm telling you, Drew, the rise and fall and rise of a former child star who goes gay, that's always interesting. That kind of story can get a lot of press.”

“Goes” gay? Like it's some choice he made to break into the tabloids? Well, Belson was Monica's age, plus he was my contact with the label, so I made the executive decision not to nitpick his language.

Besides, I smelled a bigger skunk. “In what way is this guy on the rise?” He'd have to be my age, and I hadn't heard anything about him in years. “For some reason, I've got the idea in my head he couldn't get arrested if he was the last man in New York.”

“He isn't on the rise.” Monica studied my face for my reaction. “Yet.”

“Oh, no no no noooooo.”

“Just listen to the concept before you say no. Hear me out.” Belson flung the file down on his desk with a snapping noise. I liked him better when he was less enthusiastic. “A few dates is all I'm saying. You're both so photogenic. And you're the same dark-eyed twinkie type that's so huggable. Together, the two of you, you're absolutely irresistible. We'll have your picture on every teen music blog on the planet. Every kid in America will know your name before they ever hear you sing a note.”

If I was sitting, I would have buried my face in my hands. As it was, all I could do was stand there flat-footed.

“We've never taken full advantage of your physical beauty. The sponsors you pick up could be worth millions more than the album royalties.” Monica was good at sponsors. Even though I wasn't really known yet, I got boxes and boxes of freebies shipped to my house every month. Free clothes were cool, but being paid to wear clothes was even better.

Still... “As much as we all love the idea of millions, don't you see a problem here?”

“There's no problem,” she said.

“Zero problem.” Belson folded his arms over his chest again. “And if there is a problem, it better not be a problem by eleven this evening.”

“But we've been establishing my image as a serious artist. You both know I don't date.” I threw up my hands in a gesture of frustration. “Standing apart from the party crowd is what I do. Focus on the career is what I do.”

“Well, hon, maybe that was a mistake.” Monica squeezed my arm. “Maybe you've been coming across as a little too ambitious or something. You need to project more vulnerability. Music bloggers, teen influencers on Instagram and Tumblr, they love that sensitive artist shit.”

Damn, she was good. Maybe she was even right. Except...

“That isn't what I'm about.” I squeezed Monica's arm right back. In some ways, she was the only real mother I'd ever had. Couldn't she see the conflict here? “You guys know who I am― the lone wolf. Hard to get. Aloof. How does that work if all of a sudden I show up dating some former TV child star? That stuff looks like I'm angling to get a gig on reality TV. You know it isn't me, and you can't order me to date this guy.”

Belson lifted his hand and shook back his jacket sleeve to check his hundred-thousand dollar watch with all the diamond crust around the face. This meeting was about over. “Actually, Drew, we can. It's right there in the contract you signed that you agree to make yourself available for all promotional opportunities we deem are necessary to promote your career.”

Fucking hell. Sure, I'd signed that. Everybody did.

He rapped the glossy photo sitting face-up on his desk like a man knocking on a door.

“That, my friend, is your new boyfriend. He's your ticket to the kind of publicity money can't buy.”
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Traven

♥♥♥
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“WHO'S PAYING FOR THIS?” Anytime anybody asked me to do anything, that was my first― and sometimes my only― question. Don't judge me. If you hadn't worked since you were twelve, you'd be worried about the money running out too.

“The singer's people.” My mother, who was also my manager, stood behind me as she regarded my reflection in the mirror. Her own reflection looked deceptively expensive― long blonde bob that framed a pampered-looking face. You wouldn't know she'd used some Instagram trick to cut her own hair or bought an off-label face cream from the drugstore.

Her slim hands lifted my hair, the better to gaze into my mirrored eyes. “This is a golden opportunity for you that came pretty much out of the blue. I think we have to go along with this, Traven, sweetie. You could still be a model, but time's running out for you. There's younger guys coming along every day.”

If you don't want to worry about younger guys coming along when you're only twenty-three, don't be a child star. Trouble is, I got started on this path before I was old enough to know any better.

“I was thinking maybe college. A nice teaching degree or something.”

My mother sighed a soft, sad sigh. “Honey, that's unrealistic. These days, teachers have to have master's degrees, so that nice teaching degree is going to cost you six years and eighty thousand dollars we don't have. You aren't rich enough to be a teacher.”

“Loans.” A lame argument. Nobody was giving us any loans. I looked away from her eyes in the mirror. Looked away from my own eyes too.

“You know, that cop called again a couple of days ago,” she said.

“Still looking for the money?” My laugh was a bitter croak. “Why would we know anything about any fucking money?” I never returned those calls, and I wished she wouldn't either.

“I know, honey. But you can't give up now just when somebody's finally giving you a chance for a comeback. With a hot musician as a boyfriend, you'll be back in the public eye in no time. Just imagine how the offers are going to start rolling in once everybody gets a good look at how bee-yoo-tiful you've turned out.”

Sometimes I didn't believe I was ever coming back. It was all taking too long. My parents split when I was still a kid's TV star in the single digit ages. The divorce involved a lot of fighting over money. My money. Which meant it involved a lot of fighting over me.

Nobody gives work to the kid who always ends up in court over some bullshit with his parents not being able to agree on what they'd already agreed on.

Eventually, my money was gone, and then Dad was gone too. A real hero, my father. And don't even get me started on the dirty money that disappeared when he did. You don't like to think your father is an actual honest-to-God thief, but it had been a few years now and somehow he'd never popped back up to explain himself.
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