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        For Victoria.

        I like petty thugs too, kid

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        …Thus these two

        Imparadised in one another’s arms

        The happier Eden, shall enjoy their fill

        Of bliss on bliss, while I to Hell am thrust,

        Where neither joy nor love, but fierce desire,

        Among our other torments not the least,

        Still unfulfilled with pain of longing pines…

      

      

      

      
        
        —John Milton

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Overture

        

      

    

    
      Cain killed his brother, then wandered with God’s mark upon his brow. It’s a pity we don’t have Cain’s side of the story.

      I have learned this much—the first Keeper killed his brother, too. In rage and guilt, he swore he would take no prey until he starved to death. So he wandered, because wherever he would come to rest, the Kindred—and his own conscience—followed. Unable to die, unable to live; until he passed an apple tree and a woman chained underneath called out to him. A woman doomed to die because she had killed her husband. From this pair the Keepers trace their descent.

      Fratricide and domestic violence, what a lovely beginning.

      Thousands of years later it started for me on a winter’s afternoon, in a cold concrete city, in my unwanted and unlovely life...…
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      “It’s our first real gig.” Maxine leaned over the counter, peering down the aisle into the children’s section. A short purple-dyed pixie cut and a heart-shaped face, and she wore leather pants like they didn’t chafe. Some days I wanted to shoot her.

      I took a perverse pleasure in being nice to her. “Of course I’ll close up.” What else could I do? It was eight and the store was empty, KVNK playing Creedence softly through each jury-rigged speaker. “I’ll meet you at Jonah’s afterward. I’m supposed to hang out with Kitty there at about eleven anyway.”

      “You mean it?” She leaned forward, kicking her combat boots behind her. I propped myself against the counter, tapping my fingers idly on the glass cover. It had been dead as doornails for two hours now.

      “Of course. How often do I get to facilitate a future rock star’s career?” I reached up, poked at the French twist. Curls fell in my face; I blew one away, irritated, and tucked another behind my ear.

      “But what if something happens?” To give her credit, she looked worried.

      “Jesus, Maxie. What are they going to do, fire me? I’m the night manager, I say go, go ahead and go.”

      Waterfront Books Used & New, Bought & Sold was on the Avenue, and it was only a short shot up to Jonah’s, maybe six or seven blocks. Maxine’s band, Hayville Sluts, was about to break into the big-time opening for Casual Plaid Psycho Monsters, the hottest band on the scene right now. I had no intention of hanging at Jonah’s tonight for any longer than it took to get good and drunk. But Maxine was a good sort, and I hated to see her all down in the mouth. “As a matter of fact, if nobody comes, I’m going to close up early anyway. So just go. Tell Jonah I’ll be along. All right?”

      Maxine bounced back onto her feet, executed a happy little twirl. “You’re the best, Rose!”

      I sniffed. “I expect a copy of your demo for this one.” But she was already gone, running for the back and the employee lockers. I moved over to the best spot on the counter, inhaling the scent of old paper and glue, the wonderful dusty, spicy scent of books. Waterfront was really a perfect job; I didn’t care if someone left early or came into work hungover or still-drunk. Nobody would die if the books weren’t shelved perfectly. Danny was a real hardass, but he went home at 2 PM and after that it was just me.

      I kind of liked being the Laid-Back Head-Asshole-In-Charge.

      “Rose?” Maxine bounced up the aisle, “I think someone’s been messing around with the back door again. You sure you don’t want me to stay?”

      As if she’d do anything but mope if I changed my mind now. “Marco’s probably going to come in later, we got a new batch of Silhouettes for his wife. Just get out of here and go to your gig. Give me a little warning next time, huh?” I peeled the black cashmere sweater away from my stomach and went back to leaning. The V-neck was low enough that I couldn’t bend over too far or my cleavage would pop out. Kitty often joked that I should donate some of my bosom to the chest-challenged, not that I was well-endowed but I’d been granted a little more than her.

      She had a nice ass, though, and I didn’t. I blew out through my teeth, wishing for a cigarette.

      “Jesus, Rose—” Maxine’s face fell.

      “Go, will you?” I tried not to sound annoyed. “Get out, get down, break a leg. Right?”

      The little bell attached to the crossbar of the glass front door jangled merrily at her exit, and I mimed shooting it with my index finger. “Ka-pow.” There was no real heat in it. I was too tired and bored to be annoyed.

      I waited ten minutes, then grabbed my coat and stepped out the front door. I propped it open a little so I was technically still inside, kind of, and pulled a pack of Sampoernas out. Smoke burned all the way down into my lungs.

      It was about five o’clock on a March afternoon-evening that should have been springlike and balmy. Usually by then it’s over fifty degrees and the magnolia trees are blooming. This year it was a good ten below zero, and the wind screamed up 45th like a banshee. None of the trees had even dared to put out buds. I had my trenchcoat, a black scarf wrapped around my neck and ragg-wool gloves that only exposed the tips of my fingers to the wind, but I still shivered and cursed my nicotine craving within seconds. Warm golden light fell out of the store’s windows onto the pavement, and I cast a critical eye over the front display.

      Books about storms and the Donner party—always a big hit with the morbid, cannibalism sells almost as well as sex—and hiking in the Himalayas, stacked against a background of blinding white cloth. Maxine had dug up some foil snowflakes that looked like the work of psychotic third-graders, and Larry’s contribution was plastic chunks that looked just like ice cubes.

      We could afford to be idiosyncratic. Profits were up, shoplifting was down—partly because we marked our books so none of the other merchants would buy them, and partly because it was too goddamn cold to shoplift anything. I exhaled a long jet of clove-scented smoke and glanced across the street.

      Patrick from the Jazz Bistro was smoking across the way, he raised a hand and I waved back. He currently had the hots for Danny. Barking up the wrong tree that was, Danny was a homophobe par excellence. I was just waiting to get him alone and drop a word about Danny being a general gay-bashing asshole.

      Candles burned on several bistro tables, phantom pinpoints. A dark-haired man sitting near the window turned his head, and I caught a flash of movement as he put his coffee down. Was he looking across the street? I couldn’t tell. The light picked out toffee highlights in his dark hair, and I sighed. It was too goddamn cold, lonely and vulnerable standing out here. My scalp prickled, and gooseflesh spilled down my back.

      It was a warning. Unfortunately it wasn’t specific. Sometimes my curse only lets me anticipate the worst.

      I fieldstripped the butt under my boot with more violence than was really necessary and tossed it into the big silver canister ashtray chained to the concrete foundation. Retreating inside was a blessing, I was almost done counting down the secondary till when the phone rang.

      Of course. As soon as you start working on something, that’s when the customers show up. “Waterfront Books, Used and New, this is Rosemary how can I help you?”

      “Hey, Rose.” A familiar tenor crackled across the street and up to my ear. “It’s Patrick.”

      “No shit. Hey, Pat, what’s going down?”

      “You there alone?”

      My heart skipped. Just a little. “Yeah, Maxie has a gig tonight at Jonah’s, so I let her go early. Why, you finally asking me out on a date?” I sounded flip and casual, my usual self.

      I’m a good liar. Sometimes.

      “Not to make you uncomfortable or anything, but there was a guy in here asking questions about the bookstore. And you. He was sitting in the window while you were taking your smoke.” Patrick sounded uneasy.

      That was a first. He was normally so self-possessed.

      “What kind of questions?” I squinted at the glass door. The light was failing rapidly out in the street, and I could see the Bistro’s windows only as an indistinct golden blur. “Like what kind of panties I wear, or what?”

      “Just if you worked at the bookstore, how late you’re open, that sort of thing. Your name.”

      Great. “What’d you tell him?”

      “I told him you always had someone in there with you, that you were closing up way soon, and that I didn’t know your name. It just creeped me out, you know? Like a paparazzi stalker gone slumming. You look cute in a trench, babe. Maybe you should get a Bogart hat, too.”

      I had to smile. “Nah, I’m more the Indiana Jones type, leather fedora and whip. Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “You going to lock your door? I can send Jeff over for a magazine or something.”

      I was actually considering it when the bell tied to the door jingled and five-eleven of dark-haired Italian strolled in. “No. It’s okay. Marco just got here, I’ll lock up and have him walk me to Jonah’s if he can. If he can’t I’ll come by for you, and I’ll buy you a drink for the warning. ’Kay?”

      “Come on over anyway, I’m going to Jonah’s tonight, too. I’ll be done in about twenty minutes, provided Ashley isn’t late again.” He sounded so relieved I almost wanted to hug him.

      Almost. “She just broke up with Don the Duck, I think she’ll be on time. Oh, and Patty honey, just so you know, Danny is a gay-bashing redneck asshole.”

      Silence. I wondered if I’d been too blunt. As usual.

      “Thanks.” He gave a little cough, and I could imagine him holding onto the phone, looking out over the bistro’s counters to my own golden square of light across the street. “You don’t get any points for tact, but I appreciate the warning. Who’d have thought? He looks gay.”

      I shrugged, knowing he couldn’t see me. “If nobody else says it⁠—”

      “—Rosemary will.” he finished. “See you in twenty, kid.”

      “Yeah.” I hung up. I’ve just done somebody a service, why do I feel like the low end of the pool? “Hey, Marco.”

      “Hey.” S City’s finest man-in-blue gave me a snaggle-tooth grin.

      Cops aren’t my favorite people. That obey-the-law crap always gets on my nerves, but Marco was okay. Lean dark beat cop, still youngish, with soft curly black-brown hair and eloquent dark eyes. He was good-looking in an All-American Spaghetti sort of way, long straight nose, lovely mouth, just a bit of stubble so he didn’t look girly.

      I’d have seriously thought about it, but he was married, and besides, a lot of my habits aren’t totally legal. And, just to be totally unfair, he checked out the romance novels every few weeks for his wife Theresa, pregnant with their first.

      That was just a little too much devotion for me to get in the way of.

      He could have gone up into Homicide or something by now, but I guess a beat cop was what he wanted to be. To him, that was real police work. On the Avenue it probably was.

      In other parts of the city they wouldn’t let a nice little Italian boy out onto the street alone at night, even if he had a gun.

      “Hey, Rosie. Did I just hear that I’ve been elected for protection duty?”

      “Jesus, don’t call me that.” I grimaced theatrically and bent to pick up a small thin cardboard box half-full of red-jacketed Silhouettes. I plopped them on the counter in front of him. “Some guy was just over in the Bistro asking funny questions about me and the store. If I was here alone, what my name was, all that.”

      “Mmmh.” Marco looked like he wasn’t paying attention, but I doubted it. He didn’t miss much. “You know, you are a pretty girl, Miss Ames.”

      “When I’m here alone with four hundred in the till and more in the safe, I don’t like to be a pretty girl.”

      “Who would hit you, Rose? You’re Keegan’s girl.”

      “Hey.” I smacked my hand down on the counter and Marco’s gaze snapped up, met mine. His hand hadn’t twitched for his gun, but it had probably been close. I leaned down, not caring if the sweater exposed my boobs. To give him credit, Marco didn’t even look. “I am not Keegan’s girl. I have never been Keegan’s girl. I highly doubt that I will ever be Keegan’s girl. Got it?” Damn him, he’d hit a nerve.

      Marco shrugged. “You should be careful with your temper, Rose. I got it, okay? So you want me to walk you to Jonah’s?”

      “In about fifteen minutes. Patrick across the street wants to head in too. It’s been a long week.” I glanced out the front window again. The street was empty, dusk gathering in the corners. “I’d appreciate it, you know. Can’t be too careful nowadays.”

      “Yeah, not with that psycho out.” Marco mumbled. His radio crackled.

      I waited for the static to clear. “Another murder?”

      “Yeah, heard about it at shift change.” Marco picked through the books. I knew better than to believe he was distracted. “You gonna drop the deposit on the way to Jonah’s?”

      “Why, you want some?” It was a pale joke. He gave a wry, teenager-worthy eyeroll, I acknowledged it with a batting of my eyelashes. “Yeah, I thought I would. Being under the protection of such a big, burly officer of the law as yourself.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Watch it, Miss. I am a married man.”

      “The murder…Was it anyone I know?”

      He was used to my sudden changes of subject, and didn’t skip a beat. “Some dock hobo, not your usual scene. Jesus, don’t you watch the news?” His radio squawked again. We both waited for it, he shook his head.

      “Nope. Too depressing.”

      “Some older guy. Blood loss, like all the others. It’s so weird even the cop shrinks are getting jumpy.”

      The bell jangled, and I cursed inwardly. Please just let it be a quickie. “Hi there!” The greeting was totally habitual, usually followed by a chirpy Welcome to Waterfront Books!

      I almost choked mid-stream, because the new arrival was a tall man, hovering at around thirty if I didn’t miss my guess, with a slightly longer-than-fashionable thatch of dark hair that the overhead lights showed warm caramel highlights in. Marco glanced at him, back over at me, and shifted to the side a little, subtly facing the guy. I could guess my look must have been less than welcoming, because Marco’s shoulders came up a fraction, too.

      The man saw this, and one corner of his lips quirked. The reality of him hit, like thunder after lightning.

      He was beautiful. An aristocratic face underneath a shelf of wonderful soft thick hair, hawk nose, set luxurious mouth—he looked like I had imagined Byron before I found out the great poet was a corpulent, pompous asshat even when young.

      His eyes were incredible, tarnished amber, his mouth stretched in a lazy half-smile. Incredible cheekbones, and his long fingers wrapped around a paper cup. It looked like he had a tall shot of something, and a breath of coffee reached me, mixing with dust and paper. Those eyes were like soft light through jewels of tree sap.

      The only thing marring his beauty was a long scar along his left cheekbone, just a thin thread of white disappearing under his hair. It must have been a nasty slice. Even that didn’t make him ugly; it just roughed up his glamour a little bit, made him look a little dangerous.

      Just a bit. Just enough to be interesting.

      Well, hello there.

      It had to be the guy from the window of the Bistro. Damn. My heart did a triple-take, and my palms turned a little damp. He wore a black sweater, merino if I had my guess right, and jeans that were just tight enough to look good. A pair of black Doc Martens, knee-high, with silver dangles woven into the laces like all the hot kids. Very fashionable. The jeans were designer and the sweater was too, but no jewelry, not even a watch.

      Besides, the wind was really howling out there, why wasn’t he wearing a coat? His hands looked strong, much bigger than mine, with tendons standing out on their backs.

      “Can I help you?” I sounded a little breathless. Marco glanced at me, took a half-step back, enjoying himself immensely. His eyes were all but sparkling. “Looks like you were just across the street.”

      “Yes.” Soft baritone, the exact color of coffee-aroma with cinnamon undertones. Like I’d just been dipped in warm oil. A voice that could be a contender on the stage. “The young man across the street told me that I could perhaps find a copy of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall here.” Soft trace of an accent, maybe Slavic, maybe French.

      It was so obvious and smooth a lie, I half believed it. Marco rested an elbow on the counter, his radio buzzing and the Silhouette novels scattered in their half-box next to him.

      I swallowed. “You’re looking for a complete Gibbon or an edited one? We don’t have a complete but I could get one on order, it’s pretty pricey.”

      A liquid shrug. “If you have the paperback Penguin edition, that will do.”

      I looked down at Marco, who obviously wasn’t going anywhere, and felt a short burst of relief. “Well, we’re just about to close up, so I’ll go check the shelves for you.” Either he was rich enough that he’d come back someday, or he was a good con artist.

      Or maybe he was a psycho.

      I hopped off the step that separated the counter from the rest of the store and trudged back into History, fighting the urge to push at my hair or straighten my sarong. Waterfront was laid out in a square, with paperback fiction in the middle in neat rows and different sections along the walls. History was in the back right corner, Greek and Roman History on the second shelf down on the right. I ran my fingers along the spines, comforted by their familiarity. This was Danny’s section, weirdly perfect as always, all the books faced, shelves tidy.

      I heard Marco say something, and a low reply. I’d have given just about anything for better acoustics in the store. Damn.

      We had—lo, speak of the devil—an edited Penguin of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, paperback, fourteen dollars, new, pristine. My combat boots made heavy clump-clump sounds against thinly carpeted concrete, and I found myself wishing I’d worn jeans instead of the batik silk sarong. It was going to be bitching cold out there.

      “—very much?” the man with the incredible voice said.

      “Oh, yeah.” Marco, as artless as I’d ever heard him. He’d turned his damn radio down. “I’m here every night. You can’t be too careful.”

      “Especially with such a charming young lady working.” The taller man nodded at me, everything around him vibrating. It felt like a power transformer when you lay your hand against it, all subliminal hum and the invisible sense of your hair lifting on end. Or right before lightning strikes, the breathless feeling of something about to happen.

      Even with Marco here, it was kind of disconcerting.

      I dredged up a smile, climbed behind the counter, and slapped the Gibbon down unceremoniously. “Fourteen and tax is fifteen-twenty-six. Cash or credit?” I didn’t even have to ring it—my right hand was taking care of working the primary register, a series of movements so habitual I barely noticed.

      “Cash.” He produced a twenty from his hip pocket. I took it, rang through, change and receipt laid atop the book.

      My hands would tell me something if I touched his skin, but I didn’t want to know. “You want a bag for that?” I hoped like hell he’d say no.

      He gave me a strange, searching look, those soft eyes still and fathomless. Now they looked like tarnished amber coins, flat as a metal plate. “No, thank you. I shall be out of your way directly.”

      Five years of working retail rose up in my throat, so I scooped up his change, held it out to him along with the book. He looked okay, really, just a little odd, and the Avenue was full of weirdos. “No problem.” I managed to sound like I halfway meant it. “Anything else I can help you find?”

      A long silent pause, stretching like taffy, swallowed us both. The air heated up at least five degrees and I almost took a step back, it was so blatant. I could smell the last cigarette I’d smoked, and it reeked fear. I had only been examined with such undisguised interest once in my life, and that had been Billy Tantrums. I’d been perversely charmed enough by his open admiration to allow it.

      I don’t repeat mistakes. I like to make an entirely new set of fuck-ups each time.

      “No,” the newcomer said, slowly. “No, thank you. I have found what I need. Thank you for your kindness.” He took the change, his fingers brushing warm against mine even though I tried like hell to avoid it.

      An electric shock ran down my spine. Both my hands tingle-flushed. No images, and no overspill of emotion. Just my own body’s response to him.

      It was strange to touch someone and not get a flash of what they were thinking, but it happened. Some people were naturally shielded from me. Kitty, for one.

      I hoped to hell I wasn’t blushing. He talked some kind of crazy professorial immigrant, someone who didn’t have full command of English if it wasn’t schoolbook grammar. But it wasn’t even faintly ridiculous. It was bloody hard to breathe with that voice purring in the air.

      The bell on the door jangled loudly, but his footsteps made no sound. I shivered, and Marco’s eyebrows were headed all the way up. I gave him a look that would have cut concrete and he coughed, hiding a smile behind his hand.

      “You find this fucking funny, Officer?”

      He shrugged, setting a stack of seven slim red-jacketed books next to the box holding the rest of their clan. “Nope. Either he’s a stalker-in-training or you’ve got yourself an admirer. Want to lay bets?”

      “This creeps me out. Did you notice he was walking around without a coat?”

      “So he’s got a high metabolism, lots of freaks around here walk around in shorts all winter long.” Marco dug for his wallet.

      “In ten-below weather with hobos dying of the cold and a serial killer on the loose?”

      “They’re calling him the Dockside Ripper. Pretty sharp, huh? Paper says the bodies were ‘savaged.’ Vultures.” His profile was pure, long straight nose, narrow mouth, high forehead as he stared out the front window. “How much I owe you?”

      “Jesus.” I used to work for a newspaper, I agreed with him. I started ringing him up. He held up a hand while the goddamn radio spoke up again, and then relaxed and gave me his Officer Friendly look, his mouth loosening out of professionalism.

      “When was the last time you were at Confession, Rosie?”

      “Twenty-eight fifty-one, and don’t call me that, Marcos Salvone. When I want crap from you, I’ll squeeze your head.” Guess I was really feeling savage.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re so cute. I mean it, when was the last time you did Confession? You should lay off the blasphemy.” He took the plastic bag. His fingers didn’t touch mine.

      I was grateful. “When the Church gets nuns that can hear me at my neighborhood box, Marco, I’ll burn up the road getting there. I hate the thought of telling all my secrets to a man.” I punched a few buttons when he handed me his Visa, ran it through, slapped down the strip of paper for him to sign. This was an old conversation.

      “Priests ain’t supposed to be real men, Ro.” He signed it, handed the pen back to me. “How soon you getting out of here?”

      I was counting down the register as we spoke. “Lock the door, will you? I’m going to put this in the back. Danny can do the books tomorrow, his section’s looking way too neat. He needs something to keep him busy.”

      Marco locked the door, picked up the bell hanging from the cross-bar, and jangled it a bit. “I thought bookstores were supposed to be neat.”

      “Nah. They’re supposed to be like your mind, a little bit of chaos makes it creative.”

      “You are so full of shit.” But he liked the idea, I could tell.

      I can count and talk at the same time, so I finished breaking the register down and picked up the cash drawer to take it into the office. “When was the last time you were at Confession, Officer Salvone? Can you check the back door too? Maxie said someone was messing with it again.”

      “Christ, I’m really earning all that protection money I extort, ain’t I?”

      I carried the cash drawer along the hall toward History. Marco walked with me, swinging the plastic bag in his left hand. “Who’s blaspheming now? When were you at Confession last, Marco?”

      “Yesterday at Midweek Mass, Miss Smarty-Pants. I ain’t going to no Purgatory.” He went around the counter where we bought the used books and into the back, where there were bins to sort everything before we put it onto the shelf. The employee lockers were on the very back wall. “Shit. You tell Danny to get someone out here to fix this door, it’s a hazard.”

      I turned left, went along the backside of the cube past US History, War, Military History. Then there was Archeology & Anthropology, Sociology, Psychology, Self-Help & Careers, and Gender Studies, and the door to the office.

      The office was an airless little cube jammed with file cabinets, a desk and a computer, and of course a small bookshelf with a stack of books on it, mostly first editions. The safe combination was easy to remember—Danny’s birthday—and I slid the second cash drawer in on top of the first. Then I took the deposit out, put the extra cash along with the printouts in a new heavy blue canvas envelope, and stuck that in the safe as well. Danny had also set his latest porno magazine in there again.

      I tossed it on the desk. He’d find Miss March staring coyly at him in the morning. What a tool.

      I came out to find Marco studying the shelves in Gender Studies. “You really read any of this shit, Rose?”

      “I’m going to get the lights, meet you at the front door. I’ll buy you a donut over at the Bistro.”

      “Touché.” I heard the creak of leather as he moved away through the store, checking for people hiding in the stacks. I wondered if he was cold, he had a jacket but no hat or gloves. He’d leave the bag of books at Jonah’s, probably, to be picked up at the end of his shift.

      I grabbed my trench, made sure my cigs and my wallet were in the right front pocket with a quick habitual pat. Wrapped the scarf around my neck, and flipped the circuit breakers.

      I always got a little shiver of fright each time the lights died. The ordinary geography of the store turned faintly sinister in dimness.

      The premonition hit me hard, like a bolt of electricity jumping off the breakers to sting me, racing up my spine to detonate inside my skull.

      A dish, a pale white dish, sitting next to a garbage dumpster. Sheer hard chemical horror raced through my body, left my hands cold and shaking. The reek of garbage rose to choke me, and I flattened my hand on the wall, the air leaving my lungs in a quick huff like I’d been punched. It receded, and I was myself again.

      They happened more and more frequently those days, flashes usually incomprehensible until too late. I’d seen a fatal car crash last week, a bad one. Two days later it had happened right in front of me as I waited to cross the street to buy cigarettes. Two people dead in the wreckage and my head caving in.

      “Yo, Rose,” Marco, up front. “You okay back there?”

      “Yeah.” I found myself motionless next to the breaker box, my fingers playing with my Zippo. “Copacetic. I’m coming up, just had to check the bins.”

      “For what, rattlesnakes? Let’s go.” Marco sounded a little uneasy too, bless his law-abiding little Catholic heart. What would he say if I told him I’d just seen a flash of the future? Or if I told him I could touch his hand and hear what he was thinking?

      I squeezed the squealing little fear-giggles down and headed for the front of the store, fishing for a cigarette,

      Full dark, streetlights guttering into life one by one. I opened the door and the cold was a knife. I tried to hand Marco my gloves. “You need these?”

      “Hey, no, that’s okay, kid. You’re small, you get cold quicker.”

      Now that I wasn’t behind the counter, it was apparent my five-foot-two-inch frame was no match for him. Mr. Voice had topped six foot, I bet. I was adrift in a world of giants. “Are you calling me short?” I held the door for Marco, then closed it against the wind and wrestled with the lock, already shivering. I almost crushed my cigarette by mistake.

      “Nope, just vertically challenged.” He turtled down into his jacket, blinking and looking miserable.

      “Jesus, Marco, don’t you have a hat or something?”

      “In this wind?” He laughed, but it sounded thin and miserable. “It’d go straight into the bay. Want to cross here?”

      “Are you actually encouraging me to jaywalk, Officer Salvone?” I glanced up and down the street, tucking my scarf more securely. I wasn’t going to light my cigarette until we started for Jonah’s, but I liked having it stuck between my fingers. Gave me something to do.

      Marco trailed me into the street, the plastic bag crinkling and flapping in the wind. It was the damndest thing. I got the sudden feeling I was being watched.

      I looked around again. The back of my neck crawled with cold and the prickly sensation of someone’s eyes on me. Marco jostled my elbow to tell me to hurry up, it’s fucking cold out here. I crossed my arms defensively, careful not to break the cigarette, and hurried across the street. University Avenue was uncharacteristically dead, no cars in sight, no pedestrians except for us. As soon as I reached the curb in front of the Bistro I whirled, searching.

      The wind tugged at my hair, whipping stray curls across my face. I tried vainly to keep them out of my watering eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Marco moved around to my left side, upwind, probably to break the force of the gale screaming up 45th. Chivalrous of him.

      “You ever have the feeling you’re being watched?” I spat an enterprising curl free.

      He shook his head. Couldn’t hear me.

      Abruptly, the cold wind fell off; a few fingers of freezing air caressed my cheeks and stopped. Marco’s nostrils flared. “You want a cup of coffee, Rose?” Our breaths were twin clouds now.

      “Sure.” There was absolutely nobody on the street. Maybe I was just being paranoid. I’d started having episodes like that, especially after Billy...

      I killed that thought quickly, forced myself to think of the cold. It wasn’t hard.

      Inside the Bistro, it was warm and coffee-scented. My nose and cheeks stung, even after such a short walk. “It’s fucking freezing out there,” I announced, like they needed me to tell them. “Hi, Ashley.”

      Ashley, a raw-boned redhead with a long paisley scarf and red-rimmed eyes, was making a cappuccino for a short blonde man with a mustache and nervous hands. Her earrings clashed and jingled, seven silver hoops in each ear. She and Don the Duck had just broken up again. Not that I hadn’t seen that coming—Don was fond of jailbait, and he liked to cheat.

      Poor Ash.

      “Hey.” Patrick had his coat on and was fiddling with the tip jar, muscles straining under his blue T-shirt. “I saw that guy crossing the street. Did he come in to the bookstore?”

      “Yeah, he wanted a book.” I went around the end of the counter to fetch a tall paper cup. “Go figure. Marco, you want one?”

      “Sure, why not.” Marco dug a five out of his wallet and gave it to Ashley, who thanked the nervous blond man and stuck the five and the blond man’s twenty into the ancient cash register before counting out change for both of them.

      Marco stuffed his leftover three bucks in the tip jar, right on top of Patrick’s hands; Patrick gave him an aggrieved look. Marco smiled angelically.

      I poured a generous dollop of half-n-half into his cup and popped a lid on both. I handed Marco his cup and slid mine across the counter, and as I passed Ashley I gave her a quick squeeze on the shoulder. My fingers brushed bare skin under her short sleeve. Her misery was palpable, knotting my stomach and stinging my eyes. I had to take a deep breath and remind myself it was her sadness, not mine.

      It never helps.

      I so rarely touch anyone that she gave me a startled look and a trembling, watery smile. I tried to smile back.

      She really did love the bastard. Every time he dumped her she shambled around like one of the walking dead. There were only a few customers in the bistro, most of them looking as half-frozen as I felt. Ashley grabbed a menu and stalked over to a thin girl wrapped in a parka by the far wall.

      Patrick and Marco were both watching me.

      “What? You two ready, or what?”

      “That’s what we love about you, Rose,” Patrick drawled. “Your soft heart and winning personality.”

      “Shut up. People can’t help who they’re in love with.”

      “I don’t know,” Marco said. “You seem to do just fine.”

      “Oh, Christ on a crutch. You haven’t been talking to Kitty about setting me up again, have you? Have you?”

      Silence. Patrick pulled out a wad of ones and fives, left the change, started counting down the ones and bundling them. I was suddenly very tired.

      “I know this guy, he’s a nice guy, he’s—” Marco started.

      I held up my hand. “He’s a cop, and a really nice guy, and you think I’d really like him. No, thank you. Why does everyone feel this pressing need to meddle in my affairs?”

      “You don’t have any affairs.” Patrick pointed out. “Not since...well.” He trailed off, looking uncomfortable. Ran a hand back through his short dark hair. It made the gel-stiff curls stick straight up, raffishly cute, what with his Puck face and hunched shoulders.

      “I don’t want to get nasty tonight, Patrick. I just want to go out and have a few drinks before my head falls in. It’s been a long week.” I glanced out the window, checking—it still felt like someone was looking at me, and it was downright creepy.

      My nape crawled. That feeling usually meant big-time trouble. Some of my unease must have shown, because Marco moved as if he would touch my arm and I shied away.

      He took it for something else and stopped dead. “Okay, Rosemary,” he said, softly. “Okay. Forget it. All right?”

      “Forgotten. Are we gonna go so I can smoke? I’m dying for a cigarette.”

      “That’s a nasty habit.” Marco turned aside a bit, gave some jargon to the radio, and got a response. “Hey, can I have one?”
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      “Even in this best of times,” Sax droned, meditatively staring into his glass of claret, “there is terror.”

      He was filthy drunk.

      I set my own glass down, glanced at Kitty. Patrick was on the other end of the bar, his dark head bent together with Joleen Willy’s blonde pixie-cut as if discussing something highly important. He was probably only trying to score some coke or acid from Baby Jo. She wore orange plastic sunglasses, bell-bottom jeans, and a cute little denim top that showed her slightly rounded belly. I was betting she was going to go on one of her coke-and-cigarette diets soon and made a mental note to stay out of her way.

      When Baby gets hungry, she gets mean.

      Kitty was a looker, sixteen with long candyfloss blonde hair. Slim, tall and boyish with a penchant for leather vests and hip-hugger jeans, big blue eyes, a sweet little heart-shaped ass. Too young to be in here, but Jonah knew both of us and turned a blind eye. She occasionally paid for a drink, but mostly had Cokes and kept a critical eye on the band du jour. Right now it was the Knocked-Up Flowers. Maxine’s band would be on later opening for the main attraction.

      Casual Plaid Psycho Monsters. I have no fucking idea where they get these names.

      The Flowers consisted of a pudgy bassist, a lean dark heroin-chic guitarist who wailed into the microphone with more enthusiasm than skill, and a tall strapping black woman on the drums. I didn’t know the drummer, but she looked like the most talented soul on stage. They were all trying to rock-star it, chug chug chugging away.

      I took another gulp of vodka-and-cranberry. The hinky feeling still crawled all over me, but I was beginning to ignore it with a little help from my booze.

      The temperature had fallen even more when darkness hit, and Marco looked positively miserable by the time we hit the bar. He hadn’t come in, just thanked me for the books. “Gonna pack it in,” he’d said. “Don’t go anywhere alone tonight, Rosie. There’s something bad in the air. I’m thinking I’ll drive all my rounds after this.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I’d told him. “You be careful. Watch out for frostbite.”

      “Hey, well, I guess I’ll be okay,” was his only reply. Patrick had already nipped inside the bar.

      Now, Sax waved his hand around. He brought it down with a crash on the bar. I glanced at Jonah, who shook his head fractionally.

      “The Terror!” Sax bugled.

      Kitty giggled, but dropped her gaze back to her Coke in a hurry.

      Distract him. “You’ve been reading Blake again, haven’t you, Sax.” What I really wanted to do was lay my head down on the bar and catch a few winks. Sax would be better if someone at least appeared to be paying attention to him, and I didn’t want to look too drunk.

      “Not enough, not enough!” Sax moaned. “He understood everything, that crazy barstid. Infinity in a grain of sand, and all that rot.” He lifted his glass of whatever alcohol he was on now, studied the refracted light. Impenetrable even when sober, he was utterly impossible to understand when drunk.

      I took another hit of my own drink. It splashed into my already gurgling stomach; Kitty looked at me oddly, her blue eyes wide-spaced and clear. “You okay, Rosie?”

      “Don’t call me that.” I stared into my own glass. “I’m sure I have something to do. Why am I here?” I think it was the fiftieth or so time I’d said it, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d picked up something and heaved it at me.

      “The eternal question!” Sax crowed, delighted. “Philosopher’s Stone, Aquae Vitae, transformus magnus!” He was on a roll. “Hermes Trismegistus!”

      “Because,” Kitty repeated patiently, “it’s too damn cold to be outside, or in your oh-so-sterile apartment.”

      “It’s not sterile. Cleanliness is next to godliness.” Another gulp burned all the way down. Jonah was busy with two tourists who’d really had four or five too much, hanging on each other, their Florida tans and bright-white teeth adding to the T-shirts emblazoned with ‘I Luv the Monorail’ to equal two convention-goers who were going to wake up tomorrow without any ready cash. Jonah would pile on the drinks all night, they were already well on the way to la-la-land. “My mother said that.”

      “Your mother was fucked up.” Kitty slurped her Coke again, her pale hair gleaming. “Jesus, Ruby-Roo, I’ve got to get you some coffee.”

      She was right. I hit a particular stage of drunkenness and my head, usually clear and pragmatic, turns into a war-zone. The trouble is, I’d be a happy drunk if I got past it, but I usually got too depressed to imbibe anymore so Kitty has to live with my depressing whiny self until I start drinking again or sober up. Both options were by now equally unprepossessing. “Don’t hate me because I’m a whiny bitch.”

      The good thing about it was it dulled the feeling in my hands. I could stand to have someone brush up against me if I was sauced. And the feeling of being watched was more intense but paradoxically more bearable the more I swallowed.

      Kitty stood up and made her way down the bar to say goodbye to Jonah. I watched her blonde litheness with some appreciation; so did about twelve guys from the pool tables to the dartboards and a few scattered among the barstools. She was a dream girl. Except she wasn’t really all that beautiful, it was all in the way she carried herself. Like a pit viper, with all of a snake’s unconscious lethal charm.

      Jonah nodded at her, tipped a salute to me. I lifted my empty glass a little, politely; little rat-faced Jonah and I had been friends for quite a long time, almost since the day I’d gotten out of the institute. Most of my unnecessary money from my unnecessary job went into his pockets.

      He helped a lot, after Billy. Nobody talks about that anymore, which is the way I like it. It’s old news.

      I’d caught Jonah eyeing me here and there, wondering if the quasi-sexual banter we exchanged would ever turn into something more. Wondering if he could pay the price if it did. I’m notoriously high maintenance. He’s never really tried it.

      Sax was making those little whooshing sounds he does right before he passes out, so I slid off my barstool, found my balance, and guided him to his couch in the corner. He’s quite famous in international circles for his paintings of nude women and old homeless men. One of his paintings went at Sotheby’s for two and a half million dollars. I know because I wrote the glowing little article for the halfass local rag Max Sherman edited.

      Right before I quit working for him Max said I should capitalize on my contacts with drunkards and petty thugs, because I seemed to know so many. Max has always been an ass.

      Anyway, Sax’s couch had his name painted on a little gilt-framed sign overhead, and I made sure he was comfortable, his head on a horsehair pillow. I did not loosen his shoes—he would be up and drinking more in a little while, so no tripping over his own shoelaces and cursing at the tourists. Jonah most definitely did not want that, no matter how many fucking paintings Sax sold at Sotheby’s.

      Kitty materialized right behind me, holding my trenchcoat, a peculiar look on her young face. “Jonah says be careful, there’s weirdos out tonight.” She took my arm smoothly, piloting me through the crowd to the door next to the ungodly-huge iron coat rack. “I told him I’d look out for you, see you got home okay.”

      “Why does everyone treat me like a child?” I slid my coat over my shoulders and wrapped my scarf securely, fumbling for the doorknob before I knew it. The world rotated under my feet. I wasn’t nearly drunk enough to deal with the world.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the door’s mirrored panels before the cold hit me. Little, black-haired, I am not what you’d call beautiful or even that horrid little word, cute, but several people stuck me with the label ‘arresting.’

      Or ‘interesting.’ That was a pain. Or ‘striking.’ The next person that called me ‘striking’ was going to find out what the word really meant.

      Sax had done three charcoal sketches of me, tearing two up because he said they didn’t “capture.” The third sketch vanished outright. He snagged a Polaroid Kitty snapped of me at some drunken party or another and decided to paint from it, and hung the result up in the gallery where he had shown his first works. He later bought the whole damn building.

      I am never quite sure what to think about that painting. In it, a feral little black-haired waif is wearing wine-red velvet, and the shadows under her eyes are explicitly weary. Sax painted me with one hand shielding my face, nothing around me but faint shadows of grey on a background that in the right light looked like tortured screaming faces. Mine was the only painting in the gallery of a woman with clothes on, but I looked way more naked than the others.

      Talk about uncomfortable.

      Subzero air made my entire body draw up around itself. Kitty pushed me out on the frozen street and briskly down the Avenue.

      “Do you know you’re beautiful? Where are we going?” The warm alcoholic core of me fought with frigid air. It was going to be a long battle, I could just tell.

      “The Creation. You can buy me a croissant, and you a sandwich.”

      “Not hungry.” My belly was empty except for vodka, cranberry juice, and the coffee I’d slammed walking down the Avenue to Jonah’s. She was always trying to make me eat. “But I’ll buy you a croissant anyway, and coffee.”

      “You’re so kind.” Sarcastic and quick.

      Nothing on the street but us and sickly frozen circles of streetlamp glow, the poles vainly clutching light around their bases to keep warm. The wind had died down, but before we got half a block I felt someone watching again.

      We passed under the pedestrian bridge, an antiquated strand of braided iron and concrete spanning the Avenue that had turned into four lanes instead of two about five years ago. A forlorn rattle of a stray breeze through empty naked tree limbs was enough to make me shudder. The chestnuts should have been budding by now. “Kitty, when was the last time you can remember weather like this?”

      “I can’t.” Her forehead furrowed. She had my old pseudo-leather bomber but it didn’t help, her cheeks flaming red to match her nose. She was a good head taller than me, and had to shorten her stride so I didn’t have to trot. “What is it, March, and it’s been nearly ten below for two weeks now? I wish we’d get some snow, it has to warm up to snow, cloud-cover, all that weather-guy shit. Never like this down South.”

      My ears perked just the tiniest bit. She sometimes made cryptic comments about her past—her mother a drunkard strung out on meth, mad in that most ordinary way; her divorced father was a ghost. She’d grown up in a one-room shack in some mythic-sized Southern jungle, hot and poor. Said ghostly father, now a software designer, lived here in the cold north. She had once sought him out, but she didn’t stay more than a month. She preferred the familiarity of the streets she’d hit at twelve years old.

      Or her father did something to her to make her prefer them.

      Kitty dragged me into the Creation’s smoky but quieter warmth and my drunken senses fully concentrated on the suddenly-difficult task of maintaining equilibrium. I almost lost my balance, yanking on her arm.

      She gave me a scathing, good-natured look and whipped out her Zippo, lighting her cigarette as I dug for one of my own. I inhaled deeply, familiar burning in my abused lungs, and blew out a jet of clove-scented smoke.

      The Creation had been a hippy whole-earth store in the seventies. Now it was a bare glossy concrete floor, worn by God knows how many feet. Clunky wooden tables crouched in the middle, marble slabs on spindly iron legs doubling as tables against the walls, with low wooden benches that had a distressing tendency to rock. The immediate effect on entering was of lushly dangerous green-leafed lunacy, because the owner—Abe Francklin, former Avenue rat turned slumlord—had commissioned Sax for a mural.

      I hear Sax finished it in three days and five bottles of Jim Beam. It was a jungle scene, the walls full of green leaves and the red eyes of strange animals. A phoenix basked over the front windows, and on the other side of the door a tiny elephant trundled through the leaves. Tigers. Cheetah. Ostriches. You name it.

      Sax had also put five Waldos in the painting, and even he couldn’t find them all anymore. I knew about three—one in the Patience Nook, where I usually sat; one over the left front window, near the ceiling; and one half-hidden by the old grandfather clock that was even now chiming eleven-thirty.

      “Eleven thirty, folks!” Matt yelled from behind the espresso machine. “That means only two and a half hours to get your drink orders in!” He continued without skipping a beat, “Jesus Christ! Nobody smokes cloves in here, goddamit!” He poked his head around the espresso machine. “Oh. Hi, Rose.”

      “In the weary flesh.” I rubbed my forehead with the tips of my fingers on my left hand. I took another drag. “Am I not allowed to smoke in here anymore?”

      “No, no, you’re okay, it’s just that one asshole. He’s always so goddamn condescending.” Matt’s lips clamped viciously on the stem of a short filtered Russian cigarette—the type that smells like cherries—and mild brown hair made a shelf over snapping hazel eyes. He often had to throw drunks out of his shop, but he did it so gracefully nobody minded, not even the drunk.

      I had often slumped in a corner of the Creation all night, reading or pounding out copy on the ancient, heavy laptop when I still worked for Max, while Matt cleaned up and closed. He would walk me home at four AM to make sure I didn’t get mugged, then wend his lonely way downtown by himself.

      I’d never heard of him getting into a fight or being rolled. He just seemed to slide right under the streetlife, blending in perfectly, invisible. I wished it was a teachable skill.

      He’d helped too, after Billy. He had once spent a night in my apartment passing a few bottles of California Columbard and some joints back and forth. I woke up with my head on his shoulder, his arms loosely wrapped around me on the floor, both of us fully clothed. He left while I was in the shower. We hadn’t exchanged a word that morning, and we never spoke of it again.

      “Speak of the devil.” Kitty nudged me aside, and in through the door tramped Lorenzo, a Sampoerna Xtra clenched in his theatrically-bared teeth.

      I ground my cigarette out in the nearest ashtray while Matt trumpeted his indignation. “No herbals in here! You know that, you queer!”

      Enzo smiled distantly, short stubby fingers twiddling the fringes of a short Persian-patterned scarf. “Ooooh, Matt, have you finally found your true calling as a bigot?” Short, forty-three, slowly paunching around the waist, he’d recently dyed his hair a brassy platinum blond, almost as light as Kitty’s, and it mixed uneasily with his dark eyebrows and short broad nose. Add his habit of dressing in—I wish I was making this up—clashing colors, and you had an aesthetic nightmare.

      He had a part-time drag gig at a gay club on Capitol Hill that his ex-boyfriend Suzo had gotten him into. I made a mental note to take some chicken soup by Suzo’s apartment, he should finally be hungry by now, after the chemo. “Besides, Cynthia and Rose smoke herbals in here all the time.” Enzo’s eyes sparkled. He lived for this little drama.

      “They,” Matt informed him archly, “are ex-girlfriends of the owner. They have privileges you can’t even dream of. Stick to regulars or I’ll throw you out on the cold, cold street.”

      Kitty applauded, mockingly. I sighed and lifted the cigarette to my mouth again, forgetting it was out. “Shit,” I muttered after inhaling ash, digging for my Zippo.

      Lorenzo sighed, threw his cigarette down with a flourish, and produced a pack of Pall Malls. Matt’s mouth curved, but he heroically restrained himself.

      “Am I allowed to sit down at least, and have a cup of your famous java?” Enzo whined. Purple eyeliner and coral lipstick. Even I knew not to mix those two.

      “Go ahead.” Matt waved vaguely at the tables. “Ask Cynthia, she’s in charge of the coffeepot.”

      Lorenzo minced aggressively to a corner table, sat down in one fluid motion, and clapped his hand to his forehead. Matt turned back to us, his lip curled up in a sneer that was so exactly how I felt that I ended up laughing.

      Matt grinned at me. “Sheez, Rosie.”

      “Don’t call me that.” I settled my face back into its usual straight lines. “Just...you looked how I was feeling there, for a second. He really is weird.”

      “Moron,” Matt sniffed, but good-naturedly. “Well, what do you two want?”

      “Buttery croissant and coffee for the little lady, just coffee for me.” I rubbed at my temple with my free hand. My hair was fighting loose, I wanted to find a quiet corner and put it back together. One day I was going to cut off the whole mop, I swore it.

      “You really should eat something, Ro.” Kitty pursed her luscious little lips. “You’ve been hitting the anorexia button a little hard lately.”

      I scanned the tables for an empty one. The alcove opposite the door, decorated with a few giant palm plants that had survived the hippies and God knows how many nights of cigarette smoke, was free. “Were you a Jewish mother in a past life?” I fished a ten-spot out of my pocket and handed it to Matt, who wisely kept his mouth shut. “I don’t need any goddamn food, what I need is some goddamn coffee, all right?”

      Matt shrugged and ducked back behind the espresso machine. I shucked out of my coat, and started threading my way through the tables to the Nook.

      Tina looked up from her notebook and mouthed a hello. I waved in her general direction and finally settled on a thankfully-stationary bench. I was passing that plateau of stupid morbid drunkenness; the cold walk and echo of footsteps had cured me.

      Kitty was hard on my heels, looking a trifle miffed, I so seldom swore at her. She slid into the other side of the booth and I reached across to touch her slender wrist. I could do that, with her. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged, tossing the stub of her cigarette into the new ashtray. Cynthia the aspiring actress passed with a nod, her lovely hip-length fall of hair hanging free and dark, blue highlights in the black sheen. Someone had once called her ‘Pocahontas’ and found himself tossed unceremoniously out on the sidewalk by six regulars, myself included. I nodded back, admiring the clean line of her shoulder as she lifted a tray above her head to avoid bumping Joffrey or Todd on their thick noggins. They were arguing about something, as usual, Joffrey banging the table with his fist and Todd’s gaunt fact alight with the almost-bloodlust of loud debate. The Two Stooges were in fine form tonight.

      “What’s wrong?” Kitty, unusually sober.

      “Hmmm?”

      “You won’t eat, you’re drinking too much. You’re getting that pinched look again, the one you get before you disappear for weeks at a time and show up looking like fifty miles of bad road. What’s going on?”

      Matt was playing the Rolling Stones tonight, he must have just pushed play on the CD changer because the unmistakable first bars of Jumpin Jack Flash floated free from ancient, heavily wired speakers. “I’m going to burrow into a coffin and sleep until the next full moon.”

      “Please. You don’t want to tell me, just say so.”

      She was right. I’d been thinking of another one of Ro’s famous binges, I had Big Jack Cracker’s phone number memorized even now. I was almost out of Valium anyway. Two or three weeks of abusing myself with illegal pharmacopoeia—coke to get up, speed to stay up, Valium and barbies to get down, pot to even it out, more Valium so I could sleep—and I could almost submerge myself in the business of living again. Or slowly dying, really. It occurred to me again that I was just committing suicide one masochistic step at a time.

      So much for escaping morbidity.

      Matt plunked a double-tall mocha with cinnamon down for Kitty, a straight drip coffee for me, my change from the ten, and two croissants dusted with powdered sugar. Then he squatted, his face almost level with the table, and peered up at me. I stared at someone’s crude graffiti rendering of a gang logo scratched into the old heavy marble. “Rose,” he said, gently. He had a good face, especially when he relaxed and smiled, wide hazel eyes, short soft dark hair. “Sweetheart, I wanted to ask you, I’m going home early tonight. You come with me, sleep over, I’ll make you breakfast. What do you say?”

      I drew in a sharp breath and my heart gave a painful, violent squeeze. Not because of him, Matt really meant nothing more than sleeping, he wasn’t foolish enough to ask me for something I couldn’t give.

      But the door swung wide, Keegan’s dark gaze met mine, and I forgot everything but the way an iron band tightened around my chest and my breastbone felt like it was splintering.

      Matt twisted to look over his shoulder, his forehead was full of thunder. “Shit. All week he stays away, and tonight he shows up.” He looked as if he might spit, a Matt-like gesture of contempt, before he clamped his lips even tighter on the unlit cigarette. “Want me to get rid of him, love?”

      I laid one hand on Matt’s, and he checked. The alcohol blurred my curse so I only got a soft confused impression of worry and protective anger. Matt liked me far more than he would ever admit, if it hadn’t been for the booze making it bearable I would have had to snatch my hand away and breathe deeply to regain control.

      Being sunk in somebody else’s desires is disorienting, to say the least.

      “No.” My tone sounded unnatural even to me. “It’s okay. Really. He’s a customer like anyone else, and he has friends here.” I took my hand off his. “Although, if you want to murder him in some dark alley, I won’t complain.” My stomach rolled, subsided.

      Matt laughed at that. Kitty made her trademark meowing noise, tightening her fingers into claws and slashing at innocent air.

      “You should’ve been a Chinese empress, Rose. The one that pickled rivals in wine.” Matt reached for my lighter, lit his cigarette, exhaled cherry smoke. Tapped his ash into the tray. “Am I going to read his obituary one of these days?”

      I shrugged. “The way he lives, I wouldn’t be surprised.” I hoped I’d perfected a look of Gallic indifference. “Even Big Jack thinks he’s fucking crazy. That’s why he’s the Enforcer.”

      Keegan was waiting by the counter. I swallowed, hard, I could feel his eyes on me. Was he still looking? I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of looking back. Oh, God, why did he have to be so beautiful? It wasn’t fair, all these beautiful men running around.

      Kitty picked up her croissant and I blindly copied her, nibbling. He’d given us the good ones, filled with cream cheese and sugar, calming my twisting stomach. Kitty put hers down to stare at me.

      I have this thing about eating in public. A big stinking pile of neuroses, that’s me.

      Matt rose and trooped over to the bar, serving Keegan with a stony glare I could feel all the way from the Nook. Keegan of course would be unaffected, polite. I finished the croissant and licked my fingers, poured cream into my coffee from the canister on the table Cynthia had thoughtfully plunked down when she saw me coming.

      Here at the Creation I trusted the milk products.

      I took a large scalding gulp of coffee, then re-trapped my hair in a twist with the silver clip. Another gulp of coffee and a cigarette fished out of my pack, and I was loaded for bear. I exhaled with a sigh, conscious of Kitty’s scrutiny. “What?”

      “He’s really got to you, hasn’t he.” It wasn’t a question. Steady and un-childlike, like she expected me to start yelling.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I was lying but she wouldn’t pry, that was her nature.

      “Bullshit you don’t.” The conversation buzz around us was thankfully less than Jonah’s; it was café-level instead of jet takeoff. “But I’ll wait until you think you do, Ruby Roo. He’s a bad boy with a bad case for you.”

      “So what?” My stomach smoothed out and the alcohol quieted to a steady buzz up my spine, the rumble of traffic outside a bedroom window. I might be able to get through the night. “I don’t have the time to be treated like a whore.”

      “Is that what he did?” Interest sparkled, bright and reined, behind her lovely china-blue eyes. I’d never spoken of it, it was a non-subject, just like Billy. Strange, how she could talk about her men with such passionate interest, while my throat locked up and refused to voice the words. The dissatisfaction, the hurt, being drowned in another person’s feelings, overwhelmed and choked by someone else’s needs.

      Always keeping secrets, that was me. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just might get annoyed if this keeps up.”

      “You just might.” There was a half-cruel twist to her lips as she scanned the Creation’s smoky belly. “Oh, my God. He lacks any sense of self-preservation.” She swept her straight fine blonde hair back over one shoulder.

      “Hmm?”

      A shadow fell across our table. Billy had been blonde and raffish, but Keegan was dark and Greek, with the same classical profile as a statue of Apollo. No, Ares. A warrior poet, not a priest. His hair fell over his forehead in the soft wave I had wanted to touch so many times, and he was looking at me with all the pleading hunger of a puppy.

      “Hello, Rose. Kitty.” They were friends, after a fashion, Kitty sometimes sold a bit of weed for him and he looked after her like I did. Now she nodded back, gravely, but did not speak. I gave him a contemptuous glance and went back to smoking. My jaw clenched so tight it almost creaked when I took another sip of coffee. “Still ignoring me, I see.”

      Kitty gave him a warning look, charitable of her, and I drew in a breath as if I would speak, thought better of it, let it out slowly.

      He set his latte in front of Kitty and lowered, crouching like Matt had, resting his crossed arms on the table and his chin atop them. “Sooner or later,” he murmured, “you are going to realize I exist, you can’t make me go away just by ignoring me.”

      Is that a challenge? I knew my eyes were level and cold, an iron-clouded sky. “Then tell me,” I said, almost too softly to be heard over the din, “what I have to do to make you go away.”

      He made me respond. Score one point for him. “You could start by treating me like a human being. I seem to like abuse. I think I’ve developed a taste for it.”

      “Get lost.” It wasn’t up to my usual standards of wit, but it was blunt and to the point. No more dancing around—he obviously thought it was a courtship, the way his eyes lit up when I spat some choice flaying words at him.

      “Much better.” Satisfaction was evident in the set of his mouth. “Say eight o’clock, tomorrow night, my place? We could drink a lot of wine, and then I could take some ice out of the freezer and do a comparison check with your bloodstream.”

      Nice, Keegan. Have you been practicing that all week? “I don’t want anything to do with you. You seem to think I’m some sort of whore.”

      He hadn’t expected me to be that open in front of Kitty. For a second he faltered, but the opening was there, and he took it. “If you were, Rose, would I finally get lucky?”

      “Go. Away.” I could smell him, Obsession cologne and a strong healthy male animal. “Whatever initial respect I had for you is gone. Is that clear enough to penetrate even your thick head?”

      “I never thought you could be bought, sweets. It’s usual to give presents in this situation, isn’t it?” He was still quiet, and I was very close to the edge because the expression on his face was pain. I know all about pain, and pity threatened to well up and betray me. “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”

      “Talk to someone else. I’m leaving.” I slid out of the booth, picking up my coat and grabbing my neglected cigarette.

      Kitty sighed. She would have accepted everything he could offer and more, and gone home whistling in the morning, leaving him to worry about guilt if he was going to.

      I envied her.

      Keegan rose. He towered over me; I am so tired of being short. I stepped aside, and he made the mistake of grabbing my arm.

      I dropped my still-smoking cigarette onto the cement. Matt looked up from the bar, and his expression of amused horror was almost comical. He wiped his hands and reached for the phone, ready to call 911 if I went ballistic.

      It was an unintentional compliment.

      Kitty blurted something incoherent and rose, her thighs hitting the marble table, and blood drained from my face. Tina hissed something, Joffrey and Todd quit arguing and began to get up, Todd’s chair scraping along the floor. I looked up at Keegan, his wide dark eyes narrowed, like a man who expects a wild animal to turn on him but is willing to take the chance.

      I had to admire that. He didn’t know when to quit. “Get. Your. Hand. Off. Me. Now.” Each word clipped, distinct.

      “Don’t run away from me, goddammit.” Unnaturally loud too. We were creating a scene.

      He knew the rules. The people I allow to touch me are few, a handful maybe, not even that many. Kitty. Sometimes Matt, occasionally Jonah. That was it. Everyone knows. Not a handshake, not a hug, not even a mock kiss or a high-five or a friendly arm around the shoulders. No. I refused, and when pressed, would wriggle away, disappear, attack. I was not to be handled or petted like a dog. I had worked so hard for so long to control the random things physical contact showed me, exploding inside my head like firecrackers, destroying me.

      He didn’t let go.

      I took a single step, stretching my arm between my shoulder and his merciless grip.

      Then I slapped him. Hard, my hand a thin blade stinging his dark cheek. I caught a flash of just how much he wanted me and my stomach twisted again, cramped. For a moment there was a pale spot right under his cheekbone. His head jerked and he let go of me.

      I stepped mincingly back, watched the mark turn darker, a brand. “Do that again, and I’ll put you in the fucking hospital. Leave me alone, Keegan. Stay away from me.”

      I turned on my heel and stalked away. Kitty said my name, once, breathless. Keegan replied, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to—” before the door chopped the sentence short.

      The cold grabbed me again, held me close. Out onto the pavement, ringing hard under my boots, I didn’t stop until I reached a comfortable alley. There I whipped aside, and my knees buckled. I hunched in the shadow and the cold, stinging tears scalding my cheeks, and I buried my face in my hands.
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