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DEDICATION


 


This one goes out to Reed. Love ya, Babe!


Best hubby in the whole world!


Remember what you said the night I proposed?


Yeah… Well, I think I'm the lucky one.
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Prologue


 


He turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open just enough to slip inside. His body was tense, with every muscle prepared for sudden flight as he cocked his head and listened for the slightest sound from within.


"Dad?" he called out. He waited, counting heartbeats, and listened for the telltale sounds of his father's presence: the scrape of a chair, the clink of a bottle, heavy footsteps on creaking floorboards.


Nothing.


He exhaled, the tension leaving his body in a rush of breath. The house was empty, just as he'd hoped. His father's work schedule suggested a window of opportunity, but knowing his father, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. He’d come home unexpectedly in the past, dismissed early because he was either caught drinking on the job or too drunk to do his job.


He moved to the window and rapped his knuckles against the glass. Outside, standing at the edge of the driveway, Jeremy shifted nervously from foot to foot. His dark curls caught the afternoon light, his eyes scanning the street as if expecting danger from every passing car.


"Dad?" he called once more, his voice deliberately louder. 


Still nothing.


He opened the door wider, gesturing with quick, urgent movements. "He's not here."


Jeremy jogged up the concrete path, bypassing the two steps as he leaped onto the porch. His smile was tight, anxiety written in the furrow between his eyebrows.


"You sure?" Jeremy whispered as he slipped inside, shoulders hunched as if trying to make himself smaller.


"Yeah." He shut the door firmly behind them, giving the deadbolt a turn. "Still at work."


Jeremy didn't look convinced. A yellowing bruise marked his cheekbone, a souvenir from his own father's fists after being caught smoking behind the school gymnasium two weeks ago. They both understood the consequences of discovery all too well.


"Promise?" Jeremy pressed, eyes darting toward the kitchen, the basement door, searching for threats.


"Promise," he lied. If his father remained sober, he and Jeremy would have at least three uninterrupted hours together; however, if his old man started drinking… Well, drunk dad's schedule was as reliable as a weather forecast: technically accurate, but subject to sudden, violent changes. But if he admitted to that uncertainty, it would send Jeremy running, and after three weeks of nothing but fleeting glances across crowded classrooms, he couldn't bear another separation.


He caught Jeremy's hand, tugging him toward the stairs. "Come on. But don’t step on that third step." 


After carefully stepping over the third step, they ran up the rest of the way, stumbling on the stairs in their haste. The hallway stretched before them, family photos lining the wall. They were visual evidence of happier times, before his mother died, before the drinking got worse, before his father's disappointment crystallized into something hard and dangerous.


His bedroom waited at the end of the corridor, door closed just as he'd left it that morning. He pulled Jeremy inside, carefully shutting the door behind them. The soft click of the latch seemed to release something in both of them. There was a palpable shift in the air as tension transformed from fear to another kind of anticipation entirely.


For a heartbeat, they simply stood facing each other, the muffled sounds of the neighborhood filtering through the closed window—a dog barking, a car passing, life continuing outside—while something built between them in the small, cluttered bedroom.


Jeremy moved first, closing the distance in two steps. Their mouths met with the desperate hunger of teenagers denied too long and in need of release. Hands clutched at shoulders, waists, pulling each other closer, erasing any space that existed between them. The kiss tasted of the mint gum Jeremy always chewed, of three weeks of separation, of danger and desire intertwined.


They stumbled backward until his legs hit the edge of the twin bed. The mattress springs protested as they fell onto it in a tangle of limbs. Jeremy's weight pressed him into the mattress, and the contact pulled a sound from deep in his chest, something between a gasp and a groan.


"Missed you," Jeremy murmured against his neck, breath hot on his skin. "Thought about this every night."


His hands slid under Jeremy's T-shirt, palms mapping the warm skin and lean muscle of his back. "Me, too," he admitted, the confession escaping before he could trap it behind his usual guardedness.


As their kisses grew more frantic, and hands tugged at clothing with increasing urgency, fear of his father discovering them faded and the world was reduced to this room, this bed, and Jeremy. He heard Jeremy whisper, "You're beautiful," and the words fell between them like something fragile and precious.


No one had ever called him that before. Beautiful was not a word that existed in his father's vocabulary, and if it had, it certainly would not be applied to a son who failed to live up to his expectations. The compliment burrowed under his skin, nesting somewhere behind his ribcage, and he kissed Jeremy again, trying to pour into it everything he couldn't put into words: gratitude, fear, a desperate need to feel Jeremy's body pressed against his own.


Time lost meaning. The world beyond his bedroom door ceased to exist. There was only this: Jeremy's hands mapping his body, their shared breath, the growing tension coiling tighter.










The bedroom door crashed open, the knob slamming into the wall with enough force to dent the plaster.


For one frozen moment, nothing moved. The tableau held: two boys intertwined on rumpled sheets, a man swaying in the doorway, features distorted by shock and rage.


The smell hit him first. Whiskey and stale cigarettes, the familiar scent of his father's anger. Reality crashed back with sickening clarity.


"What the FUCK?" His father's roar shattered the silence, his words slurred.


Jeremy scrambled backward, eyes wide with terror. "Sir, I—"


"Filthy, fucking faggots!" The teen's father lunged, grabbed Jeremy by the arm, and yanked him violently from the bed. He slammed the boy against the wall with such force that the plaster cracked. "In MY house?"


"Dad, stop!" he cried, tangling himself in the sheets as he tried to stand. "Please, don't—"


The man's attention was still fixed on Jeremy, who looked suddenly younger than his sixteen years and terribly vulnerable. "Get your fucking clothes and get out of here before I kill you." The words came out in a low, dangerous growl. "NOW."


Jeremy's hands shook violently as he gathered his scattered clothes, hugged them against his chest like a shield. His eyes darted to the bed, his expression a mix of apology and terror.


"Jeremy, wait—" he called, but Jeremy was already fleeing, bare feet slapping against the hardwood of the hallway, the stairs creaking under his desperate descent.


There was a moment of silence, broken only by muted thuds from downstairs, Jeremy's body falling against the wall as he hurried to get dressed, and the ragged breathing within the bedroom.


Then the front door opened and slammed shut, sealing his fate.


The bedroom fell into a deathly silence. His father stood motionless in the doorway, swaying slightly, alcohol fumes radiating from him in almost visible waves. The boy remained frozen on the bed, sheet clutched to his body, heartbeat thundering in his ears.


"Dad," he whispered, scrambling to his knees. "I can explain—"


"No son of mine is going to be the neighborhood cocksucker." His father's voice was frighteningly calm, the quiet more terrifying than his shouting, as he approached the bed.


The first blow caught him across the cheekbone, snapping his head sideways. Pain exploded behind his eyes, bright spots dancing in his vision. He tasted copper, realized he'd bitten his tongue.


"I didn't raise a faggot." Another blow landed on his ribs. He curled inward, arms wrapping protectively around his torso. "You've brought shame on this family."


Each word sliced deeper than the fists. His father had never been loving, not since his mother died, but this hatred was something new and terrifying.


His father grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanking his head up. "Get dressed."


He moved automatically, hands shaking as he reached for his clothes: underwear, jeans, T-shirt. The familiar motions felt surreal, like he was watching someone else's body perform them.


His father gathered the rest of his scattered clothing, shoved them roughly into his arms. "You're dead to me. No son of mine takes it up the ass."


It took a moment for the boy to realize through the haze of pain and shock the reality of the situation. "What are you saying?"


"I'm saying get the hell out of my house." His father's eyes were flat, dead, empty of any emotion. "I don't want you here anymore."


"Dad, please." His voice cracked, childlike. "Where am I supposed to go?"


As his father grabbed his arm hard enough to leave bruises and started dragging him toward the door, the man said, "Should've thought of that before you became a fairy. You made your choice."


"It's not a choice," he whispered, even though he knew it was the wrong thing to say.


His father's face darkened. He shoved him into the hallway, causing him to stumble against the wall. "Out. Now."


He descended the stairs in a daze, his father close behind, breathing heavily through his nose like a bull about to charge. The bundle of clothes clutched against his chest felt like the only solid thing in a world suddenly turned liquid and uncertain.


At the front door, he turned, made one last desperate attempt to reach the man who had raised him. "Dad—"


A moment later, the door flew open again. His father shoved him through the doorway, and he stumbled onto the porch, the night air cold against his tear-streaked face.


"You're dead to me. Don't come back." His father's words rang with chilling finality.


The door slammed shut, leaving him standing on the porch, alone, naked, clutching his wadded clothes to his chest. His hands shook violently as he struggled to dress himself, eyes darting up and down the empty street. He reached for his sneakers, his hands coming up empty. He scanned the porch, realized they were still up in his room. He considered ringing the bell, but he knew his father wouldn't answer.


He considered calling Jeremy, his phone halfway out of his pocket before reality hit him. Jeremy's parents would ask questions he couldn't answer. They didn't know. Jeremy's secret, their secret, was now his exile.


With nowhere to go and no one to turn to, he began walking, each step taking him further from everything familiar.


His feet carried him through the streets of Queens, across the 59th Street Bridge, into Manhattan, and by the time he hit the park on 23rd Street three hours later, he was leaving a trail of bloody footprints behind him. He collapsed onto a park bench.
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Dawn broke over Manhattan’s Gramercy Park as he woke on a hard bench, his body aching from both the beating and the uncomfortable night. He was disoriented, and it took him a moment to remember what happened and where he was. But that must have been a dream. Surely, he must have fallen out of bed; that would explain the hardness of the floor beneath him, but he had his blanket, and he knew he hadn’t taken one with him when his father threw him out of the house. So that could only mean it had been a dream. A horrible, terrifyingly real dream…


When he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was the blanket, but it wasn’t his. His gaze shifted, and he expected to see the familiar walls of his room, but what he got instead was a totally unexpected sight: an older woman seated beside him, his head somehow resting in her lap. 


Her weathered face spoke of a difficult life, deep lines etched around kind eyes that regarded him without judgment. Her fingers gently stroked his hair in a maternal gesture that unlocked something in him. Grief. Not just for his lost home but for his mother, long dead and unable to protect him.


"Good morning," the woman said, her voice warm despite its roughness. "My name's Gia Lombardi, but you can call me Auntie Gia, and I'm going to take care of you."


His expression shifted between distrust and desperate hope as the first chapter of his new life began under the watchful eye of a stranger whose kindness seemed too good to be true.


 


One year later


 


Rain poured down from leaden skies, drumming against the cracked pavement to form murky puddles along the uneven sidewalks of the Meatpacking District. The seventeen-year-old pressed himself deeper into the doorway's shallow shelter, his silhouette stark against the gray deluge. Water streamed from rusted gutters, creating a curtain that separated him from the rest of the world.


Nothing about him resembled the terrified boy from a year ago. The transformation was complete. Gone was the soft teenager with tousled blond hair who'd stood trembling on his father's porch. In his place stood someone entirely different. His severe military-style crew cut emphasized angular features that had lost all traces of childhood softness. The black tank top clung to a torso that had grown lean and muscular through necessity rather than vanity. Tight jeans accentuated the economy of his frame, showcasing the impressive package he was selling and legs strengthened by endless hours on these streets. Scuffed black MC boots completed the image.


His gaze kept shifting, not out of fear, but because old survival habits died hard. He knew what it was like to be hunted, and his body hadn’t forgotten. He scrutinized each passing car and sized up every pedestrian in a matter of seconds, identifying and labeling each one as a potential client, competition, threat, or irrelevant. Even when he seemed relaxed, a coiled tension ran through him, as if he were ready to flee at the slightest perceived threat. He'd learned quickly how to shut down completely, wiping away any trace of the vulnerable kid Auntie Gia had rescued.


A red Kia slowed at the curb, windshield wipers slashing frantically against the downpour. The electric hum of a descending window barely registered over the rain's percussion. The teen's gaze flicked toward the vehicle, a quick glance putting him at ease; he recognized the driver instantly. One of his regulars, twice monthly, always mid-afternoon, always the same service.


Without hesitation or change in expression, he pushed away from the doorway, crossed the sidewalk, then slid into the passenger seat. There was no greeting, no acknowledgment. The door closed with a soft thud, sealing them into a bubble of artificial warmth and the faint scent of pine air freshener.


The Kia pulled away from the curb, windshield wipers creating a metronomic rhythm as they drove through glistening streets. The driver—a middle-aged man, a wedding ring gleaming on his finger, wearing business casual attire that suggested a lunch break—maintained his silence. This script required no dialogue, no need to fake anything deeper. Three blocks later, they turned into the CVS parking lot, circling around to the far corner where delivery trucks sometimes parked. It was a secluded spot, even in daylight, that allowed them to carry out their business undisturbed.


The engine idled. The driver reached for his wallet, extracted a twenty and a five, and placed them on the console between them. The teen pocketed the money, tucking it alongside other similar bills accumulated throughout the day. 


When they were done, the engine revved slightly as the Kia reversed, then navigated back through the parking lot to the street. Seven minutes had passed from curb to curb. Not a single word had been exchanged. The Kia stopped at the exact doorway where it had collected him, and he exited into the rain without looking back.


He resumed his position against the weathered frame, one foot propped behind him, shoulders squared despite the dampness seeping through his thin shirt. He ran through today’s transactions in his head, applying an amount to each one to calculate his earnings so far without having to take the bills from his pocket and physically count them. His food and rent were secured for another week. His survival had been reduced to the simplest equation: services rendered equaled continued existence.


His expression remained unchanged, the mask firmly in place. The rain continued to fall, and he continued to watch and wait. The boy Auntie Gia had found in the park might have felt shame, might have grappled with the morality of what he was doing. But that boy no longer existed. What stood in his place was this carefully constructed instrument of self-preservation that only understood one thing: survival. His body had become a tool, and tools existed to be used in the service of their owner's survival.


The next two hours passed in a procession of familiar faces. A black SUV with tinted windows, fifty dollars, the man always wanted his money's worth. A blue Honda, the nervous graduate student who never quite met his eyes, twenty-five, always apologizing though never specifying for what. The middle-aged businessman in the Audi who pretended not to recognize him outside these transactions even though they’d seen each other in the neighborhood, another twenty-five, exact bills always ready.


He operated like an automaton, rules established and strictly enforced. Twenty-five for handjobs and blowjobs, fifty to finish in his mouth. No haggling, no special requests without premium pricing, no conversation beyond the bare minimum required for the transaction. His body had become inventory, his time a commodity with clear market rates.


Between clients, he continued to scan his surroundings. Eyes tracking police cruisers as they passed, noting which officers were on patrol, and of those officers, which ones took bribes and which ones delighted in harassment and coerced services. Vehicles that circled too many times without stopping raised red flags, possible undercover operations or predators looking for vulnerable targets. He knew all the neighborhood regulars; if they were present, it was reasonably safe, but if they were absent, it was time to practice a little extra caution.


The other workers granted him space on the corner. Rocco, another of Auntie Gia's strays, occasionally drifted near, an unspoken agreement between them to watch each other’s back, but even he kept a certain distance. The others sensed something in the teen's detachment that warned them away; he possessed the dangerous edge of someone with nothing left to lose.


By sunset, the rain had eased to an intermittent drizzle. The sky faded from gray to deepening indigo, streetlights flickering on with electric hums. He stood with Rocco and Vinnie in a loose triangle, each careful not to invade the others’ personal space. Rocco's black hair hung to his shoulders, still wet from the rain, framing features hardened beyond his twenty-one years. Vinnie's face told a harsher story; at twenty-five, he already showed the weathering of someone aging out, skin bearing the premature lines of hard living and harder choices.


"So then the guy says, 'That's not my iguana,'" he delivered the punchline with comedic timing, his face betraying no amusement even as Vinnie snorted.


Rocco's attention shifted. "Car."


A black sedan rolled to a stop at the curb, engine purring quietly. The window descended. A whistle cut through the evening air, the universal signal of commerce on these streets.


He deliberately ignored it, continuing his conversation with indifference. Never appear eager; eagerness was a sign of desperation, and desperation invited exploitation.


"Not you," called a voice from within the vehicle when Rocco made a move to approach it. "Him. The guy with the crew cut."


He turned then, assessing. New client, unfamiliar vehicle, no visual indicators of law enforcement, but the wariness remained. New meant unpredictable. Unpredictable meant potentially dangerous. He approached cautiously, his senses heightened for warning signs.


"Yeah, you," the man confirmed, his face half-shadowed in the vehicle's interior. "How much?" Direct, transactional.


He studied the man, his body poised for immediate retreat. The tension in his shoulders only eased marginally when the man leaned forward and the streetlight illuminated a clerical collar beneath his jacket. Not police, then; something else entirely. Experience had taught him that clothes offered no guarantee of safety, but they did sometimes suggest what type of services would be asked for.


"Depends what you want," he replied, voice neutral.


"If I said I wanted to fuck that tight ass?" The priest's question emerged without preamble, direct in a way that betrayed this wasn't his first transaction of this nature.


He hesitated. This request ventured beyond his established services, into territory he'd deliberately avoided. He asked himself the same question he asked with every new client: were the potential physical and emotional risks worth the money he’d receive? 


"Two hundred," he stated, doubling his highest rate, a price point designed to discourage the transaction while leaving the choice with the client.


The priest whistled low, gaze dropping to his crotch with pointed interest. "That price include you fucking me, too?"


That request posed less of a risk than the others, so he shrugged. "If you want."


"Get in."


 


The church loomed against the night sky, gothic architecture casting long shadows across the church grounds. The priest led him through a side entrance, key ring jingling, and into a small chapel illuminated by the glow of security lights and a bank of memorial candles that cast flickering shadows across sacred walls.


The sanctuary materialized, cavernous and silent. Moonlight filtered through stained glass windows, casting jewel-toned patterns across pews and the altar. Their footsteps echoed in the hallowed space, each step seeming to disturb centuries of whispered prayers.


"Here," the priest indicated the altar itself, his expression a complex mixture of shame and anticipation. And then he explained what he wanted.


Something flickered in the teen's eyes: surprise, perhaps, though it vanished quickly behind the neutral mask he always wore in these situations. He understood the request. Not just sex, but the theater of intimacy: kissing, hugging, the performance of an actual relationship. The priest was paying for the pretense of desire on top of the services performed.


"Five hundred," he countered, studying the man's reaction. He could fake it; he'd learned to fake plenty of things on these streets, but pretending to care, looking someone in the eyes while acting like this meant something... That was dangerous territory. The kind of thing that might make real feelings bleed through, and he couldn't afford that. Not again.


The priest barely hesitated before nodding and reaching for his wallet to extract crisp bills as proof of his commitment. "What's your name?"


He accepted the money without responding to the question, tucking it into his boot rather than his pocket. Safer there, harder to lose during what would follow.


"I need to call you something," the priest persisted, stepping closer. "Something more personal than 'hey you.'"


He remained silent. The name he'd been born with belonged to another existence, a boy with a home, a future, an identity anchored in possibility rather than survival. That boy had died on his father's porch. How did you explain that to a priest? Besides, names made things personal, and he couldn't afford to let it get personal.


"Fine, I'll pick something," the priest decided, hand reaching to trace the severe line of his military-style haircut as he studied the young man's face. "Crew cut. Crew? I guess that's what I'll call you. Crew."


The priest extended his hand, a jarringly formal gesture under the circumstances. "I'm Father Robert. Robert McCallister."


Crew stared at the offered hand for a moment before taking it. This wasn't how these transactions worked. Names weren't exchanged. Identities were kept vague, allowing both parties to remain anonymous. A name created obligations, expectations, the possibility of being found. It disrupted the clean simplicity of bodies without histories.


Father Robert stepped closer, his cologne a subtle contrast to the lingering incense in the church. They stood before the altar, moonlight and colored light from stained glass windows casting patterns across their faces. The priest leaned in, hesitant at first, then pressed his lips against Crew's in a chaste kiss.


Crew hesitated for a second. This was new territory. His transactions typically occurred in shadowed corners or parked cars: quick, anonymous, and devoid of pretense. No one kissed him on the mouth. No one looked him in the eyes. The exchange of money for services rendered usually took place with minimal contact, both parties eager to finish and forget.


But this... The priest's gentle approach, the way he cradled Crew's face... It conjured memories he'd worked hard to bury. Jeremy whispering "You're beautiful" in the afternoon light... Rocco's careful tenderness that first time, asking if he was okay, making sure it didn't hurt... He slammed that door in his mind shut before those memories could take hold. He couldn't afford this. Couldn't afford to feel anything beyond the transaction.


He pushed away the confusion and deepened the kiss, parting his lips, intensifying what the priest had started carefully. Proving to himself he could do this, that he could perform intimacy without falling into it. If the man wanted the full experience he'd paid for, Crew would deliver. Nothing more.


The priest's fingers trembled slightly as they moved to Crew's tank top. "May I?" he whispered.


Another surprise. Permission wasn't something Crew's clients typically sought. They took what they paid for without ceremony. He nodded, and the priest lifted the shirt slowly, almost reverently. The church air was cool against his skin, raising goosebumps.


Crew reached for the priest's collar, carefully removing the white strip before working on the buttons of his black shirt. He focused on the mechanics, the familiar motions of undressing another person, trying to maintain the emotional distance he needed. But Father Robert's hands on his skin felt different: reverent rather than grasping, exploratory rather than demanding.


Soon they stood undressed before the altar, and Father Robert guided him backward until Crew felt the edge of the marble surface against him.


"Lie back," the priest instructed softly.


The stone was cold and hard beneath him, but Crew had known worse discomforts. He arranged himself, watching the priest's face for cues about what would come next. Father Robert's breath caught as he gazed down at him.


"Christ forgive me," he whispered, "but you're beautiful."


The words hit like an echo: Jeremy's voice in his memory, that afternoon that had cost him everything. Crew's jaw tightened. He couldn't let this mean anything. Wouldn't.


He reached up to pull the priest down, trying to steer things back to familiar territory, to sex without the complicated emotions, but Father Robert resisted. Instead, he leaned over the altar and kissed Crew again, then began moving lower, pressing his lips along Crew's body. Crew shivered under the gentle kisses, each one deliberate, unhurried. But what he felt next threatened to break his professional façade.


This wasn't how it worked. Clients didn't concern themselves with his pleasure. His gasps were genuine despite his best efforts to remain detached, his body responding even as his mind fought to maintain distance.


Father Robert seemed attuned to every reaction, adjusting his attention based on Crew's responses. The priest must have felt his muscles tense and sensed he was close because he eased off, then moved to lie beside him on the altar, their bodies pressed together, the chill of the marble contrasting with the warmth between them.


"Now you," Father Robert said after several minutes, kissing him deeply.


They rolled carefully on the limited space, Crew now above, on more familiar ground. This part, at least, he understood. He explored the priest's body, falling back on techniques that had served him well on the streets. He could do this without thinking, without feeling. Just movement and response, watching for reactions, adjusting accordingly.


He worked methodically, regaining his mental distance, resuming his internal counting, noting the older man's reactions. When Father Robert's hands gripped the edges of the altar, his back arching, Crew recognized the signs of building tension.


"Stop," Father Robert gasped eventually. "Not like this."


They shifted positions again, facing each other on the altar. The priest reached for a small bottle he'd placed nearby, warming the contents between his palms before reaching between them. His preparation was thorough and gentle in a way that Crew found almost disconcerting.


"Is this okay?" he asked repeatedly, seeming to genuinely care about Crew's comfort.


"Yes," Crew answered each time, struggling to categorize this encounter in his mental ledger of transactions. This wasn't just sex; it was something more complex, something that felt dangerously close to what he'd had with Jeremy, with Rocco. Something he would come to call The Total Boyfriend Package. A simulation of intimacy that threatened to become real if he wasn't careful.


When they finally joined together, Father Robert moved carefully at first, watching Crew's face for any sign of discomfort. They found a rhythm together, and despite Crew's efforts to remain detached, the priest's careful attention made the moment feel uncomfortably real.


The colored light from the windows painted their skin in shifting patterns of blue and red and gold as they moved. Saints and apostles gazed down upon them from their glass habitats, silent witnesses to what transpired on the altar below.


"Look at me," Father Robert urged, his movements growing more intense.


Crew met his eyes reluctantly, finding it harder than expected to maintain his professional detachment when faced with such raw emotion. He tried to keep his gaze unfocused, feigning desire without allowing himself to be emotionally invested, but he found himself responding to the priest's evident need in ways he hadn't anticipated.


"Crew," the priest breathed his newly bestowed name like a prayer.


The sound of his name—not the one his father had given him, but this new one, spoken with such need—cracked something inside him. Crew's body responded despite his determination to stay separate, to keep this transactional. For a moment, he couldn't tell where the performance ended and genuine response began.


They lay together afterward, Father Robert's head resting on his chest. The priest traced patterns along his side, touch feather-light and almost reverential. Crew stared up at the vaulted ceiling, at the stone arches and shadows, trying to rebuild the walls that had somehow crumbled during the past hour.


"We're not finished," Father Robert murmured after several minutes, surprising Crew again. Most clients would have been satisfied, transaction complete.


The priest shifted, reaching again for the small bottle. "My turn now," he said softly, his eyes meeting Crew's with unexpected openness.


Crew nodded, remembering their agreement. This was the other half of what he'd been paid for, what had increased his price. The priest wanted everything, to be both taker and taken.


Father Robert lay back on the altar now. The reversal of their positions shifted something in the dynamic, placing Crew in a role of power he rarely occupied with clients. He prepared the priest with the same care the man had taken with him.


"I haven't done this in a long time," Father Robert admitted, his voice tight with tension or anticipation.


Crew nodded, slowing his movements. "We don't have to," he offered automatically, surprised to find he meant it.


"No, I want to," the priest insisted. "With you, Crew."


The repeated use of his new name further unsettled him. It created an intimacy between them, as if they were lovers rather than strangers engaged in a transaction. Yet he couldn't deny the priest what he'd paid for: not just sex, but the illusion of a relationship.


When they joined again, Father Robert's body tensed before gradually yielding. Crew moved carefully, finding a rhythm that had the priest responding beneath him. This strange intimacy, the priest's raw need, his trust, continued to unsettle Crew even as his body responded to the physical sensation.


This second time was slower, more deliberate. Crew watched the priest's face, noting each expression, adjusting his movements accordingly. He told himself he was just being professional, providing the service the priest had paid for, but something about the moment felt uncomfortably real.


When it ended, Father Robert clutched Crew's shoulders with desperate intensity, and Crew found himself responding with an urgency he hadn't planned for.


They lay in silence afterward, their breathing slowly returning to normal. The church around them seemed to hold its breath, the saints in their stained-glass windows watching in silent judgment.


"Was it everything you wanted?" Crew asked finally, something else he didn't normally do.


"More," Father Robert murmured. "So much more, Crew."


The repeated use of the name (his name now, he supposed) continued to create a strange dissonance. It suggested continuity, the possibility of future encounters, the dangerous territory of recognition.


They dressed unhurriedly, the priest helping Crew back into his clothes with an intimacy that continued to unsettle him. Crew noted how Father Robert's hands lingered on each button, his zipper, as if trying to extend their time together in ways his street-corner johns never did.


"Father Robert," Crew said tentatively, testing the name, acknowledging the man's identity in a way he never did with clients.


The priest smiled. "Yes, Crew?"


Crew hesitated, suddenly uncertain what he'd meant to say. The usual rules didn't apply here. "Nothing," he finally replied.


The drive back was quiet, the city lights flickering across their faces as the priest's sedan moved through the night. When they reached the corner where they'd first met, Father Robert reached into his pocket and pulled out another stack of bills.


Crew frowned slightly. "You already paid me."


The priest smiled. "Consider it a tip."


Crew didn't reach for the money immediately, uncertain how to respond. His usual transactions were straightforward: payment received, services rendered. This additional offering confused the already blurred boundaries of the evening.


"I charge what I'm worth," Crew said carefully, testing the waters of this unfamiliar exchange.


Father Robert's smile deepened. "And I pay what I believe something is worth. To me. This experience..." He hesitated. "Seeing you, being with you... It was worth more than we agreed upon."


Crew accepted the money then, counting it discreetly. Another three hundred dollars. He tucked it into his pocket without comment, trying to reestablish the transactional nature of their encounter in his mind.


The priest's hands lingered on the steering wheel, knuckles white. Crew had seen this before and knew there was a battle going on inside the man, although what the two sides were, he hadn't a clue, but he could suspect.


Finally, it came. "Can I see you again?" His voice carried an unexpected tenderness that Crew recognized but refused to name.


Crew replayed the entire evening in his head: eight hundred dollars for three hours' worth of work. That was more than he'd ever made in a single night. He knew he couldn't rely on the eight hundred to be a regular thing, but the base fee for what the priest wanted was written in stone. But something beyond the money nagged at him, something about the intimacy that had breached his carefully constructed walls. He offered a half-smile that was neither an invitation nor a rejection. "If I'm around," he said, and closed the car door before turning back toward the familiar shadows of his world.


As he walked away, the name the priest had given him followed him. It wasn’t something he had chosen; rather, it had been given, a gift that came with no visible strings, with no immediate pain. It was just a name, he told himself. Just another transaction; an unusual one, but it was just another transaction all the same.


Yet as he counted the money again beneath a streetlight, he knew that something had shifted tonight, something he would need to guard against in future encounters. And now there was a name, both his own and Father Robert's, a tether to a world where anonymous transactions gave way to something more dangerous.


As Father Robert pulled away, taillights vanishing into the night traffic, Rocco approached, curiosity evident in his raised eyebrows and tilted head.


"Everything good?" The question contained layers of potential concern: safety, compensation, complications.


In response, he simply extracted the folded bills from his boot, flashing them briefly before returning them safely to his pocket. Eight crisp hundred-dollar bills.


Rocco went still. "That's a lot of money."


He shrugged, but said nothing.


"He hurt you?"


"No."


"Make you do anything you didn't want to?"


His jaw tightened. "I'm not a child."


Rocco didn't move, didn't look away. The silence stretched between them, heavy with things neither of them would say. Finally: "Didn't say you were. But you know Auntie Gia will wear my balls as a necklace if anything happens to you. So, I'm asking again. Are you sure?"


He locked eyes with the older man. "Yes. Just business."


Another long moment. Then Rocco nodded once, accepting it because he had to, because pushing further would only make the kid shut down completely. "This going to be a standing appointment?"


"Maybe. If I'm around."


Rocco nodded again, understanding completely. Never promise anything. No further questions were needed after that. The night continued, the streets remained, and tomorrow would bring more of the same. But for tonight, at least, the mathematics of his survival had been satisfied in a single transaction.


And he had a name now, however accidentally acquired. Crew. It fit as well as any other label, better, perhaps, for being chosen rather than inherited. A name without history or expectation, clean of the past's complications.


Just another tool for survival.
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Auntie Gia's townhouse stood eight blocks from his working corner, a five-story red brick apartment building she'd converted into a sanctuary for those who worked the streets. She maintained her own apartment on the first floor, strategically positioned to monitor the comings and goings of her residents. The hallway smelled of pine cleaner and the faint trace of someone's cooking, floorboards creaking beneath his boots as he walked the short distance from the entrance. Music filtered from upstairs. Salsa from 3B. Television drama from 3A. volume raised to compete against the music. Life continuing in these small, safe spaces she'd created.


Her door stood open, warm light spilling into the hallway. She never locked up until the last of her residents returned safely. Unlike most landlords, she kept watch over those who stayed under her roof. Not a madam, but a guardian who understood the choices her tenants had made and offered what protection she could without judgment.


The kitchen's warmth hit him immediately, along with the aroma of garlic, tomatoes, and spices that transformed her apartment into a refuge from the streets outside. Auntie Gia stood at the stove, wooden spoon in hand. Despite her diminutive stature—barely five feet tall—she commanded the room with an imposing presence that belied her size. Her floral housedress had faded through countless washes, but she wore it with the dignity of a queen's robes. Two other residents sat at the scarred wooden table: Tamra painting her nails scarlet, Sylvie counting bills from her night's work.


Auntie Gia turned at his entrance, giving him a swift appraisal and acknowledging Rocco’s presence in the doorway. "You eat yet?"


He shook his head, extracting money from his boot. Though Gia only asked for $50 weekly rent from her residents, he'd chosen from the beginning to give her more. He counted out five crisp hundred-dollar bills and several twenties. Over $600 from today's work, including the priest's generous payment. He placed the stack on the counter, this ritual as much a part of his return as her inevitable offer of food.


Auntie Gia accepted the money with a nod, tucking it into the pocket of her housedress without counting it. Unlike every other exchange in his life on the streets, this one carried no haggling, no suspicion. She never questioned the amount, never demanded more on busy weeks or less on slow ones. From day one, she'd only asked for the $50 that covered his room and meals, accepting his additional contribution with the same calm acknowledgment whether it was a hundred dollars or six.


"Looks like My Sweet Boy had a busy day today." Her voice carried the knowing tone of someone who'd seen everything and judged none of it. The nickname had followed him from that park bench a year ago, a designation she'd chosen when she'd brought him to live with her and he'd refused to give up his name.


The kitchen's warmth contracted around him, the contrast to the cold streets outside suddenly acute. Steam rose from pots on the stove. Tamra hummed along with the music drifting from her small radio, the domesticity of the scene almost surreal after the sanctuary's colored moonlight.


Auntie Gia heaped the pasta onto a plate, then ladled the tomato sauce over it before sliding it across the table toward him with motherly affection. The tender, caring gesture was a stark contrast to the fierce protectiveness she harbored for those she considered family. Fuck with them, you fucked with Auntie Gia, and she was one woman you didn’t want to cross.


“Have you eaten yet, Rocco?”


“No, ma’am,” he replied.


“Sit,” Auntie Gia said, and prepared a plate for him. As she set the place before Rocco, she looked at the blond boy, who was almost finished. "Is My Sweet Boy gonna want seconds?" she asked, already turning back to the stove as Rocco started to dig in.


He straightened his shoulders, the decision crystallizing in the seconds between her question and his response. The name bestowed upon him by the priest hours before settled into place, not a label assigned by another, but an identity claimed. A name that belonged to neither his past nor anyone else's expectation.


"Don't call me that no more." His voice emerged steady, definitive. "The name's Crew."


Auntie Gia's hands stilled. She turned. She exchanged a glance with Rocco, who shrugged, then studied the blond boy, her sharp eyes missing nothing. In all her years running the house, she’d watched dozens of young people find themselves, watched them move from lost to found, from unnamed to defined. She recognized the significance of the moment. Crew wasn’t just claiming a name; he was finally burying whoever he'd been before his father discarded him like trash.


She nodded once, the gesture containing volumes of understanding. "All right then, Crew." She emphasized the name, granting it legitimacy through her recognition of it. "You still want seconds?"


A tightness in his chest that he hadn't realized he was carrying suddenly loosened. The simple acceptance of his claimed identity completed a transformation that had begun on his father's porch a year ago. He wasn't that boy anymore, would never be that boy again. That name, that identity, the possibility for a life other than the one he had now had died in the cold night air outside a Queens house.


Crew nodded, accepting both the name and the food with the same decisive motion.


"Yeah," he said. "I do."




 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter One: 



Roots of Rejection


 


Four Years Later


 


Evening settled over the street corner, bathing it in the harsh glow of neon signs from a nearby liquor store, the 24-hour diner, and pawn shop, among others. Crew leaned against a brick wall, feigning disinterest, his military-style crew cut and lean muscular frame drawing appreciative glances from passersby. Unlike some of the other workers who dressed flamboyantly to attract attention, Crew wore simple, clean clothes: tonight’s wardrobe was black jeans and a black tank top that clung to his athletic build. The scars from street fights were visible on his knuckles and above his right eyebrow, badges of survival in this unforgiving world.


The corner operated like a well-choreographed dance, each person knowing their place and role. Crew maintained a careful distance from the others, close enough to benefit from safety in numbers, but far enough so as not to encourage any sort of engagement or conversation.


Across the street, Rocco stood with his shoulder-length black hair hanging loose, totally selling the rock ‘n’ roll god image he’d worked hard to perfect, exchanging friendly banter with potential clients. At twenty-five, he should have aged out of this life by now, but his youthful looks and charisma kept the money flowing. Every few minutes, he'd glance over at Crew, checking his position with the protective instinct of an older brother.


A car slowed beside Rocco. He leaned down to the window, spoke briefly, then straightened and shook his head as the car drove away. After the potential client left, Rocco casually crossed the street and positioned himself beside Crew as if they were just friends sharing a smoke break.


"Business is slow tonight," Rocco said quietly, lighting a cigarette and offering one to Crew, who declined with a small shake of his head. "Guy wanted a discount for a bareback blowjob. Told him to fuck off."


"Smart," Crew replied, his voice low enough that only Rocco could hear. 


"That lawyer stop by yet? The one who tips extra for you to talk Shakespeare?"


"Not tonight."


Rocco took a drag, eyes continuously scanning the street. "Heard Darren's sick again. Probably the clap. Dumbass keeps forgetting condoms when he's high."


Crew nodded, acknowledging the information without saying anything. Darren was a cautionary tale: twenty-three, newer to the streets, and already destroying himself with meth and carelessness.


A car slowed near them, and a man inside gestured to Rocco. "My cue," he murmured, the practiced smile sliding back onto his face, transforming him instantly from concerned friend to available merchandise. He pushed away from the wall and approached the car, leaning into the passenger window to negotiate.


Lolly emerged from the convenience store, her heels clicking against the concrete. At twenty-eight, the years had begun to etch themselves into the corners of her eyes despite her attempts to cover them with makeup. Her skirt rode high on her thighs, and her top dipped low, displaying the goods with all the subtlety of a carnival barker.


She approached Crew, strawberry-scented perfume announcing her arrival before she spoke. "You're in my spot."


Crew didn't move. "Didn't see your name on it."


"Don't be a dick." She positioned herself beside him, closer than necessary. "Thought you might want company while you wait for Prince Charming to roll up."


"I'm good."


"Always are, aren't you?" Lolly pulled out a cigarette and lit it, inhaling deeply. "Saw you with that redhead yesterday. College boy, right? Slumming it for a thrill."


Crew said nothing, his eyes scanning the street.


Rocco had passed on the potential, resuming his spot across the street.


"He your new regular?" She blew smoke toward his face. "Or just another tourist?"


"Just a client."


"They're all just clients to you." Lolly laughed, the sound brittle in the evening air. "Even me, right? When I'm paying."


Crew shifted slightly, carefully distancing himself from Lolly without being obvious. Their occasional hookups had been a mistake he wouldn't repeat. Sex with Lolly came with strings he couldn't afford to let tangle around him.


"We're not having this conversation," he said.


"Which one? The one where I remind you I'm more than just another hole? Or the one where I point out you're not as special as you think you are?"


Before Crew could respond, a group of teenagers rounded the corner, laughing loudly. He tensed, assessing the threat. Young men in packs often meant trouble: slurs hurled from car windows, sometimes bottles—or worse. But these kids were focused on their phones, oblivious to the hustlers and hookers they passed.


When they'd gone, Lolly stepped closer again. "You free later? After work?"


"I'm busy."


"With what? Your Netflix queue?" She ran a finger down his arm. "C’mon. I got a bottle of the good stuff. We could have fun."


Crew moved his arm away. "Not interested."


Lolly's expression hardened. "Your loss, baby." She pushed off the wall and stalked toward another doorway, hips swaying with exaggerated emphasis.


Rocco caught Crew's eye from across the street and raised an eyebrow. Crew shook his head once. Not a problem. Not yet, anyway. But Lolly was determined to get him into bed again, stake her claim to Crew, and that could prove dangerous. For Lolly. Nobody owned Crew. Not even Rocco, and they had a long history together. But Rocco respected Crew’s boundaries.


The traffic light changed, bringing a new wave of cars. Crew straightened, assuming the posture that said he was available without looking desperate. Four years of this work had taught him the precise angle at which to stand, the exact way to make eye contact that invited approach without seeming eager.


A silver Mercedes slowed as it passed, the driver's window sliding down. Crew recognized the man behind the wheel, one of his semi-regulars, a businessman who occasionally stopped by on his way home to the suburbs. Crew nodded once and began walking the three blocks to the alley behind the CVS, their usual meeting spot. The Mercedes circled the block, appearing at the alley entrance a minute later.


The businessman parked but left the engine running. Late 40s, thinning hair, expensive suit. His wedding ring caught the light as he nervously glanced around before exiting the car.


"Thought you wouldn't be here tonight," the man said, adjusting his tie.


"Why's that?" Crew asked, keeping his tone neutral.


"No reason." The man's gaze darted to the street, then back to Crew. "You, uh, free right now?"


"I’m here, ain’t I? What are you looking for tonight?"


The nervousness intensified. "Same as usual. Just... you know."


Crew did know. Fifty dollars for what this man couldn't ask his wife for, what he pretended didn't make him one of "those people" because it was just a transaction, not an identity.


"Fifty," Crew confirmed. "And you know the rules. No kissing, no marks, ten minutes max." Even with his regulars, Crew felt the need to reemphasize his rules every time.


The businessman nodded, already reaching for his wallet. He extracted the bills and held them out. Crew took the money and pocketed it without counting, a display of confidence that clients like this one found reassuring.


"Where do you want me?" Crew asked.


The man glanced at the car, then at the darker recesses of the alley. "Here is fine."


The entire interaction would be devoid of emotion on Crew's part. Crew led the man into the alley a ways, then dropped to his knees on the dirty pavement. The businessman had already unzipped and unbuttoned his trousers, freeing his erection. Crew took the man's cock in his mouth without hesitation or enthusiasm. His mind drifted elsewhere as he began to work. He calculated what percentage of tonight's earnings would go to Auntie Gia, what he'd put aside for food, what would be added to the emergency fund hidden under the floorboard of the abandoned house he shared with Rocco.


His body worked on autopilot, performing with a technique he’d perfected over the years: tongue swirling, hands working the shaft, knowing exactly how much suction to apply to get the job done quickly and efficiently. His eyes remained unfocused, fixed on the brick wall behind his client. The physical sensations registered distantly, like they were happening to someone else. In a way, they were. His body was the product, but his mind remained firmly his own, unreachable.


The businessman's breathing quickened, his hands tightening on Crew's shoulders. The grip would leave bruises, despite the "no marks" rule, but Crew didn't object. Bruises were an occupational hazard, badges of survival different from the scars visible on his skin.


When the businessman finished, Crew spat discreetly, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He stood, adjusting his clothes while the man tucked himself away, already transforming back into the respectable professional he was everywhere else in his life.


"See you next week, maybe?" the businessman asked, already straightening his tie.


Crew shrugged noncommittally. He never made promises, never created expectations. "If I'm around."


The businessman lingered, something unspoken in his expression. "You ever think about... I mean, you're young. Smart, too, I can tell. You could do something else."


Crew's face revealed nothing. He'd heard this before, clients who suddenly developed a conscience, who wanted absolution for using him by pretending to care about his future.


"I'm good." The same response he'd given Lolly, the same words he used to deflect any question that probed too deeply.


"Right." The businessman adjusted his cuffs. "Well. Tuesday, maybe."


He left first, sliding back into his Mercedes and driving away without looking back. Crew remained in the alley, counting exactly three minutes before exiting. Never leave immediately after a client; that was another one of his rules, one that reduced the chances of anyone connecting them.


The fifty dollars felt heavy in his pocket. One quick transaction, enough for a day's food, or securing the room at Gia’s (not that she asked for it), or to stash away in the emergency fund cashbox. Five years ago, when Auntie Gia had found him sleeping on that park bench, he couldn't have imagined what his life would become. Now, he couldn't imagine anything else.


He had left Gia's place when he turned eighteen, despite her protests. "There are younger strays who need that room more than me," he'd told her. But she still kept it available for him—and Rocco, too—in the event of bad weather. During those nights when the abandoned house couldn't keep out the cold or the rain, they'd crash at Gia's, sharing the narrow bed, sometimes for sex, sometimes just for warmth. It was the closest thing to family Crew had now.


When Crew emerged from the alley, he wiped his mouth again, the taste of the businessman still lingering despite his efforts. His jaw ached slightly. The street corner had changed. New faces had appeared, other workers had paired off with clients, the steady rhythm of commerce continuing without interruption. Rocco was gone, probably with a client. Lolly had moved to a better-lit area, clearly having given up on monopolizing Crew's attention.


The night stretched ahead, promising more transactions, more temporary connections that meant nothing beyond the exchange of money and services. Crew resumed his position against the brick wall, his expression revealing nothing of what had just occurred. His body was simply a tool, an asset with an expiration date. He’d used it while its value remained high, knowing the clock was always ticking.


A familiar black sedan cruised slowly down the street. Father Robert McCallister's vehicle was unmistakable, not because it was flashy, but because of its deliberate anonymity. The type of car that wouldn't draw attention parked outside a church. The priest didn't stop, but his gaze connected with Crew's through the windshield for a brief moment before the sedan continued around the corner.


A barely perceptible softening touched Crew's features. Father Robert had been seeing him since he was seventeen, one of his first regular clients and certainly the most consistent. Thursday night was their standing appointment, what Crew called "the Total Boyfriend Package." Sex on the church altar plus the kind of emotional intimacy Crew reserved only for his highest-paying clients. The arrangement carried its own complications, but the priest paid well and had never crossed Crew's boundaries.


"Your holy roller looking for salvation again?"


Ricky had appeared beside him, offering him a cigarette with a mocking grin. His pupils were slightly dilated. High again, despite his claims he was getting clean. Crew took the cigarette but said nothing, striking a match and inhaling deeply. The one vice he allowed himself occasionally.


"What's his deal anyway? Likes 'em young and pretty?" Ricky continued, clearly fishing for gossip. "Bet he cries afterward and begs for forgiveness."


Crew turned slowly, fixing Ricky with a stare cold enough to freeze the summer air between them. The younger man's smile faltered, then disappeared completely. He mumbled something about checking the other corner and retreated hastily.


The message was clear to everyone watching: Crew might work the same streets, but he wasn't one of them. His business remained his alone.


The night progressed with its familiar rhythm: clients appeared, negotiations were conducted, services rendered. By midnight, the dynamic on the corner shifted. A police cruiser rolled by slowly, its spotlight sweeping across the usual haunts. The sex workers dispersed casually, arranging their bodies and expressions to suggest they were just friends hanging out, nothing to investigate.


Crew walked to the 24-hour diner across the street, nodding to the waitress as he slid onto a stool at the counter. "Coffee," he said, though he had no intention of drinking it. The bitter liquid was just the price of occupying space in the warm interior while the cops circled the block.


Through the streaked windows, he watched Lolly charm her way into a sports car, smiling at the driver with feigned adoration. Across the street, Rocco guided a nervous-looking college kid toward the abandoned building they sometimes used. The building's boarded windows and crumbling facade hid the small room Rocco had fixed up inside: a mattress, some candles, a radio that sometimes worked. The romantic setting fetched higher prices from clients who wanted the illusion of intimacy but didn't want to spring for a hotel room.


Crew reached into his pocket and counted the night's earnings. Two hundred eighty-five dollars. He separated out one hundred fourteen—exactly forty percent—plus an extra fifty and tucked it into a different pocket. Auntie Gia's cut, though she never asked for it. The money was an acknowledgment of everything she'd done for him and part room retainer since she'd made it known that the room would be his for as long as he might need it, even if he wasn't using it.


The waitress slid a chipped mug of coffee in front of him, her eyes moving from his face to his hands and back again. The mixture of pity and judgment in her expression was familiar; he'd seen it on countless faces over the years. Crew met her gaze evenly, refusing to acknowledge either sentiment. Her judgment meant nothing; her pity, even less.


His phone vibrated against his thigh. A text from one of his regulars: 


 


Can't make appointment tomorrow. Sorry for short notice.


 


Crew's expression didn't change, but he calculated the lost income instantly. Two hundred dollars he'd counted on, gone. Mentally, he adjusted his plans for the week, cutting unnecessary expenses.


For a moment, he considered reaching out to Auntie Gia to see if there were any escort service gigs available. As one of only two men in her selective stable alongside Rocco, these higher-end assignments provided better money for less-degrading work. But he decided to wait until morning. Auntie Gia didn't appreciate business calls after midnight unless it was an emergency.


The bell above the diner door jingled, drawing Crew's attention. Speak of the devil, although Gia Lombardi was anything but. She’d been Crew’s guardian angel, appearing when he needed one the most. Auntie Gia's diminutive figure seemed to fill the doorway, her gaze sweeping the interior before landing on him. At fifty-eight, she carried herself with the authority of someone who'd seen everything and feared nothing. Her hair was dyed an unnatural auburn, her makeup applied with a heavy hand, although not gaudily, and her eyes were sharp and knowing.


Some of the other workers at the counter greeted her with genuine warmth; she was a mother figure to many of them, but she headed straight for Crew's seat. He shifted to a corner booth as she approached, knowing she wouldn't discuss business at the counter.


"Got something special for you," Auntie Gia said, sliding into the booth across from Crew. She folded her hands on the table, heavy rings catching the fluorescent light. "Young woman with money needs an escort for a club opening tomorrow night."


Crew waited for more details, keeping his face impassive.


"She's in the music business," Gia continued, watching his face for a reaction. "Name's Cassandra Morgan, but she goes by Cass."


Crew's expression remained neutral as he calculated the potential earnings from this gig. "Why me instead of Rocco?" he asked. Rocco, with his rock-god looks—the shoulder-length black hair, the leathers he usually wore—and his familiarity with the industry usually got the music gigs, while Crew's military-style crew cut and imposing physique typically landed him the bodyguard-type escort roles.


Auntie Gia smirked. "She specifically asked for someone who looks like they could handle trouble. Seems this girl might have an ex causing problems."


Crew nodded, understanding the assignment now. He was to provide protection as well as companionship.


Gia slid a business card across the table with an address. "Be there at 8:00 p.m. sharp. I've got the navy blue Tom Ford ready for you." She referenced one of the designer suits she kept for these “special” occasions. "Come by the house first to dress."


Crew reached into his pocket and withdrew the money he'd counted earlier, then slid the bills across the table. Gia pocketed it without a word and stood to leave. "Don't be late tomorrow," she reminded him. "This could be a good connection."


As Auntie Gia walked away, Crew tucked the card into his pocket, his face giving nothing away about what he thought of this weird request or the woman named Cass who was about to crash into his carefully controlled world.


He paid for the coffee he hadn't touched and headed back out into the night. The temperature had dropped, and the streets were down to just the desperate and the stubborn. A quick check of his watch told him it was 2:13 a.m., which meant he could grab at least four hours of sleep before he had to move again. But first, there was another important matter that needed attending to.


He could've walked Gia home, but she would've given him hell for it, insisting she'd been taking care of herself long before he was born. So instead, he kept his distance and followed her path back to the boarding house, staying in the shadows. A small smile tugged at his mouth as he imagined her reaction if she caught him tailing her. She'd probably give him a smack upside the head and a lecture about wasting his time on an old woman who knew these streets better than he ever would.


When he saw her slip inside safely, he turned toward the abandoned house.


Tomorrow would bring a new client, a new performance. Tonight, in these quiet hours, he belonged only to himself.


 




 


 


 


 


 


 


Chapter Two: 



The Escort


 


Crew stood in front of the full-length mirror in Auntie Gia's spare bedroom. The navy blue Tom Ford suit transformed him, the tailored lines accentuating his athletic build. His reflection stared back, a stranger in expensive clothing. Gone was the street hustler who worked the corner by the CVS. In his place stood someone who could pass among the wealthy and privileged.


The bedroom itself was a strange mix of practical and theatrical. A silk dressing screen stood in one corner, and racks of designer clothes lined one wall. The air smelled of stale perfume and mothballs, with undertones of the cigarettes Auntie Gia smuggled from time to time despite her own house rules.


Auntie Gia circled him like a professional seamstress, her red-lacquered nails occasionally darting out to adjust a fold or smooth a wrinkle. Despite her size, she moved with a regal confidence. And even though her makeup was excessive, she had allowed herself to age gracefully. She didn’t need the nips, tucks, and fillers so many women forced themselves to endure. It was obvious she had been a looker in her time, and she would still be considered beautiful if she used a lighter hand with the cosmetics.


"Remember," she said, rising on tiptoes to straighten his collar, her breath heavy with mint that barely covered the underlying scent of whiskey, "this Cassandra has money and connections. She's paying for the full package: protection, arm candy, whatever else she might want after." She paused, running her palms across his shoulders to smooth nonexistent wrinkles. "But the music industry is full of sharks. And this Santoro... He's the kind that smells blood from miles away."


"You know him?" Crew asked, the rare question slipping out before he could stop it.


Auntie Gia's lip curled. "I know his type. But I did do a little digging. Figured it was best if you knew what you were heading into. He’s been managing that girl for three years. Dated her, too, until she got wise about six months back." She tapped Crew's cheek with one bony finger. "Men like that don't let go easy, so you watch yourself."


Crew nodded once, his expression remaining neutral as he studied the card Auntie Gia had given him early this morning and committed the address to memory. The neighborhood was familiar; one of his regulars had lived there prior to relocating out of state. When he reached for his phone to check the time, Auntie Gia stopped him with a sharp click of her tongue.


"No, no, no," she scolded, her heels clicking against the hardwood as she moved to the dresser. She pulled open a drawer and took out a rectangular-shaped velvet box. She flipped the lid to reveal a Longines La Grande Classique with a black leather band. "Wear this for tonight. Details matter."


Crew fastened the watch to his wrist without hesitation. The expensive timepiece was just another reminder of the role he was playing, just one of dozens he'd performed over the years. 


Auntie Gia stepped back, cocking her head as she gave him the final once-over, then nodded with approval. "Now you look like someone worth a thousand a night instead of fifty a trick."


The words didn't sting. Nothing did anymore. He'd built his walls brick by brick over the past twelve years, ever since his mother died, and each rejection, slight, and payment for services rendered added another layer of protection between his true self and what the world demanded of him.


"Car service will be here in ten," Auntie Gia said, checking her own watch, a gaudy gold piece that slid loosely on her thin wrist. "You got the address memorized?"


"Yeah." Crew's mind had long ago developed perfect recall for locations, exit routes, and client preferences, all survival mechanisms that had kept him alive and in demand on the streets.


"And you remember what I told you about these upscale jobs?" Her tone sharpened, the businesswoman emerging from behind the maternal façade.


Crew recited the rules in a bored monotone. "No drugs, no drinking past the first glass, keep my mouth shut unless spoken to, and make sure the client feels safe." 


"And?" Auntie Gia prompted, one penciled eyebrow arching high.


"And if she wants extras after, standard rates apply, cash up front." 


She patted his cheek, her palm rough from years of hard living and chemical cleaning products. A whiff of cigarettes and floral hand lotion rose from her skin. "That's my boy. You call me if anything happens, you hear?"


Crew nodded again, though they both knew he wouldn't. He handled his own problems. Always had, ever since the night he'd found himself on a park bench with nothing but bruises and the clothes on his back.
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Cass's place was nothing like what Crew expected from an up-and-coming grunge musician. It sat on Riverside Drive near 110th Street, one of those grand old Victorian rowhouses that screamed old money and quiet neighbors who called the cops if you sneezed after 9:00 p.m. The kind of neighborhood where doormen gave you the side-eye if you weren't dressed right, and where Cass's grunge attire probably raised eyebrows daily.


The only blemish on the picture-perfect block sat diagonally across from her building: an abandoned lot where a Victorian identical to the others had burned down years ago. The property stood like a missing tooth in an otherwise perfect smile, its wrought iron fence bent and broken in places, weeds growing chest-high through cracked foundation stones. Blackened beams and half a staircase to nowhere still jutted from the ground, preserved in a weird limbo because of endless legal battles between heirs who couldn't agree whether to rebuild or sell.


The wealthy residents had more than likely been fighting for years to have it cleaned up, their complaints growing more indignant with each passing season. The eyesore had become home to any number of homeless people seeking shelter among the ruins, much to the Block Association's ongoing horror.


Ironically, tonight Crew blended right in with the upscale surroundings. The navy blue Tom Ford suit transformed him from street hustler to someone who looked like he belonged among the hedge fund managers and old-money families that populated the block. In this getup, he could easily pass for a young finance guy or heir to some fortune; the neighbors would probably assume he was the respectable one calling on the problematic musician who'd somehow infiltrated their pristine community.


Crew climbed the weathered stone steps to the imposing front door, taking in the contrast between the building's stately architecture and the faint sound of distorted guitar leaking through the windows. He rang the doorbell, then waited for someone to answer. 


A moment later, the door swung open to reveal Cassandra "Cass" Morgan in the flesh. She was far more striking than the publicity photo Auntie Gia had shown him. Auburn hair fell in natural waves to her shoulders, framing a face with high cheekbones and a defiant jaw. She wore a black leather jacket worn thin at the elbows over a faded Nirvana T-shirt that hugged curves the photo had only hinted at. A short black skirt revealed long legs wrapped in fishnet stockings, all of it culminating in scuffed combat boots with half the laces missing.
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