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  Dedication




  This time, it’s all down to you, Jason. Without your knowledge, Carson would be nothing more than a name on paper. And to all the men and women in Canadian Law Enforcement, for putting their lives on the line every day.




  
Chapter One
Kingston





  Aside from a spotted sandpiper skirting the reach of an incoming wave, I stood alone on the shoreline, fists jammed inside my front hip pockets, several kilometers from home. Another nightmare had woken me, my temples throbbing as a result, and the only thing that seemed to help was a walk in the fresh air along the waterfront. The best time to peaceably stroll the beaches of North Vancouver was early morning while everyone else was fighting traffic to get to work.




  The nightmares seemed to trigger the headaches. Flashes of vivid images: cracked glass, blood, and a sensation of pain. And they always ended the same, with me gradually being smothered by the encroaching darkness.




  I remember the chain of events better now than when the accident had initially occurred. The light had turned green and I’d advanced through the intersection. Suddenly, tires screeched. Blinded by the glare of headlights, I veered sharply to the right, but it was too late. The other vehicle slammed into my cruiser, buckling the driver side and my car slid sideways in the direction of a lamppost. Metal groaned for several meters and then my vehicle came to a rocky stop; the driver side window had a webbed crack, stained red. A hose burst and steam erupted from under the crumpled hood of the Toyota, and the occupant, Pattison was slumped against the steering wheel.




  Silence.




  It was all I could do to stay sane most days. The CT scan had supposedly revealed no lasting damage, normal trauma attributed to a severe concussion, of course, but that was it. The doctor claimed the headaches would subside. When? I never got headaches until the accident, and now I suffered on a daily basis. My therapist advised lots of rest. Rest. I couldn’t possibly rest anymore. Sitting in one spot never suited me. I needed normalcy, a return to my former life.




  As I turned in the direction of my truck, a jogger approached wearing tight neon-pink-and-black shorts and a matching lightweight jacket, zipped to the middle of her chest. She had golden-brown hair cinched into a ponytail atop her head. She had a water bottle in one hand and leash in the other, and her dog, a boxer, ran at an even speed beside her. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties, if that. I observe and analyze everything and everyone around me, logging whatever my senses pick up to memory. It was a tiresomely bad habit. Something I’d adopted in childhood—gathering data—and exploited during my training in the Depot. Everyone on the planet fell in to one of two categories: either a potential victim or criminal. It was that cut and dry. And the jogger was just another potential victim.




  The brunette shot me a distrustful glance as she jogged past, and her dog did the same. Then she slowed to a stop and neared a bench half a dozen yards away. Popping the earbuds from her head, she wiped a sleeve across her upper mouth and opened her bottle. While guzzling, she turned in my direction, her gaze once again scrutinizing me.




  “Are you lost or something, buddy?” she asked, gasping for air.




  When she spoke, I realized I’d been gawking. “No.” I smiled and gestured to the ocean with an elbow. “Went for a walk on the beach.”




  “It is peaceful this time of the morning.” She concurred. Though she kept a safe distance, her dog didn’t. He stood between us like a lone sentry, watching my every move.




  “I apologize for staring.”




  “You aren’t some psycho rapist are you? Because Kingston here will tear you to shreds,” she said with firm conviction, holding him back as he started to put tension on the leash.




  “I’m sure he would.” I chuckled. “It’s okay, I’m a cop.”




  “Uh huh. Right.”




  “North Vancouver RCMP. I’m on sick leave.”




  “That’s what they all say.” She twisted the cap back on. “What’s your name?”




  “Carson Mackenzie.”




  “All right, Carson Mackenzie, why are you on sick leave?”




  I sighed because I’d explained it a million times to a million people. Well, not really, but figuratively. “A drunk driver T-boned my cruiser while I was on duty late one night and gave me a nasty concussion.”




  “Wait a minute….” She suddenly laughed, eagerly pointing the water bottle at me. “You’re him—that police officer I saw on the news! I thought you were kind of familiar. The accident happened just this last spring?”




  “That’s correct.”




  She shoved the bottle under her arm and tugged on the leash, holding out a hand. “I’m Marion.”




  “Nice to meet you, Marion.” We shook hands.




  “I’m sorry about the accident. Bloody drunk drivers should be locked away permanently.”




  “Shit happens.” I motioned to Kingston. “May I?”




  “Sure.”




  Squatting in front of the dog, I got him behind the ears and massaged his head. His rust coat was silky-smooth on my fingers, his black-and-white muzzle looked as if someone had splashed too much black paint on the left side and his tail was cropped. He seemed well cared for and healthy. After sniffing my chin and upper chest, he sat, panting, his big brown eyes exuding a little more trust than moments before.




  “He’s a beautiful dog.”




  “Thank you.”




  “How old?”




  “Three. He’s a rescue from a foster-care program.”




  “Really.” I scratched his ears. “I’ve been thinking about getting a dog. That’s why I was staring earlier…Kingston here caught my eye.”




  Marion placed a hand on her hip with a playfully coy grin. “And here I thought it was me.”




  “Sorry. Not that you aren’t an attractive lady, but he’s the real charmer.” I kissed the dog’s head and raked his fur before standing.




  “What kind of dog interests you?”




  “I haven’t decided yet. I’m still researching. But I do prefer some of the bigger breeds.”




  “If you’re serious about getting one, the foster program where I got Kingston is an excellent alternative from a breeder.”




  “How so?”




  “Well, if you become a foster parent, you’ll care for each dog until they’re placed in a home. It would give you a chance to learn about a variety of breeds. And you can specify whether you want pups or not. While the dog is with you, you learn what that breed’s needs are—even obedience training.”




  Slipping my hands in my jean pockets, I thought about Stephen. “I wonder if there are obedience classes for people.”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “That’s a shame, I know someone who could use a class or two.”




  She shot me a quirky smile, oblivious to the inside joke. “If you’d like I can give you the organizer’s number.”




  “Sure, that would be great.”




  “Her name’s Trudy.”




  As Marion read the number on her cell phone, I saved it to mine. “Thank you.”




  “No problem. Good luck.”




  She jogged east and I strolled back to the truck. Sunlight glinted off the windshield, evaporating the haze, and I put the visor down. The radio was on, a soothing buzz of human interaction to keep my mind preoccupied. Most days, I thought about my job and the accident, and what lay ahead after I fully recovered. But I’d also become fixated on other, much stranger things. My mind would stray for no apparent reason, and I’d developed a very lax attention span. I was also short-fused, and some of my memories were garbled—the timeline in which they occurred nonexistent. It was confusing and pissed me off. The doctor stated head injuries were unpredictable, the recovery time and possible lasting effects differed from person to person, never to be duplicated. Basically, it was a crapshoot; everything I was experiencing could last the rest of my life, or eventually fade away. It was anyone’s guess.




  I dug out my cell phone and called home. Stephen answered and sounded out of breath.




  “Did I wake you?”




  “No, hon. I was just in the bathroom. Where are you?”




  “At the beach.” I loosely held the phone to my ear, while scanning the empty parking lot and fringe of trees saturated in early morning mist. “I couldn’t sleep.”




  “Again?”




  “Yes, again.” I sighed. “Are you going to work this morning?”




  “Not if you need me.”




  Running a pair of fingers over the steering wheel, I was momentarily lost in thoughtful reflection; I could always count on Stephen, he was as supportive as he was doting. “I do,” I whispered, “if you don’t mind.”




  “Why would I mind? Have you eaten?”




  “Not yet.”




  “I can make you bacon and eggs…even pancakes?”




  I smiled, leaning against the window. “What about maple syrup?”




  “I think we’ve got a bottle, straight from Quebec.”




  “That would be great, baby. See you in thirty minutes.”




  “Okay. Drive safe.”




  The drive took forty-five minutes, fifteen minutes longer than I’d anticipated, thanks to an accident. When I arrived home and got through the door, the house smelled of pancakes and bacon, and my mouth watered. It was something I inexplicably couldn’t explain, but I’d fallen in love with greasy, salty bacon. Never ate much of it before, but lately, I craved it.




  After hanging my jacket in the foyer closet, I found Stephen setting the kitchen table. His usual chipper self, he greeted me with a kiss.




  “Orange juice, too?” I asked.




  “Freshly squeezed.” He inched his chair snug to the table.




  I sat next to him. “It smells great.”




  “It should, I’m an excellent cook. How was your walk along the beach?” He grinned, aiming the remote and muted the TV in the great room. Then he smeared butter over his pancakes.




  “Good. I met this woman.” I cut my bacon in to small, bite-sized pieces.




  He stuffed a slice of pancake in his mouth and mumbled, “Oh?”




  “She had a dog with her; a nice-looking boxer. Anyway, we talked and she told me he was a rescue dog, and she’d gotten him from a foster program.”




  “I know this is leading somewhere—you’re interested in the foster program.”




  I finished chewing. “Yes and no. I thought it might be a good way to check out different breeds of dogs and that way I could make an informed decision before getting one.”




  We’d already spent a month searching the newspapers and breeders, and we’d visited the local SPCA in the hopes I’d find the right pet, but none of the dogs appealed to me. So, the foster-care program seemed like a logical alternative until I could decide what I really wanted.




  “Good idea. I’d rather see you with a dog you really want, instead of a mistake.”




  He poured more syrup over his already-soaked tower of pancakes, and I cringed; how much sugar can one person consume in a day without getting sick?




  “Exactly, baby.” I couldn’t stand another second and confiscated the bottle of syrup; he blinked, staring at his empty hand for a second, then glared at me. “Too much. You’re making me ill just watching you.”




  “It is my body.” He shot me a childlike pout.




  Purposely holding the bottle from his grasping reach, I placed it on the other end of the table. “Your pancakes are floating in it, there’s so much.”




  “Whatever. I like my pancakes drenched in ooey-gooey goodness. And I like to dip my bacon in it, too!” He shoved a huge piece of dripping pancake along with a strip of bacon in his mouth, his way of protesting against my disapproval.




  I sighed and forked a chunk of egg. “That was mature.”




  He grinned and snickering quietly, continued chewing.




  “So, what do you think?”




  “I guess it would be okay, provided the dogs don’t wreck the house.”




  “I’m permitted to specify what we would take. So, the majority would be puppies, unless there’s a problem.”




  “Problem. What kind of problem are you talking about?” Stephen asked with mounting suspicion, while holding a steaming cup of coffee at his lips.




  “It’s only a guess, but I assume if there’s an emergency case, we may not have a say. But, I won’t know for certain until I discuss the rules of the program with the organizer.”




  “You mean we may have to take a dog in at a moment’s notice—one that’s been rescued from a really bad environment.”




  “That’s right. But they’re all rescues.”




  He eyed me over the cup. “You want my permission.”




  “Yes.” Placing my napkin on the table, I frowned. “I know you’re not overly thrilled with the idea of getting a dog, Stephen.”




  “I never said that.”




  “You don’t have to.”




  With a sigh, he set his cup down. “Hon, I told you…you’re welcome to get a dog. I really don’t mind.” He gripped my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I understand. You’re trying to explain how the program works. And I appreciate your honesty.”




  “Are you sure?”




  “Positive.”




  “Thanks, baby.” My heart started to bang. His tantalizing aftershave hung in the air and his dark eyes met mine—eyes that sparkled with thoughtfulness in the morning sunlight. I wanted to kiss him. Actually, I wanted to lay him out on the table and smear his crotch with maple syrup, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I held back as I’d always done, and simply grinned in return. Spontaneity just wasn’t an option for me, even though I’d tried it in the past. I could never seem to get it right, picking places and times that made Stephen feel uncomfortable.




  He kissed my cheek and got up from the table, loading my plate and cutlery on top of his. “I can wash the dishes.”




  “Next time.”




  Standing beside him at the sink, I offered, “You made the breakfast.”




  “I’ll wash and you can dry.” He passed me a tea towel along with a genial smile.




  
Chapter Two
Family Matters





  The next morning I was up bright and early. And as per usual, I had to fight off the nightmarish images of a restless sleep and the beginnings of a headache. I slouched against the kitchen island, drinking tea; the first rays of sunlight soaking through the veil of early morning mist in the backyard. Like some powerful sorceress, the sun chased away the last remnants of the night.




  At least that’s what I had begun to do, enjoy the view. I have a fetish for men in suits, expensive suits, and men who give the impression of being wealthy and can play the part—a guy who can dominate a boardroom. That’s what had attracted me to Stephen in the first place, his clean cut, Fifth Avenue appearance.




  Stephen, in his best suit, kissed my lips hard and took the porcelain cup from me and placed it on the island with a clunk, scraping the granite. Stretching my track pants past my buttocks and then my knees, he sank to kneel before me like I was a god, his warm breath on my belly prickling the short blond hairs.




  He knows every erogenous zone on my body, and his thumbs did the dirty work, circling and massaging the lean cut of my abdominal muscles while he nipped the deep, inner crease of my thigh next to my balls. I flinched and growled, lifting my leg slightly. He’d hit the spot, the one spot that drove me insane. He grazed it again with his teeth and a jolt of sexual electricity shuddered through me, and my cock was weeping. But my temples also started to pound with the rise in blood pressure. I’d wanted to tell him to stop, but he seemed so eager to please me, I didn’t have the heart. What could I do? We hadn’t fooled around in ages.




  He didn’t fondle much. Instead, it was straight down to business. He held the base of my enlarged shaft in a fist, then lapped the pre-cum glistening on the slit and downed it, sucking hard.




  The pressure gradually intensified, and my fingers grazed his bobbing head, sinking into his scalp, tangling in his soft dark hair. Groaning, I stared at the magnificent image, as I brought his head forward and back to meet with each pelvic thrust. He squeezed my buttocks, drawing me into him, fingers breaching the crack of my ass. Another low groan rose in my throat when he stimulated my hole. Fucking his mouth was a beautiful thing and it drove me wild. The headache was there, a faint pulsation in my temples, threatening to wreak havoc, but I ignored it, drowning myself in the heat of the moment.




  Smacking a hand on the counter, I gripped the cool stone leaning sideways with my leg somewhat elevated and balls tight. An overwhelming and throbbing wave took over, and I became powerless to stop the euphoria. I gasped loudly, quenching his thirst, and in seconds nearly passed-out. He swallowed and rose a bit, kissing me everywhere. I was spent and I hadn’t done a thing. I just wilted over the counter like a dying flower in the hot summer sun. He nuzzled my damp cock and belly with tenderness.




  “I’m sorry I’ve got to leave,” he mumbled, kissing my chest again and gave me a loving hug.




  “It’s fine, baby.” Somehow, I found the strength and dragged my track pants up, one side, then the other.




  He disappeared in the central bathroom to return minutes later, suit realigned and smelling of toothpaste and soap. We kissed and he winked at me, adjusting the knot at his Adam’s apple. And I just stood there, burning in the after-glow from head to toe. He was the only man who made me feel that way, precious, as if I was the most important person on earth.




  “I’ll be back later. Is there anything special you’d like for dinner?”




  I’d wanted to beg him to stay home, but he had a job to do, and after three days babysitting me, he was due for a break. “No. Don’t be all night.”




  “I shouldn’t be.”




  We kissed once more and I followed him outside onto the footpath, feeling a pang in my chest.




  “’Bye,” he said with a smile and wave.




  “’Bye.”




  Soon as he got inside the SUV, I put a hand up, then returned to the house and clicked the door shut. I had to take a T3 and retrieved my prescription from a cabinet in our bedroom en suite. I hate taking pills. But as the headache took hold, battering my brain, it became necessary. Back in the kitchen, I poured a glass of water and downed the small white tablet. Some days were better than others when I managed to avoid getting a headache, but on others, they’d get so bad I’d have to lie in bed.




  I sat at the island and scrolled the contact list in my cell phone until the foster program organizer’s number came up, then I hit talk. “Hi, is this Trudy?”




  “It is. May I help you?” The slightly winded female voice sounded husky and mature.




  “My name is Carson Mackenzie…Marion gave me your number. I understand that you run a foster-care program for dogs.”




  “We do—my husband and I. Are you interested in becoming a foster parent, Mr. Mackenzie?” she gasped and then sniffled.




  “Actually, I am.” I touched the countertop, tracing the illusion of a fissure in the granite with a fingertip. “How do I become a foster parent?”




  “Obviously, you’re a dog lover.”




  “Yes. I had a dog as a child.”




  “Oh good! Well, that’s a start. What I really need, Mr. Mackenzie, is to meet with you, see where you live, make sure your home is suitable or not. Then there’s an enrollment form to fill out. When would you be available for my husband and I to stop by?”




  Sliding off the stool, I put a hand on top of my head and wandered a few feet, considering the question. “I think tonight would be fine.”




  “Excellent. Let’s say around sevenish.”




  “That would be great.”




  Paper rustled through the line and she asked, “May I have your address, please?”




  I gave her the address and directions standing in front of the patio slider, then said good-bye and hung up. Stephen had given his blessing, which had come as a surprise, considering he wasn’t crazy about dogs. During our trip to Greece, we’d talked about many things and his preference when it came to pets was one; Stephen loved cats. It turned out Myron had been the one who’d insisted on getting the dogs. And when I thought about Stephen’s personality and grooming habits, a cat would be more suitable. One day Stephen came home and there were two dogs in the house. He hadn’t been pleased, but accepted the animals in his life to appease Myron.




  Admittedly, I can be self-centered at times, but making a decision, especially such a serious one without consulting Stephen first, I’d never do. I picked his number from my contact list and pressed talk, excited to tell him; the line rang and clicked.




  “You must really miss me,” he said with a gentle laugh. “I’ve only been gone twenty minutes.”




  “I always miss you. Where are you?”




  He was quiet a moment and I knew he was trying to absorb what I’d said, then he replied, “Stuck in traffic.”




  “I won’t keep you.”




  “It’s okay, hon, you know I love listening to your voice.”




  My cheeks got hot. “Thanks.”




  “What’s up?”




  “I called that lady from the foster program.”




  “Oh, and how did that go?” He seemed genuinely interested.




  “Good. She’s coming over tonight around seven. I was wondering if you could be home by five?”




  “I can. I’ll pick up some Japanese on the way.”




  “That’s sounds awesome, thanks, baby.”




  “Oops, there’s a cop. I’ve got to go.”




  “Aren’t you on speaker?”




  “Nope. I can never get it to work right, sorry. I’ll call you back shortly,” he said extra quickly and the line went dead.




  “Okay….” I slumped into a chair at the kitchen table staring at my cell phone, exhaling a dreary sigh.




  While Stephen ran his business, I strived to keep the household in order and attend regular appointments with the therapist and doctor when needed. During the process, I’d developed a routine that encompassed cooking, cleaning and even shopping. Most mornings, I’d make breakfast, wash the dishes, and throw in a load of laundry at the same time to the sounds of the local news broadcasts. By the afternoon, if all the household chores were done and I felt well enough, I’d go out.




  Sometimes Stephen would leave a small list of errands. And there was a white slip of paper underneath the saltshaker on the kitchen table. He’d asked me to take the stereo system in for repairs; it wasn’t playing discs anymore. Images were pixilated garble on the big screen.




  We used the great room for entertaining because it was closest to the kitchen. But when we wanted to watch a movie or play any one of the numerous gaming machines Stephen owned, we used the living room at the south end of the house. Past the dining room, his home office, the main bathroom and two guest bedrooms, the living room had a huge picture window that framed a view of the driveway and front yard.




  Spacious, with a vaulted ceiling and shelves of movies, games and music, and wired in the ceiling with surround sound and satellite, the so-called “living room” was a glorified man cave. Stephen rarely, if ever, allowed interlopers like children or women into our man cave. And the only time our brothers or fathers were permitted access was during the Stanley Cup playoffs. Stephen wasn’t big in to hockey, but he’d watch the playoffs. However, if it was football, and the Saskatchewan Roughriders were up against the BC Lions for the Grey Cup, then he’d be glued to the screen—a massive white panel that lowered from the ceiling. I thought he was crazy when he’d had the projector installed; the cost to replace a bulb in the unit alone was insane. But, he’d insisted, stating we only lived once.




  Without a doubt, we owned a beautiful house, roomy with a functional, although unique layout. Nevertheless, to my way of thinking, it’s too big for two people. I’d always preferred cozy versus wasted space. But to convince Stephen to downsize would be the equivalent of asking him to amputate a limb; it would never happen.




  I stood in the room, hands on my hips, examining the far wall—a floor to ceiling showcase of Stephen’s electronic ego—wondering how I’d disconnect the stereo system to get the broken unit out. Unfortunately, I have limited knowledge when it comes to technology. I understand how everything works, but I hate to muck with anything I might possibly screw up.




  Getting down on all fours, I crawled into a deep bottom shelf and carefully slid the DVD/Blu-ray player forward. Even with the curtains open and lights on, I couldn’t distinguish which wires were attached to the back of the component. I returned to the kitchen and dug through a catchall drawer underneath the house phone and found a flashlight. I flicked it on and off a few times. At least it works.




  The doorbell rang. Shutting the drawer, I wandered into the entrance foyer and when I swung the door wide, my father greeted me.




  “Morning, son!” He sounded unusually chipper.




  “Dad….” Lost for anything else intelligent to say, I held onto the door; he never visited me on his own.




  “Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?”




  I blinked, standing aside, trying to quickly assess the situation. “Sure. Come on in.”




  He sauntered past, hands in his trouser pockets. “How are you doing?”




  “Good. And you?” I placed the flashlight on the island as he pulled out a stool.




  “Well enough. You wouldn’t happen to have any coffee brewing, would you?” He motioned with a nod toward the coffee percolator.




  “No. But I can make a pot.”




  “That would be nice.”




  I sighed and turned to open the cupboard above the perk. “Decaf or regular?”




  “Whichever, son, it doesn’t matter.”




  “Decaf it is.” I ran a finger over the bags of coffee, reading, and removed a blue one.




  “So, where’s Stephen?”




  “At work.” I scooped the grounds into the filter and pushed it back inside the machine.




  “He sure works hard.”




  “He does.”




  “You’re lucky, he’s a good man.”




  “He is.” I thought about what my father said. He never did anything without good reason, for instance an unannounced visit, so I knew something was definitely wrong. Curling the bag closed, I put it back inside the cupboard, filled a jug with water and poured it into the percolator. “Is something wrong?”




  “That’s a strange question,” he countered gruffly. “Can’t I pay you a visit?”




  I frowned. I didn’t want to argue, not anymore. We’d done enough throughout the years. The red light on the perk flickered and I faced him. “You’re welcome to visit any time, Dad. I never implied otherwise.”




  He sat back, staring, forearms resting on the island as if I’d slapped him in the face. “You’re always so cold aren’t you—cynical and cold.”




  “I wasn’t being cynical or standoffish.” My arms fell limp at my sides. “You asked a question and I answered.”




  “It’s that damned training. It’s changed you. Being a cop has changed you.”




  Exhaling a prolonged sigh, I told myself to stay calm. “Being a cop didn’t change me. I’ve always been this way. Quiet.”




  “Right.” He cupped his hands together, rubbing them, his gaze avoiding mine.




  The percolator beeped.




  I poured us both a cup, and placed his on the island in front of him. “Do you want cream? Sugar?”




  “Cream,” he answered quietly.




  After I’d whitened my own coffee, I put the spoon down and sat beside him, nursing the large yellow cup between my fingers. “What’s wrong?”




  “Why should anything be wrong?” He grimaced, avoiding my gaze again.




  “Dad, I’m not an idiot. I can see you’re upset.” I decided that maybe Stephen’s approach would work better; he was naturally caring, more congenial, and seemed to be able to make people talk. I touched his forearm and said softly with concern, “What’s bothering you?”




  He was quiet for a few seconds and then placed a rough hand over mine. “Your mother has asked for a divorce.”




  He immediately broke down in tears, a choking uneasy silence that he concealed behind a tremulous fist pressed to his mouth. I didn’t know how to react, and besides that, I was too thunderstruck to fully digest what he’d said. My heart sank; I felt horrible and devastated all in the same breath. I’d always been proud of the fact that my parents had survived over forty years in wedded bliss—that they’d stayed together through thick and thin, defying the odds and statistics.




  “Why?” I whispered.




  “The same way I’ve treated you all these years. How insensitive I am. I fight her too much, demand too much.... She stated she’s tired of my domineering attitude.” He took a shaky sip of his coffee and swallowed. “The list goes on and on.”




  “You’ve always been like that. It’s got to be something else.”




  He gawked at me teary-eyed, appalled although equally as shocked at the revelation. “I am…?”




  “Come on, Dad, you’re a good man, but also difficult to live with. And you know it. It’s a Mackenzie thing. Grandpa was the same. Stephen says I’m the same.”




  “Great,” he murmured, appearing disenchanted, as if our inherent family trait was news to him. “We’re doomed, son.”




  A chuckle tickled my throat for freedom and I patted his shoulder. “We aren’t doomed. We just need to make a few changes.”




  “Well, I’d do anything to convince your mother to stay.” His brows knitted and his blue eyes pleaded with me.




  “Oh no….” I paused and then said hastily, “I can’t.”




  “Carson, she loves and respects you. You’re her oldest and the apple of her eye. Could you speak with her?”




  I frowned, not only had he put me on the spot my half-empty cup of coffee had gone cold. Can my day get any worse? Finally, I grudgingly gave my consent. “Fine,” I grumbled.




  He lit up with a huge smile and gave me a rough hug. “Thanks, son!”




  “But you’ve got to do something for me.”




  It was his turn to frown, and he hesitated, letting me go. “What?”




  Chapter Three
Foster Care





  My father helped me disconnect the DVD player in exchange for the promise I’d speak with my mother. It wasn’t fair. I hated drama, and family drama was the worst. I’d dealt with enough domestic disputes. Eighty-nine percent of calls to the police were family-or-relationship related. Stephen seemed to sail through that type of crap almost on a daily basis with his family. So I decided to ask for his advice when he got home.




  I loaded the boxed stereo carefully in the backseat of the truck and buckled it in; God forbid it hit the opposing door or landed on the floor of the cab. Stephen would’ve had my Bs for bookends. My father drove onto the road first and I followed, stopping on the gravel shoulder for a few seconds to make sure the gate shut.




  The downtown core was a vehicular blitz streaked with color, and a blur of differing shapes and sizes. I parked at the curb on Lonsdale and carted the stereo inside a hole-in-the-wall repair shop. Half a block away was an Asian eatery, and I headed in that direction, zipping my jacket to shield against the light rain.




  The Chinese restaurant was busy with the clank of dishes, food sizzling from the kitchen, and that sweet aromatic scent of Asian cuisine in the air. I found a small, two-seater table near the front window and a waitress placed a menu in front of me. Her pleasant demeanor overshadowed the nasty weather when she offered to bring me a green tea and water. After glancing through the menu, I thanked her and placed my order. My lunch arrived in minutes, and I’d barely gotten a few mouthfuls in when I was interrupted.




  “I thought it was you.”




  I immediately recognized the deep voice with a derisive edge. Placing my fork on the plate, I stared incredulously as Dudley Kramer got comfortable in the chair opposite me; the man had guts to show his face. “Dudley.”




  Stephen and Dudley knew one another from college, and while shopping we’d bumped into him, and he’d invited us to an art exhibition at his gallery. The exhibition turned out to be a swinger party and Dudley had decided I’d be the main event and spiked my drink. Thank God Stephen had been there or things might’ve gone very wrong. And ever since then, Dudley’s become relentless in his pursuit.




  “What, no hello?”




  “I didn’t think we were friends.” I straightened, wiping my mouth; his damp clothes stunk of stale tobacco.




  “Maybe not friends, but certainly acquaintances.” He grinned, undressing me with his eyes. “You’re looking topnotch.”




  “What do you want?”




  “I don’t want anything.” He leaned back, legs crossed and an arm on the backrest, and motioned to the food with a subtle air of encouragement. “Don’t let me stop you.”




  “Right. If you’ve forgotten, I’m a married man.”




  “And how is Stephen?” he asked with noticeable contempt.




  “He’s fine.” I resumed eating, twirling the fork in the chow mein.




  “Such a waste.”




  Fork tilted near my mouth, I countered, “I’m not sure I follow.”




  “A man like you with him.”




  “You aren’t going to win any brownie points by insulting him.” I ate the noodles and had a sip of green tea.




  “I wasn’t trying to. I know hot and you’re hot, Carson Mackenzie. You’re worth at least one night of passion.”




  “What about Terrance?”




  “He’d just get jealous.” Dudley uncrossed his legs and bent over the table. “I’m not asking for a lifetime of commitment. All I want is you for an evening of love, and sex, and not necessarily in that order.”




  Frowning, I glanced at the neighboring tables. The people seated closest had overheard, and stared with disgust at us. His crude mouth and lewd behavior were embarrassing. And I was starting to feel weird. But I couldn’t determine whether it was anger or anxiety, or something else.




  “I’m not the indecent-proposal type.” I glared at him, hoping he’d take the hint and piss off; I felt almost ill.




  “There wasn’t anything indecent about it.” He drove a finger into the table and then pointed it in my direction. “We’re both consenting adults. Terrance and I have an open relationship. We don’t hide anything from one another. He knows I want you.” His piercing gaze met mine and he snapped quietly, “Maybe if you got off your high horse you might actually enjoy it.”




  “I’m eating.”




  “Imagine how good the sex would be if you were allowed to vent all that pent-up energy.” He smirked, pulling out a pack of cigarettes and rose. “Think about it.”




  Putting a cigarette between his lips, he exited the restaurant.




  The restaurant blurred, my heart banged, and the food suddenly came back up my throat, sour and nauseating. I pushed the plate away and sat in silence for a moment, struggling to regain a little composure. When the waitress came, I instructed her to wrap the leftovers. Once outside, I inhaled deeply several times and strode to the truck.




  The day had been a mess. First it was my father’s confession of a failed marriage followed by Dudley’s lewd proposal. The whole world seemed to be going crazy and I felt as if I was being dragged into the mayhem.




  I got inside the truck and drove to my parent’s house, and rolled to a stop at the rear gate. My mother was in the garden, straining to prune the top branches of her azalea bushes. I shut the door and walked around the front of the truck. I don’t know why, but I snuck across the yard directly up behind her and clasped her shoulders.




  She gasped loudly and pressed both hands to her chest, glaring at me. “Oh, Carson!”




  Trying to contain the laughter, I kissed her head. “Sorry, Mom.”




  “You aren’t sorry!” She swatted my stomach. “You and Gerald love to scare me.”




  “Because it’s easy.”




  “True. My head’s always in the clouds.” She removed her gloves and motioned for a hug and I bent down. “How are you, son?”




  “Good.”




  She kissed my cheek, easing her grip on my arms. “How’s Stephen?”




  “The same. Kind and doting.”




  “Aww, that’s wonderful. He’s such a good man.”




  “So I’ve been told.” She entered the tool shed and I loitered outside the door, then I asked, “How are you?”




  “I’m fine.” She hung the pruning sheers above the workbench.




  “That’s not what I hear.” I figured straightforwardness was the only approach since she’d disrespect anything less.




  “He did visit you then.”




  “If you mean Dad, he stopped by this morning.”




  She clenched her small hands and rested them on a wooden workbench. “Rotten old fool! Who does he think he is to involve you?”




  “Mom, calm down.” I tried to comfort her, but she recoiled like a snake.




  “I’m sorry, son.” She frowned, glancing at me. “I shouldn’t be angry with you. It isn’t your fault your father’s an asinine, manipulating jerk!”




  “Can we get past the name-calling, please? Why do you want a divorce?”




  “Well, that should be obvious.” She eyed me and strode from the shed. “You, of all people, should understand after how’s he’s treated you all these years—rude and condescending. I’ve had enough.”




  “Dad’s issues with my sexuality are between him and me.”




  “But that’s only a small part of the problem.” She ascended the rear porch steps, and again I trailed behind, the wind pushing at our backs. “I just woke up the other morning and took a really good look at him. And that’s when I realized…I couldn’t live with his stupidity anymore.”




  “Surely, he’s improved since we worked things out.”




  “To a point.” She exhaled with a matter-of-fact expression and sat on a chair. “The truth is, son, your father hasn’t a romantic bone in his body. Everything has to be his way. We go out for dinner and he has to choose which restaurant. Day after day of being told what to do, what to wear, and how to think has worn on my nerves.” She clasped her hands neatly in her lap. “God, forgive me, I thought he’d pass away after he retired. Give me a little peace.”




  “Mom, that’s horrible!” Her comment came as a shock, and I stared at her, wondering how my mother, of all people, could allow so much hatred to consume her. Normally, she was such a sweet lady, the epitome of kindness—a churchgoer and good neighbor type.
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