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    Dedication




      




    My thoughts…. On occasion, life inspires fiction.




     




    To the police officer who gave me that ticket,




    you were one fine-looking man.


  




  

    




    Chapter One




    

      


    




    “We’ve been going in circles for months.”




    I listened to Matthew go on and on, how he’d contributed to the relationship and I hadn’t, how the effort had been, according to him, decidedly one-sided. After the accusations started to fly, his words became meaningless gibberish. All shock value—forever lost, and the sanctity of our cohabitation ceased to be. Simply put, Matthew was a screamer. Also high-strung, temperamental, and more often then not, I could never please him; even when happy, he proved an aggravating man to deal with.




    “I love you, Stephen, I really do, but I can’t live like this anymore. You’re never around, and when you are, you don’t bother with me anyway.”




    It was funny, but I hadn’t reacted—at least not the way I’d expected myself to. Normally, I would’ve begged him to stay, smothered him with affection and praise, making myself out to be the asshole, but not that time. That time I just stood there in a state of relative calm, reliving every bitter word, every petty disagreement we’d ever had as he ran the gamut of emotions—crying and swearing—and all the while he was packing. When I considered our state of affairs, in truth the failure of our relationship rested solely on my shoulders. I’d hooked up with a flamboyant gay man, one of those overly sensitive types who couldn’t control himself.




    “Look at you.” Matthew threw his hands up. “Even now you aren’t listening! I’m out of here,” he snapped like a Chihuahua, grabbing his jacket. “Aren’t you going to stop me?”




    He tapped a foot with hands firmly planted on his hips—no doubt awaiting my profuse apology.




    I almost mentioned he needed to return the house key, but shrugged instead—inciting another argument wasn’t worth it, the locks could be rekeyed. “Obviously, your mind is made up.”




    “You really are a selfish bastard!”




    The door bounced off the jam so hard a framed photograph dropped from the wall. Dragging a suitcase and shoulder bag behind him, Matthew ended our fifteen-month relationship. Every step of the way, he cursed and wailed to some unseen force in the heavens. Reaching the car, he flung the door open and shoved the suitcase over the driver side headrest where it fell into the backseat, and the shoulder bag landed on the passenger seat as he hopped inside. I’d gotten a smoking-hot deal on that Honda with the candy-apple red finish—what a great set of wheels. Legally, the car wasn’t his to take, but whatever, swallowing the loss would be cheaper then sitting in court. Once he reversed out of the driveway, I closed the door and picked up the photo, making sure to hang it straight. Then, I wandered into the living room where I’d been enjoying a cinnamon bun and mocha latte to the images of the afternoon news.




    That was common-law husband number one.




    Allow me to explain…. In Canada, most legal benefits associated with marriage were equivalent in common-law relationships. In the eyes of the law, there was no difference, whether married or not, you could legally take your ex to court for monetary compensation—spousal support, child support, and so on. By 1999, the same laws extended to cohabitating, same-sex couples. If proof of cohabitation, which was a minimum of six months, could be proven to the courts, someone ended up paying, and generally it was the individual with the higher income. Gay marriage became legal in Canada by July 2005.




    I’d had six or seven common-law relationships. Not to say that I was a proud gay man, but my supposed marriages had disintegrated quicker than Elizabeth Taylor’s, and my ex-husband list would soon eclipse hers. I was pretty sure the judge had a special chair set aside for me in divorce court, and I knew for a fact, my lawyer had me on speed dial. I’d always been in love with the idea of love and a monogamous relationship, which according to my best friend, Abigail, was a huge fallacy in itself. I’d meet a guy, we’d feel a mutual attraction, end up in the sack, and within weeks move in together, the problem—strictly my lack of forethought. I never really became acquainted with the men I screwed. I just figured if we lived together, the pieces would automatically drop into place. But as everyone knew life wasn’t so neat and tidy.




    After Matthew came Edward, and after Edward came Joel, then Nigel, and Roberto. Deep breath. Then, I’d enjoyed a short-lived intermission with a fellow I refer to as James—unfortunately I didn’t recall his name—but we had fantastic sex, and our illicit liaison finished in a little over a week. To date, James still holds the title as the longest one-night stand in my personal history.




    From there, I’d moved on to number six, the real husband, William, and for all intents and purposes, he seemed like the one to endure. After two years, I sincerely thought we had a fighting chance. But when I’d caught the Purolator delivery driver pounding his ass in our bed, my normally reserved nature went straight out the window. Unrequited devotion was one thing, but to discover my lover was a cheating bastard, entirely another..




    Why wasn’t I enough?




    I’d lost control hollering like a madman, “I gave you everything and this is what I get?” After booting his bare ass into the cold, I threw his clothes onto the street. The Purolator guy wasn’t going to risk a confrontation and sprinted for his truck, buck-naked. William stood at the end of the driveway, holding the black-satin top sheet bunched at his crotch to protect his privates. The neighbors got an eyeful, and I became the hottest topic of local gossip; the hushed whispers in the grocery store went on for months.




    That separation nearly ruined me financially. Even though William had been caught cheating, we’d still managed two years together under the same roof. Which inferred: I couldn’t leave him destitute. Of course, he also felt horribly wronged, claiming spousal neglect thus the reason for his infidelity. The only way to ease his pain and suffering, and make him agree to leave quietly—monetary compensation. So, in order to salvage my home and business but still pay William out in full, I once again borrowed from the bank using my home as collateral; a hundred-thousand-dollar loan. And, I’d lost my car, another Honda—in that instance a Civic. Maybe the Hondas were bad luck? William signed all legal rights away to my home, business, and pension just before Christmas. After that my lawyer stated, “One more shitty marriage like this and you’ll be applying for a legal aid.”




    Okay, at that point, I’d seriously started to reevaluate my life. The loss of the car and money, a definite setback; however, the loss of my dignity and lover had left me with some pretty significant psychological wounds that no amount of money could heal. Adding to that, there were family and friends to contend with. Both were gradually distancing themselves from the drama. Who could blame them? My life had become a roller coaster of emotional and financial distress. How many times had my best friend Abby cried for me? How many times had my father and mother become attached, accepting each man into the family and their lives, only to find disappointment when I announced yet another painful break-up was on the horizon? And, what about me? How many times could one man be slapped in the face? My hopes of ever finding a suitable partner seemed remote. Then, the summer of 1996 arrived; a time in my life I remember well. The cafés were very busy—economically sound.




    




    Chapter Two




    

      


    




    How does anyone know they’re predestined for a certain occupation in life? Does God or whatever higher power we believe in make that decision for us? Does that higher power plant the seeds of an idea in our minds? I wasn’t sure, and I couldn’t tell you, but self-employment became my destiny.




    After high school, I did what every other teenager does with little to no experience—I stocked shelves at the local grocery store and delivered pizzas on the weekends. Basically, I worked every crummy minimum wage job on the North Shore until I realized four bucks an hour wasn’t going to cut it. Wanting and needing more out of life, I enrolled in a business management course at a community college, graduated, and then scraped together just enough money to open my first café. I wasn’t a drinker and never smoked, and drugs—whether recreational or otherwise—never appealed to me. But I did love coffee and tea—anything spiked with caffeine.




    After college, I moved into a bachelor suite. I grew up on the North Shore and had no intention of leaving, so supporting the local economy had seemed the logical choice. Surrounded by verdant mountains and rugged coastline, the North Shore, which incorporated the City of North Vancouver, District Municipality of North Vancouver and West Vancouver, was one of the finest jewels in Vancouver’s crown. Famous for hiking trails and skiing, pristine beaches and housing the elite, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in the world, especially when I had so much beauty in my own backyard.




    I signed a lease agreement, taking over less than six hundred square feet of storefront on the west side. My God what a dump, but the rent had fit my budget. It took me almost two months to renovate because contractors were too expensive.




    My parents thought the idea was crazy, that I’d accepted too high a risk with the five-year commercial lease. The initial twelve months were rough, but by the following year I’d actually pocketed a moderate wage, had regular staff, and the café had generated a profit. And, after that, the money really started to roll in. Within three years, I’d opened a second café, and by the fifth year, a third. My passion became more than my livelihood. I’d created an empire.




    One muggy Friday night in mid-July, I had worked later then usual—taking into consideration the loan, there hadn’t been any other alternative. I’d left the office and drove to the bank, placed a business deposit into the overnight security deposit box then sat in my SUV staring off into space. Normally, I would’ve gone to the gay bar downtown, however, on that particular night, I longed for a change of scenery and somewhere peaceful to enjoy a meal. I remembered an ad I’d seen earlier in one of the local newspapers. A new restaurant called Octopus Ink had its grand opening the weekend previous. The advertisement claimed they served the best seafood in the city. Memorizing the address, I refolded the newspaper and set it atop my briefcase.




    Situated just off Chesterfield Court, and a stone’s throw from the city wharf, the area wasn’t a typical location to find a fine dining restaurant, not with the poorly lit parking lot and warehouses in close proximity—actually, I’d expected somewhere far better. But just as my misgivings surfaced, they were soon to fade as voices, laughter, and soft music drew my attention to the goings-on inside the building.




    The various sounds and scents teased every one of my senses and lured me in, creating a romantic atmosphere tainted with a mouth-watering aroma. The dining spaces, which seated no more then four to a table, were intimate, with a rustic finish and enhanced by candle and low lighting, and horseshoed to the right of the entrance. The restaurant section bustled with activity. At the front and adjacent to the entrance were a hostess counter and lounge—cozy and tucked away from the rest of the world. The solitary figure of a man sat hunched next to a bulky, stone fireplace. The raging inferno highlighted his solemn features and a pint of beer in his hand, flickering in shades of golden-yellow to orange. I took note, of course, that he was young and attractive.




    “Dinner for one, sir?”




    I looked at the hostess, momentarily tongue-tied. “I’d like a drink first. Maybe read over the menu? I’ve never eaten here before.”




    “Then please, have a seat.” She motioned toward the lounge. “Anywhere you like. What can I get you to drink?”




    “A White Russian.”




    “Very well. I’ll be right back with your drink and a menu.”




    I chose a corner of the lounge, farthest from the fireplace and scarcely detectable beyond the candlelight. Bad habit. I preferred to be in a position where everything and everyone around me was visible.




    The hostess placed my drink on a coaster and the menu beside it. The ice cubes rattled as I took a sip and made eye contact with the young man. Initially, I nodded a greeting to which he smiled tersely in response.




    Opening the menu, I asked, “Are you waiting for someone?”




    He merely stared for a second, as if I didn’t exist, apparently preoccupied with his thoughts. I’d sensed his sexual preference, and being a single, gay man, naturally I had wanted to know if my intuition was correct. And, ignoring the opportunity to possibly spend an evening with such a beautiful man would’ve been stupid and also a waste. I apologized for intruding and still nothing verbal. He didn’t appear too happy and looked in the direction of the fire. Then I made another attempt to strike up a conversation.




    “What’s your name?”




    He finally gave a physical response.




    “Myron.” Stretching, he held out a hand, “And yours?”




    “Stephen. I love your name.” We shook hands firmly. “What is it? Portuguese? Spanish?”




    He had an unusual laugh. Not rough or artificial, but smooth, and he had an equally sexy smile to match.




    “Greek. How pitiful.” He kept an elbow on the backrest of his chair, the pint of beer at his lips, and all the while he demanded the truth. “Does that cheesy line work on every guy you meet?”




    “You’re right. I am a pathetic excuse for a man.” Downing the rest of my drink, I cleared my throat. “Generally, it doesn’t work unless my target is generously drunk and desperate.” I flashed my best smile—the James Bond flirtatious one with a hint of the pearly whites. “Are you drunk and desperate?”




    Scraping the floor, he relocated his chair quickly so it sat closer to mine, close enough that his musky cologne caught my breath. Just my luck, he was drenched in Stetson, a scent that said fuck me.




    “Drunk and desperate, no,” he said as if hunting for the appropriate words. “But I am uncertain.”




    “How can I change that?”




    An extremely miserable frown consumed his attractive features. In fact, he appeared on the verge of tears.




    “I’m sorry,” I added with quiet feeling.




    “I’m fine. Forgive me.” He put the mug down. “I should leave.”




    My heart sped up, and I bounced to my feet before my brain sent the signal to move. I had no clue what to say, but for some reason, I wanted the man to stay. “Dinner.”




    He laughed in disbelief, picking up his jacket from the chair. “I don’t accept charity. But thank you.”




    “It’s not an offer of charity. It’s an invitation to join me for dinner.” We stood in front of one another, gazing into each other’s eyes, and I swear if it hadn’t been for the fact we were complete strangers, I believe we would’ve kissed. He was just as attracted to me as I to him, and I would’ve bet my life on it. “Eating alone is boring…and unhealthy.” He eased the jacket up over his shoulders, hesitant to leave. There wasn’t any logical explanation, but those few seconds were the most tense of my life. “Have dinner with me.”




    That frown, etched with despondency surfaced once more, as he glanced at the entrance. Then, at long last, he nodded. “Dinner would be nice.”




    “Great!”




    The hostess found us a table secluded from the rest. Once we were seated and I felt confident he wouldn’t ditch me, I ordered dinner for both of us. The appetizer platter came first, overflowing with oysters and scallops, tiger prawns, crab-stuffed mushroom caps, and calamari.




    “So, what brought you here tonight?” Tearing a piece of steaming garlic bread in two, I gestured, offering him half.




    He declined by shaking his head. “A man I know invited me to join him for dinner.”




    My heart raced again. He was taken—damn it!




    Masking my disenchantment, I asked calmly, “Boyfriend?”




    “Not now. Anyway, it doesn’t matter because he did a no show. This is the fourth time he’s stood me up.”




    “I am sorry.”




    How could anyone stand up a man as beautiful as Myron?




    “Why should you be sorry?” He finished chewing a piece of calamari. “You don’t even know me and you’re buying me dinner. I’m the one who’s been a fool.”




    “I don’t know, it just felt like the proper thing to say.”




    “Never apologize for something that isn’t your fault.”




    How simple that statement and yet so profound, and one of many I always remembered. He had no post-secondary education, but when it came to life, I found him highly astute, and he had a unique way with the English language. The sultry accent rolled from his tongue, different and perfect, just like him. And I kept telling myself that night it would be different, the whole let’s get to know each other ritual. He had these lips, sun-kissed flesh, and a sculpted body. Waves of black hair that I wanted to get lost in and dark eyes that sparkled when he laughed. I’d never met anyone so ripe, full of energy and spirited, and what a great sense of humor. Myron was unforgettable.




    “Do you have any sisters or brothers?” Pouring the remainder of wine into his glass, I offered to order another bottle.




    “A sister. Jezebel.” He placed a hand over the top of his glass, “No more, thank you. Are you trying to get me drunk?”




    “Perhaps, if it’ll make you less inhibited.”




    “Would you take advantage of me if I were?”




    Resting my cheek on a fist, I examined him thoughtfully and smiled. “I might.”




    “You find me attractive?”




    The words escaped without hesitation. “You’re beautiful.”




    In truth, I’d felt infatuation and couldn’t stop staring.




    “Thank you,” he whispered and finally looked into my eyes. “You’re an attractive man, too.”




    He’d given me the signal. The bill needed to be paid, and I needed to find somewhere more private to talk, however, not until after dessert. I had a horrible sweet tooth.




    The waitress cleared away the dinner dishes as we each devoured a slice of cheesecake dipped in mango sauce. Why do restaurants that serve rich food serve equally as rich desserts? My arteries hardened with the first mouthful.




    He really enjoyed the cheesecake, and I thoroughly enjoyed him. We talked and drank another coffee. When he collapsed into his chair holding his stomach and thanked me for the exceptional meal, I knew the time had come to leave. I passed the waitress a fifty and twenty then we strolled outside together. A warm, salty breeze blew in off the ocean and ruffled my shirt. There wasn’t a single car on the road. The evening had turned out fabulous, and the spot, peaceful. We walked through an arc of lamplight and stopped half a dozen feet from my SUV.




    “I owe you. The dinner was very good.”




    “I’m glad, but you owe me nothing. I had wonderful company, and that’s payment enough.”




    “You are smooth.” He grinned.




    “So where did you park?” Glancing about the near empty parking lot, I wondered what type of vehicle a man like Myron would drive. During the meal we’d discussed many things but never his occupation, so curiosity got the best of me.




    “I don’t own a vehicle. It’s an expense I can’t afford.”




    Okay, he didn’t own a car. What did it matter? In minutes, we were staring at one another. The silence wasn’t awkward, just laced with ambiguity. Who would make the first move? It had to be me. I had to be the bold one. I didn’t speak, but took a step toward him. Our mouths almost met as I searched his dark gaze.




    “I don’t know what you feel,” I said, “but I want to give you a reason to see me again.”




    Hooking my shirt with an index finger, he reeled me in. I’d never tasted lips sweetened of honey. I grabbed his head in return. The kissing intensified. My other hand cupped his ass and brought our bodies together to a snug fit. If we didn’t get inside my SUV pronto, the cops would arrest us for the indecent exposure to follow.




    He eased his lips away from mine. “You are like no other man I’ve met.”




    “Trust me, there’s more,” I muttered eager to please.




    “Where is your car?”




    We necked feverishly in the backseat of my SUV, hands groping everywhere—we acted like a pair of teenagers, unsure and nervous. But shit, I couldn’t get enough. Right from the second I saw him in the lounge, he’d unleashed a beast inside me. Everyone had a soul mate, didn’t they? Whatever. I was positive I’d just found mine. By the end of our dinner date, the SUV windows were fogged and the air redolent of sex, his naked body lay sprawled across the backseat, and my lungs ached as I fought to catch my breath.




    We didn’t engage in sex in the conventional sense, but we sure as hell had fooled around, and afterward my heart was riding cloud nine. There was a young, beautiful nymph lying on my seat. That’s when I realized Cupid had struck me with an arrow. He’d pierced my heart. No way could I allow Myron to escape.




    He sat up, resting on his elbows. “It’s late, I must get home.”




    “Why? Do you turn into a pumpkin?” I half laughed.




    “No.” He smiled. “But I do have to work.”




    “Sure. I can drive you.”




    “That won’t be necessary, thank you.”




    He insisted he could walk. The shift in attitude from blissfully happy to apprehensively aloof didn’t seem right.




    “So what…we’re intimate and you’re gone?” All right, that did sound bitter, and I won’t deny it. But I’d just bought the man dinner and spent an hour with him in the back of my SUV. I’d earned an explanation. “I don’t operate like that. At least permit me to drive you home?”




    It took a bit of contemplation on his part, but at long last he agreed.




    “All right.”




    We talked during the drive, although it felt superficial. I asked questions, and he skirted the answers. The evening had gone from fantastic to uncomfortably strange. I couldn’t pry anything concrete from him, and I sensed there was considerably more to his life then he let on.




    I parked where he asked, under the light of a solitary street lamp. Dim shadows reached up the street, vanishing between the ditch and an overgrown patch of sidewalk. The neighborhood appeared almost identical to every other in the West End—non-descript and quiet. Most of the houses had been built around the late fifties to early sixties and were of similar design. He opened the door, and somewhere in the backdrop of pitch-black sky and darkened landscape, a dog barked at sirens wailing in the distance.




    “When can I see you again?”




    “Soon. I’ll call you.” He kissed me.




    “You promise?”




    “I promise.”




    We kissed a second time, and he shut the door.




    




    Chapter Three




    

      


    




    We did meet again, and again. A total of eleven times in the run of a two-week period, and I was ashamed to say, every date concluded with sex. Okay, so my willpower sucked. It wasn’t an excuse, but the guy was like heroin—one needle in the arm and you were an addict looking for the next hit.




    “Your mouth…you’re so hot….” He groaned, pressing a fist up into the rear hatch.




    My head moved up and down between his thighs; we were playing deep throat. Massaging the sinewy muscle of his upper legs, I coaxed him to thrust harder into my mouth. Sliding my fingers up his scrotum to the crack of his ass, I rubbed his sweet spot, vigorously then much slower. His hands hit the deep maroon carpet of the rear compartment, palms out flat, and he pumped faster, moaning. My middle and index fingers plunged into his anus, and his response, better than wonderful. He forced his cock deeper, begging me. Swallowing his shaft, I fingered him with increased speed. Then, with my free hand, I slapped his buttocks and squeezed, pushing him to cum. He moaned louder and louder, his need intensifying then a spurt and a tangy heat coated the back of my throat.




    Wiping a sleeve across my mouth, I asked, “Was that good?” Both the scent and taste of his cum were pungent, and I savored every last drop like a vampire would blood.




    “Too good.” He took raspy breaths, and settled to rest beside me.




    As customary, we kissed and held one another for a couple minutes, cleaned up, and then he ditched me with a promise of meeting the following night. Our conversations were decent, the sex awesome, but the young man—very mysterious. I found it increasingly difficult to build a serious relationship when he simply discarded me like a five-dollar whore night after night. And, it had become extremely tiresome to screw in my SUV. Old-fashioned or not, I believed that commitment, trust and love were key ingredients to a lasting relationship. And the only way Myron and I would achieve that type of success was if we were honest with one another. Perhaps, an overly ideal outlook on love and relationships, but that was how I’d felt.




    Before I drove onto the main street, something dark on the passenger-side floor caught my eye. Putting the SUV in park, I leaned down past the seat and picked up a black wallet. My fingers rubbed evenly over the worn leather then I gave the inside a quick inspection—a couple tens, bank card, discolored picture of a young woman, Visa, and a driver’s license.




    “Well, well, Cinderfella,” I remarked, turning the wallet lengthwise to examine his ID. “Now I know where you really live.” A folded piece of paper fell into my lap from an inner flap. “And what’s this?” Further snooping explained even more—the piece of paper, a pay stub. I knew his place of employment.




    I unlocked the door at my second café by six in the morning to prep for the first shift. Every week I made my rounds, visiting a different location. I placed an order for the bakery, checked our coffee and tea supply, made sure the washrooms were clean, then the staff arrived and I disappeared inside my office, locking the door. I sat slumped forward at my desk, resting both elbows on the desktop. Staring at Myron’s wallet, I flipped it open and studied the faded photo carefully, tracing the outline of the face with a fingertip. Attractive and young, the woman had similar features to his with the waves of black hair and big, dark eyes. I came to the conclusion she must be his sister.




    The day dragged on for what felt like an eternity before I was able to leave. When I checked with the recycling depot, they informed me the gates closed at five, so I left the café at four. I needed at least an hour with traffic to make it there on time.




    When I arrived at the depot, he was at the north end of the yard loading old newspapers onto a conveyor belt. The belt carried the stacks to a binding machine for transport then recycling. Once the last of the paper fell into the scoop of the binding machine, he turned the switch to OFF.




    “Stephen….” His face literally drooped, and he didn’t move at first. “How did you find me?” He removed his gloves slowly.




    “You dropped this. I found a pay stub inside for the recycling yard.” I tossed the wallet at his chest, and he fumbled to catch it. “I enjoyed the sex along with the minimal conversation the other night. But not knowing anything else about you just isn’t right.”




    “I wondered where I’d lost it. I know I haven’t been totally honest—”




    “No, you haven’t. And I think it’s the least you could do, considering the way we’ve been carrying on.”




    “Please don’t be angry.”




    “Too late.”




    He checked the yard with a nervous gaze. “We can talk, but not here.” He guided me to the side of the building. “I need this job.”




    “Why didn’t you tell me?”




    “You’re a successful businessman…it should be obvious.” He looked away with a noticeable flush to his cheeks. “What man of your position would willingly date a guy like me? I work in a recycling yard.”




    The anger seized control of my mouth. “I don’t give a shit what you do for living!”




    “You say that now,” he protested. “But I know eventually you’ll have a change of heart.”




    “You don’t know what’s in my heart.” Taking hold of his arms, I made an honest attempt to resist. “You should never assume. I told you, I’m different.” Then, I pinned him to the wall, and almost sucked his lips off. It took a moment before I released him. “When does your shift end?”




    He’d gone several shades of red. The kissing had given him a hard-on.




    “I still have clean up to do.”




    “When?”




    “In an hour.”




    “I’ll pick you up in an hour.” I kissed him before drawing back. “We need to talk.”




    An hour later, I returned to find Myron waiting near the locked gates with a knapsack slung over his shoulder. Soon as he got inside the SUV, we kissed. There were a number of things I expected to hear, though not quite what came next. He confessed he lived with a man—the same individual who had stood him up the night we’d met at Octopus Ink. He also admitted they’d been in a relationship and, according to the other man, still were. But he didn’t share the same sentiments. He stated adamantly he’d terminated the relationship the night we met, claiming he’d been one hundred percent faithful to me. He wouldn’t elaborate on all the reasons, but I’d suspected by his distressed state the man had done something extremely horrible. He was scared to leave and only remained because his debts were too overwhelming for him to afford living elsewhere.




    “Debts…. What kind of debts are we talking about?”




    “I owe back rent and my credit card.”




    “How much? We’ve come this far, just tell me!”




    “Too much!” His glassy eyes searched the world outside my SUV.




    “That’s not an answer!” I put a hand on his knee and sighed. “I want a relationship with you, but the only way that’s going to happen is if we’re honest with one another. Which means we start with a clean slate. How much do you owe?”




    “Ten thousand dollars and not to a bank.”




    We had a dilemma.




    “What do you mean, not to the bank?”




    “It’s Justin—I owe him! He paid off my credit card, my student loan, and all of a sudden, he’s demanding rent. He has back-charged me six months of rent plus whatever I eat, and for the time I live in his house now. I told you, he owns me!”




    “Would you stop! No one owns you, least of all this guy, Justin.” My voice dulled, “We aren’t living in some third world country. You owe a little money, that’s all. And so does everyone else.”




    The SUV idled in the driveway of my house. He’d never seen my home, and I’d never offered an invite. Up to then, I’d kept a safe distance, mainly for psychological preservation. I needed to know more before allowing increased intimate contact. There wasn’t any doubt I had feelings for him, however sharing myself completely wasn’t so straightforward.




    I shut off the SUV. We didn’t talk. We’d done enough talking throughout the last hour, enough to give me a migraine. As an alternative, I gave him the grand tour of my home and property. Then, we fooled around in my bed. Physically, it felt ten times better to kneel on something soft for a change, instead of enduring rug burn on my knees.




    The seclusion did wonders, and I noticed a subtle transformation in Myron. Once we were locked within the privacy of my bedroom, shutting out the rest of the world, he actually relaxed, and emotionally, he really started to open up. More information than perhaps I wanted to hear surfaced about that Justin guy and his family, but I sensed he needed to confide in someone. And, that someone happened to be me. The young woman in the photo was his sister. She lived in Coquitlam with her husband and their mother. His father had passed on years ago.




    Since he didn’t work weekends, and I could do whatever I desired, I convinced him to stay over from Friday afternoon to Sunday night. In order to make sure we were right for one another, I needed his undivided attention, and the only way that would ever happen, was if we were left alone without distractions. His home life sounded like something straight out of the Dear Abby column and caused him distress.




    We remained at my house the entire weekend, and by Sunday evening, I made my decision. We were crazy about each other and officially became a couple. On Monday morning, I dropped him off at the recycling depot then drove to café number three, several blocks from the waterfront—my busiest location. As usual, the staff greeted me with a chorus of cheery hellos, and I couldn’t help but respond with a huge smile.




    




    “It’s a wonderful morning isn’t it?” I said in passing.




    “Very wonderful. Your usual, boss.” Jade held out a medium chai tea latte.




    “Thanks.” Taking the drink, I pushed through the girls and vanished inside the back room. All of a sudden, Abby just appeared from behind the door, and I jumped. “What the— I nearly had a heart attack!”




    “I’ve hardly seen you in three weeks.” Her stare was grim. “Where have you been?”




    “Busy. You’re a real creepy woman, you know that?” I didn’t want to tell her the truth because she’d belt me.




    “Liar.” She opened one of the storage fridges and brought out a box of fudge brownies. “Let’s try this again. Where were you?”




    “Okay. I lied. But he’s different, Abigail. I guarantee it. You’ll see.”




    “I knew it,” she remarked with an annoyed sigh. “You’re doing it again.”




    “Doing what?” I glanced around as if she were speaking in tongues.




    “Don’t play retard with me. You know exactly what, Stephen. You’ve gone all stupid again. It’s the same crap every second weekend. You go to the local bar, drink, meet some asshole, and a month later you’re announcing the next Mr. Prichard-to-be.” She dropped a secondary box of delectable treats on the counter, cream-filled tarts. “It’s sickening really, the whole oh I’m in love, Abby, and this one’s different.”




    Short and curvy, massive breasts, sandy-blonde hair, and a faintly freckled complexion with pale green eyes was Abby, or as the staff jokingly call her, my miniature terminator. Abby and I had been best friends since forever. Our families were eternally intertwined. Her younger sister Susan married my older brother Rodger, and eventually, Abby shacked up with my younger brother Mitchell. She was like the sister I never had, and I was the gay boy caught in the middle of my testosterone-charged brothers. I liked to sample various wines, and take long walks on the beach, where my older brother Rodger liked to hunt Bambi, drink beer, and play cards with his drinking buddies. Rodger was a serious character, which had a lot to do with his occupation—he was a cop and not just any cop. He was the afternoon staff sergeant for the North Shore RCMP, and the only time he’d let loose was during private camping trips with his drinking buddies and his famous co-worker barbeques, which he held religiously every year. No family allowed. Mitchell, my younger brother, was a sports fanatic, and he loved to flaunt his muscles by ripping anything fabric apart. I wasn’t sure if it was a mental illness or if he just enjoyed being a show off, but I’d offered once to pay for him to see a shrink. My parents wouldn’t have it, and Abigail had ignored me for two weeks.




    Strange or not, I loved my brothers and their kids. Rodger had a son and daughter, and Abby just announced at the last family dinner she was pregnant. Proud of himself as usual, Mitchell beamed from ear to ear amidst all the pats on the back.




    As for moi, I was an average guy, five-foot ten, brown hair, and brown eyes, and lazy when it came to physically exerting myself, but industrious when it concerned my business and home. Abby was my GM, and when she had announced she would need maternity leave, I panicked, wondering how the hell I’d cope. She did everything for me—and I mean everything with a capital E! I couldn’t manage my way out of a wet paper bag, if it wasn’t for her.




    “We didn’t have sex.”




    So, I was a habitual liar, it had always worked out well for me.




    “Well, that’s a miracle.” Abby slid the display case door open, removed the box lid, and placed each brownie on a stainless steel tray lined with wax paper. “I put the payroll on your desk. Jennifer did a great job this time. She didn’t need any help. You should congratulate her.”




    “Thanks, I will.”




    “I think we’ve hit the jackpot with her. Pretty soon she’ll be able to run this place better than me.” She pushed the full tray to the front of the display case and slid the door shut. “Also, I’ve booked the staff meeting for this coming weekend.” She clamped a hand over my mouth. “Don’t speak. I know you prefer your weekends off to mingle, but Sunday’s a holiday and the only day the cafés are closed.”




    “But then I’m paying time and half for a staff meeting!”




    “I knew you’d say that, but not exactly. If I keep the full-time employees after hours during regular shifts, you’ll be paying regular overtime, and then because of the weekly overtime it will actually cost more and not everyone can attend because of when their shifts are scheduled.” She collapsed the brownie box for recycling and shoved it into a blue bin. Then I followed her to the offices in the back. “Part-time employees aren’t entitled to time and half unless they’ve worked fifteen days out of the previous thirty.”




    “They’re only entitled to two extra hours of regular pay, provided we don’t keep them any longer than two hours.”




    “I know that, I’m the one who normally does the damned payroll.”




    “Why must I have employees? My life would be so much simpler without them.”




    She laughed. “You need employees. This business can’t run itself.”




    “I’d have so much more money,” I whined, slumping in behind my desk. “Great, the payroll.” Picking up the blue, heat-sealed plastic bag from the payroll company, I snatched the scissors from her hand. “Allow me to do the honors. And you didn’t answer me earlier.” Cutting the bag open, I dumped the pay packet on the desk. “Abby….”




    “Please don’t involve me in any more of your love affairs.” She sat down in a huff across from me and continued to object vehemently. “I hate it when you do this. I don’t want to meet and rate your new lover.”




    “But you’re the only one I can trust.”




    Silence. Her mouth puckered, and her jaw tightened to a rigid line as she tried to decide. Finally, she sighed.




    “I’ll do it. But I doubt Mitchell will come. He hates meeting your dates.”




    Jumping up from the desk, I moved around it quick and hugged her. “You’re a peach.”




    “Yeah, sure.”




    “Dinner at my place tomorrow night.”




    “Oh, not dinner!” She pushed me away. “Your parents can’t take much more.”




    “You said you would. Come on, I’d do it for you.” I poured on the charm by massaging her shoulders lightly and kissing her head. “This man’s different, I guarantee it.”




    She leaned sideways to stare up at me. “And how can you guarantee anything? You just met the guy. Unless you’re lying again.”




    “No lies.” Shaking my head, I returned to sit behind the desk. “I can’t explain it, Abby, but this man is different. You’ll just have to meet him. Then you’ll understand what I mean.”




    “Why do I always feel like a used sock?” She threw her hands up, and I laughed.




    “Thanks. I appreciate it.”




    She got up and stabbed a finger into my forehead, which forced my head to snap back. “And dinner had better be good! No cheese or eggs, they upset my stomach.” Glaring, she bitched, “I mean it. If I’ve got to meet your man, I need to be fed.”




    “Only the best for you, my little pit bull,” I promised with an award-winning smile.




    




    Chapter Four




    

      


    




    “You’re right, he is attractive,” Abby whispered from behind a can of pop, while peering past the kitchen walkway directly into the dining room. “Where did you say you met him?”




    I twisted a corkscrew into a bottle of wine with a rather large, stupid grin plastered across my face. I could scarcely tear my line of sight away from my lover long enough to answer. “At this new restaurant…near the waterfront.”




    “Well, it can’t be that dive you’re usually at. This man has a brain.”




    “That doesn’t say much for my taste.”




    She swatted my arm. “You know what I meant.”




    “It’s strange how we met…” I paused to refocus on the cork, clamped the handles down then pulled. The cork popped. “That night his partner ditched him. We were both alone.” She didn’t say a word and listened intently as I rambled on. “I introduced myself and asked him if he wanted to join me for dinner. He agreed, and we had a great meal.”




    “Oh, that’s so sweet….” Her face creased, and she hugged the bottle and me abruptly.




    She was all weepy, yet again. The whole maternity thing with the raging hormones creeped me out. I actually pitied my brother. And, speaking of Hercules, he happened to waltz in the kitchen, beer in hand, to find his fiancée blubbering all over me.




    “Hey,” Mitchell accused with a frown. “That’s my girl. Get your own.”




    “Hey nothing, Sherlock, would you mind getting your overly emotional girlfriend off me.”




    She finally let go. It felt good to oxygenate again.




    “Ass!” Abby belted my gut, and I nearly dropped the bottle of wine. “Ass,” she repeated, belting Mitchell. “You, too!”




    Mitchell flinched, and of course, it was my fault as per normal.




    “Dickhead!” He balled up a damp tea towel and threw it at me.




    I couldn’t wait for the whole family Gong Show to end. Surely to God, I prayed, they wouldn’t scare him off. He might have second thoughts about dating me before the night came to a close. Offering everyone wine, my father held up a glass, and my brothers declined since they were drinking the hard shit. My mother talked, as usual she’d felt it her duty to tell every man I ever brought home my entire life story. Thank goodness Myron wasn’t really listening. Though he partially faced my mother, the smooth curve of his smile was intended for me. All his attention focused on me. I felt a wave of uncomfortable heat around my collar and loosened it by undoing the first button. He laughed, spoke to my mother, and stared at me as I sat down with the wine bottle still in hand. I recognized the expression on his face—love. At first, I’d smiled back then looked away, blushing like a schoolboy. It was funny what a simple emotion like love could do to a person. In my case, it made me diffident, and in Myron’s, it empowered him.




    Closing the front door, I locked it and sighed. The interrogation had concluded, and Myron had survived. I turned to find him at the stereo. The dance mix had a fast Latino beat. Cranking up the volume, he downed the last of his wine and set the empty glass on the dining table then danced toward me.




    “I like your family. They’re very nice people.”




    “I guess.”




    He yanked me snug against him, and keeping a hand at my lower back, we moved in perfect sync to the rhythm. Whenever he got close, I had to have him. Obsessive maybe, but everything about the man turned me on, and in particular when he danced. We kissed, embracing one another. The taste of wine on his lips and scent of cologne on his skin brought my emotional state to a high. Before the song ended, we were making out ardently on the dining room table.




    Meet-the-parents night set our relationship in stone. Which signified we were a couple, and as such, I asked him to make it official and move in. My plans were straightforward. I wanted to create a life with Myron—the whole happily-ever-after. Nothing else mattered, not even Justin until the past came knocking.




    I’d convinced him to quit at the recycling plant and work for me. Abigail, as many times in the past, was assigned the task of training. I figured if we were to live as a couple, we should act as one. I hardly, if ever, worked at the same location more than two days in a row throughout any given week, so daily contact with each other would be minimal. And, I had other pressing matters to deal with, the marketing and legal bullshit for the grand opening of my fourth café, which would preoccupy most my time for months to come.




    In general, the nights were quieter, meaning fewer customers—an ideal time to train new employees. Myron arrived at the café on the Monday evening around eight p.m. Abby had scheduled him in for four nights a week to start until he learned the ropes. Then, in a couple months, he’d become an assistant manager, taking on full responsibility for the evening shift.




    Around midnight, I’d fallen asleep with paperwork in my lap to the sound of Mozart playing on the radio. Not long after, I had the sensation someone was watching me and opened my eyes to find my lover hunch over me in tears and too distraught to speak. His face was a mess, streaked with dried blood, and his nose and upper lip were ballooned to the size of a sausage. Panic shot through me. I cupped a hand to his cheek, and he shifted down slowly to lay with me. Holding his head to my chest, I stroked his hair gently.




    He told me that at closing, he’d said goodbye to Abby and the staff, and crossed the dimly lit parking lot to unlock the SUV door, when a man took hold of his arm, bent it and smashed his head into the vehicle.




    That Justin character had sent a buddy to rough him up, with the intention of giving him a damned good scare. The guy warned him he had unpaid debts, and if he didn’t return to the house immediately, he’d be made to suffer. I didn’t know what the word suffer inferred or how Justin would inflict the suffering, but of course, I found the man’s attitude very disturbing. And, when Myron wouldn’t elaborate, I made the decision to call my brother in the morning. Suffer could be taken in any context, and from his appearance and what I did know of his past, whatever the context, it wasn’t good.
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