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Driven

 

By MB Mulhall

 

As an eighteen-year-old ex-con living on the streets, Oliver doesn’t have it easy. Don’t show weakness and survive to repent are the daily mottoes he lives by.

A chance encounter with a clumsy older lady leads him to temporary room and board in exchange for being the errand boy for spinster twins in a fairy-tale home—much to the dismay of their concerned neighbor Simon.

Inside, Oliver fights a battle between staying and going. The guilt of a horrible accident eats away at him, keeping him from getting too close to anyone, even when sparks start to ignite a heart he long thought broken.

Will Oliver get over the past and allow himself a chance at a better life, love, and happiness? Or will the blackness in his soul take over and demand he pay the ultimate price for his crimes?


Table of Contents

Blurb

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-four

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Epilogue

More from MB Mulhall

Readers love Heavyweight by MB Mulhall

About the Author

By MB Mulhall

Visit Harmony Ink Press

Copyright




To great dads everywhere who have gone to the beyond. You are missed.
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Chapter One

 

 

THE QUICK-RISING, breath-stealing frigid water in the drainage tunnel probably should have concerned him, especially since he didn’t know how to swim, but Oliver felt it was karma finally coming to exact its revenge. Others would argue he didn’t deserve it, but he felt it was long overdue. Sure he had suffered in different ways over the years, but not in any one way that lived up to his guilt or equaled the horrendousness of his crime. They were just the precursor, the appetizer so to speak, to the main course.

Coldness, like he couldn’t have imagined, seeped into his bones, seemingly bypassing the barriers of his clothing and skin. It wrapped itself around the calcium-laced supports and settled in the very marrow, spreading from extremity to extremity.

Oliver tipped his head back until it rested on one of the metal wrinkles of the tube. There was no longer feeling in his feet, and he knew it was only a matter of time before that numbness crept up his legs, over his stomach, and into his chest to finally lay to rest his broken heart. His eyelids fluttered, slowly closing as he welcomed his impending doom.

A lighthearted joy suddenly skidded through him as he realized that his ending would reunite him with those he’d lost. Oliver only hoped that if they met him at the gates, they wouldn’t turn him away, making his afterlife as painful as the earthly existence he would be leaving behind. How does one survive a tortured eternity?

Maybe it would be his ultimate penance.

Maybe he wouldn’t even get to go to the place he imagined they were.

His head dropped forward, chin meeting chest. It would be what he deserved. There was no forgiveness, only pain.

Never-ending pain.

 

 

Three months and some odd days earlier….

 

“HELP, I’VE fallen!”

And you can’t get up? The thought flitted through his mind before turning toward the sound of distress. There in the dirty gutter lay the crumpled figure of a little old blue-hair. Bright red bloomed through the granny’s tan pants. Dirt and grime were smudged on her adorably wrinkled face.

“Are you just going to stand there while I lie here, bleeding to death, or are you going to help an old lady up?”

Oliver looked over his shoulder to see who the snippy old bat was talking to, and saw there was no one else there.

“Boy, you look like you’ve been rolling in mud. Do you have dirt in your ears? I’m talking to you.” She pointed a slightly shaking finger in his direction.

“Me?” Oliver asked, echoing the gesture to make sure the lady, who may have hit her head on the way down, was truly speaking to him.

“Yes, you!” Her voice was full of exasperation. “Do you see anyone else? Quit dawdling and come help me up.” Her frail arm wavered in the air, reaching toward Oliver’s frozen form.

“O-okay,” Oliver finally said, uprooting his feet from the pavement. In a few long strides, he was grasping the cool papery hand in his own, bending to wrap his other arm around the lady’s tiny frame. It wasn’t much of a struggle to help the petite woman to her feet. Oliver walked her to a nearby park bench, which she sank down on with a long drawn-out sigh. Unsure what to do next, he just stood there, towering over her.

“Um, are you all right?” Oliver kept looking from the woman back to the pile of meager belongings he had left behind when he came to assist. “Do you live near here?”

“I’m not far,” the woman said while looking down at her knee. She tsked about cleaning out the blood under her breath.

“Do you… uh, do you think you could make it? Or do you need help?” He hoped for the former.

“Oh! Help would be lovely, dear, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Oliver sighed. He knew he couldn’t leave the woman to hobble back by herself. His father would be terribly disappointed in him if he did that. Biting his tongue, he motioned that he’d be a minute before turning to jog to his pack. Slinging it over his shoulder, Oliver took his time walking back, studying the woman as he went.

Even though the frame was small, the woman seemed to radiate a kind of power. Well dressed, short of the bloody knee, she screamed money: coifed hair, pearls around her neck, and rings on her fingers. Laugh lines radiated from the corners of two still-bright blue eyes. While her tongue was sharp, the many wrinkles gave her a friendly appearance, like one of those shar-pei dogs.

When she saw Oliver approaching, she got to her feet, listing to one side. Oliver sped up to reach her. He wrapped an arm around her back to steady the woman who was doing a fine impression of a wobbly top winding down.

“Whoa there.” Oliver adjusted his stance to help keep the woman on her feet. “Are you sure you’ll be okay to walk?”

She waved him off. “Of course I’m sure. I’m old but hardly helpless.”

Oliver raised a brow but said nothing as they started off down the sidewalk.

It was slow going, but after a couple of blocks, a quaint Victorian came into view. It was white with bright purple trim that should have looked garish but ended up giving the home a welcoming kind of charm. There were flower boxes at each window, a riot of bright, blooming colors. A waist-high, black, wrought-iron fence surrounded the lush lawn and disappeared behind the back of the house. The wrap-around porch was graced with wooden rockers painted in vibrant blues and greens and yellows.

Oliver thought it looked like it came out of a fairy tale, the kind of place where wishes would be granted and comfort could be found for the night. A sharp pang sparked in his chest at the thought of a night of warmth and safety. He shook his head slightly, as if to dispel the idea. It wouldn’t do him any good to think of things that couldn’t be.

They reached the gate, and the woman gestured for Oliver to open it. It swung away from them with silent grace, no rusted squeaking to announce their arrival. As they made their way up the cobblestone walk, the front door opened and Oliver found himself staring at a mirror image of the woman clinging to his arm. They were practically identical down to the orthopedic shoes they wore, the only difference being in the color of their outfits. The styles were the same, but the woman at the door wore pastels rather than the neutral tones her sister sported.

“Oh, Tude! What happened to you?” The other woman wrung her hands and fretted from her position at the door.

“Tude?” Oliver questioned, looking down at the woman he was still supporting.

“It’s actually Gertrude, but that’s such a mouthful, don’t you think?” The woman patted Oliver’s arm before letting go, walking up the stairs with a surprising amount of spring in her step.

Oliver’s eyes narrowed as he began to realize the woman had played him. He watched the pastel lady fawn over her not-so-injured sister, unsure of what to do next. When they turned for the door, Oliver was surprised by the wave of disappointment that washed over him. While he wasn’t expecting any kind of compensation for helping, a thank-you would have been nice. He was surprised by their lack of manners. As he turned to walk back toward the park, his head dropped, sad to think of what the coming evening held for him. He sighed before looking up at the sun. It was probably close to five o’clock, maybe he could catch some commuters on their way home to buy some of his pieces so he could get something to eat, half a sandwich at least.

“Aren’t you coming in, dearie?”

The voice caught Oliver off guard and he nearly tripped over his own feet turning to face the speaker. Pastel lady was holding the door open, waving him inside. Gertrude was nowhere to be seen.

“Why?” Oliver asked, suddenly suspicious.

The woman’s eyes widened. “Why? For dinner of course. It’s nearly time, and it’s the least we can do for helping poor Tude get home.”

“I’m not sure she really needed my help….”

“Oh, of course she did, dear. We’re just a couple of frail old spinsters who need assistance with a multitude of things, like finishing all the food I cooked for dinner. Please, come join us.” The woman’s warm voice and smiling eyes chipped away at Oliver’s wary nature. His growling stomach sealed the deal. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a home-cooked meal.

“I guess I could….”

“Of course you can, dear. Now come inside and get washed up. We don’t allow for dirty hands at the dinner table.”

Oliver climbed the steps and tried to peer inside the dark interior before stepping over the threshold. He couldn’t see much, but the wafting scent of cooked meat set his mouth to watering. He followed his nose, no longer caring that he had been tricked. Food won out over pride.




Chapter Two

 

 

THE INTERIOR of the house was like a well-organized yard sale. Knickknacks lined shelves and windowsills. They were free of dust and many had small white tags hanging from them that blew in the breeze Oliver made as he headed toward the bathroom, which had been pointed out to him. He stopped to admire a porcelain seahorse. It was washed in pale colors, the edges gilded in shiny gold. It seemed incredibly detailed and delicate, as if it would crumble to pieces if touched.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” Pastel’s voice came from behind him. Oliver, who had been lost in his own world, spun and nearly knocked it off the shelf. Wrinkled hands reached up to rescue the article.

“S-sorry!” Oliver stuttered, his face flaming.

“No bother, dear, accidents happen. Would you like me to put your name on it? I’m sure Tude wouldn’t mind.”

Oliver’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he admitted.

The older woman pointed to a nearby figure of a pig in a bonnet carrying a basket of flowers. One of the small white tags was hanging from its empty hand. Upon closer inspection, Oliver saw the name Mary in a tiny neat scrawl on the tag.

“When people like something in our home, we mark it for them so when we move on, they can have it,” the woman explained.

“Move… on?” The angry butterflies came to life in Oliver’s stomach as he started to get the idea.

“Yes! When we move on from this world. We wouldn’t want to see anyone fight over our things so we label them now to keep that from happening.”

Oliver felt himself start to sway at the woman’s casual talk of her own death. He mumbled an apology and dashed into the bathroom, a hand hovering, ready to throw over his mouth. There was nothing in his stomach to come up, but he dry heaved for a few moments while his pulse raced. The topic of death was never an easy one for him, but it had gotten worse over the years. He hoped his actions didn’t insult the nice old lady.

Once his breathing was back to normal, he pushed a sweaty strand of dirty blond hair off his brow. Pumping some of the potent flower smelling soap into his hands, he scrubbed at his face with vigor, as if the strong scent could wash away more than just the dirt. After splashing cold water on his face, he looked up and recoiled at the sight of his stubble-covered but otherwise clean pink skin. It had been a while since he had seen himself dirt-free. His eyes still looked old, but without smudges and dirt settled into tired creases, he looked more his age of eighteen.

He finger-combed through his tangled locks and pulled the strands into a quick messy ponytail. Better than nothing. There wasn’t much he could do about the state of his clothes, but at least he looked somewhat presentable from the neck up. Taking one last look in the mirror, Oliver tucked a wayward piece of hair behind his ear before leaving the small room to find both women waiting for him.

“Everything all right, dear?” Pastel asked.

Oliver looked at them, eyes wide, surprised they were there. “Fine…?”

“Took you long enough. Let’s eat,” Tude said, turning away before Oliver could respond.

“Don’t mind her. She gets cranky when she’s hungry,” the twin said, tucking her hand under Oliver’s arm. They followed the other woman to a dining room where a long table was elaborately set.

A chandelier hung from the ceiling, its drops of glass spitting pinpoints of light throughout the room. The walls were covered in a combination of dark wood paneling and cabbage rose wallpaper. The table was far too big for just the three of them, but each place was set as if its occupants were royalty: silver utensils, fine china, and heavy crystal goblets.

Oliver felt as if he had stepped into a different dimension. Who were these crazy old ladies?

Large silver platters sat on the table, gleaming covers hiding their contents. A cut-glass pitcher filled with water and slices of lemons, limes, and oranges sat just beyond the food, sweat running down its side.

When Tude lifted the lid off one of the platters, Oliver nearly swooned as the smell of roast chicken drifted his way. His stomach growled loudly in response. He slapped his hands to his navel as if to stop the sound from traveling, but the surprised looks on the old biddies told him he wasn’t hiding anything. Oliver just hoped he wasn’t drooling like a teething babe.

“Sit already, would you?” Tude grumbled, laying the cover on the sideboard behind her.

Oliver pulled out the heavy chair and sank into it, unable to take his eyes from the veritable feast before him. He couldn’t remember the last time he had more than a cup of soup or half a sandwich. It had to have been before the accident….

He reached a hand out to touch the heavy silverware and noticed the women had their hands folded and their white heads bowed. Snatching his hand back, Oliver dropped his head, following suit if only not to upset the women. He wasn’t religious by any stretch of the imagination, but he could fake it if it meant getting to taste the food in front of him.

Their heads popped up in unison, and Pastel started to dish out heaps of steaming vegetables onto Oliver’s plate. Across from him, Tude began sawing through the chicken with a knife as long as his forearm. The women served their guest before themselves, and Oliver remembered his manners well enough to wait until everyone had food before he began.

Once he started, he found it an incredible struggle to eat like a human and not shovel the food in by the forkful. Feeling eyes on him, Oliver looked up and realized, by the twin stares, that he probably wasn’t as successful at acting “normal” as he thought.

“Sorry,” he mumbled after struggling to swallow a mouthful of food without choking.

“Quite all right, dear. Please, eat as much as you’d like. As you can see, there is plenty,” Pastel said, patting Oliver’s hand. Tude glared before putting down her fork.

“Don’t you have a name?” the grumpier of the two women asked.

Oliver flushed a bit when he realized he had never even introduced himself to the women who graciously invited him in for dinner.

“S-sorry!” he stuttered, unused to having these kinds of encounters anymore. “I’m Oliver. Oliver Sutton.”

“Lovely to meet you, Oliver,” Pastel said with a warm smile. “You know Tude, and you may call me Vera.”

“Vera? That’s a nice name,” Oliver replied, enjoying the old-fashioned names.

“Bah. Her name is Guinevere, but since I had a nickname, she wanted one too,” Tude said, rolling her eyes.

“Gertrude and Guinevere?”

“Westling,” Vera said. “Gertrude and Guinevere Westling.”

Oliver gave them a genuine smile. “Nice to meet you both. Thank you for dinner. It’s… it’s probably the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

“Ever?” questioned Tude.

Oliver flashed back to a memory of a Christmas dinner years ago, remembering the juicy turkey and homemade cranberry sauce. It was one of the few good memories that hadn’t been wiped away.

“Well, maybe not ever, but it’s definitely made the top three.”

Both women beamed at him as if he’d handed them the Nobel Peace Prize.

Oliver patted his distended stomach and hoped all the food he ate would stay down. He shouldn’t have gorged himself, but not knowing when his next good meal would be, he couldn’t help it.

As the food settled in his stomach, a great exhaustion fell over him. Oliver blinked rapidly, trying to keep from falling into a carb-induced coma. He attempted to push up off the overstuffed couch the women had led him to and suddenly found his face full of soft fuzzy fabric. Batting at it, he realized it was a velour blanket. Tude grinned at him while Vera held a pillow in her hands. Oliver cocked his head to the side, wondering what was going through their heads.

“I don’t need this,” Oliver said, his voice quiet as he started to fold the blanket.

“It gets cool in here at night,” Tude told him while nudging her sister to hand over the pillow.

“Yes, quite drafty. We wouldn’t want you catching your death,” Vera chimed in after placing the pillow at the end of the couch.

Oliver shook his head and held the blanket out to them. “I don’t need this because I’m not staying.” His voice was no nonsense, his spine suddenly pin straight. He was grateful for the meal, but he wouldn’t intrude any further, and he certainly couldn’t stay the night. If they knew who he really was, what he had done, they wouldn’t want him there either.




Chapter Three

 

 

“OH, COME now. It’s dark. We couldn’t possibly let you go out into the night alone. What if it rains?” Tude said, shoving the blanket back toward Oliver’s stiff frame.

“It would be unchristian of us,” Vera added, folding her hands as if she were praying for Oliver to see the reasoning in their words.

The young man held back a monumental sigh. On one hand, it would be nice to sleep in a place where he wouldn’t have to worry for his safety. Getting a good night’s sleep was a fantasy he often longed for. On the other hand, if the women found out about his past, they would be upset and angry they had let him stay in their house. It would probably end up with them calling the cops on him, just what he didn’t need.

His body began to override his mind and make the decision for him, lids and limbs becoming heavy. Against his better judgment, Oliver took the soft blanket from Tude’s outstretched arms and mumbled a thank-you.

The little old ladies beamed at him, and Oliver had to push the guilt down far enough to keep him from booking out the door. They switched on a couple of odd-shaped nightlights and reminded him where the bathroom was before saying good night.

Oliver cautiously lay out on the couch, trying not to compare it to the hard park benches and threadbare cots in the shelter that were typically his resting places. He almost wished the couch was uncomfortable with springs sticking up through scratchy cushions, but instead he felt like the Princess and the Pea… sans the pea. The cushions were just firm enough to support his body without the hard sharp corners and cold metal bolts the park benches had for him. The blanket reminded him of the lawn he loved to ruffle after his dad had shorn it. The pillow, a true luxury, seemed freshly plumped and lying on it was what he assumed lying on a cloud would feel like. A guy could get used to that kind of indulgence.

Rolling on his side, he sighed, wondering what he was doing there. Sure he helped the old lady home, but he knew better than to get too involved. It inevitably led to questions he didn’t want to answer.

As he was contemplating his situation, sleep snuck in and overtook him, bringing him to a beautiful dreamland he hadn’t visited in years.

 

 

BRIGHT SUN streaming through the crack in the heavy drapes slanted across Oliver’s face, giving him a rude kind of awakening. He took his time sitting up, the soft blanket sliding down his chest and creating a luxurious puddle in his lap. In the distance he could hear the almost forgotten sound of clanking pots and pans. The strong smell of coffee lingered in the air, beckoning him from his evening resting place.

Arms overhead, Oliver stretched, astonished at how refreshed he felt. It was amazing what a good night’s sleep could do for one’s mind and body. Content was a feeling he had long forgotten.

The sound of sizzling bacon made its way to where Oliver was sitting. Although he didn’t feel hungry, his stomach let out a grumble to remind him that he didn’t know where his next meal would be coming from. Eyeing the door, he contemplated if he should sneak out before the sisters came to check on him, or if he should get in one last meal while he could. Just thinking of that hot, greasy bacon hitting his tongue made his mouth water. Would he savor the memory of the delicious pork or kick himself when he wanted more with no way to get it while on the streets?

Sighing, Oliver decided it was best to get out while he could, without questions or disappointed looks. He twisted his head to look over his shoulder in the direction of the sounds of breakfast. There was no direct line of sight from the living room to the kitchen, so he stood swiftly, blanket in hand. Oliver took the time to fold the soft fabric into a neat square. Placing it on the end of the couch, he put the soft, fluffy pillow on top. It looked like a cherry on the most delicious hot-fudge sundae. Unconsciously, his hand stretched out to touch the velour blanket. Slowly, sadly, he trailed his fingers along the fuzzy fabric, trying to file away the sensation into his good memories, the ones he only allowed himself to think of on the cold, dark, lonely nights.

With one last glance over his shoulder, he hoped the women wouldn’t be too upset with his disappearance. Maybe they’d realize how unsafe it was to let a stranger into their home. Hopefully they wouldn’t invite more homeless people into their lives. Oliver knew from experience they all weren’t as polite or repentant as he was.

Placing his hand on the cool brass doorknob, Oliver contemplated jotting them a quick thank-you note, an action his father would have greatly approved of. Glancing around, there was nothing but little white tags for him to write on. Sighing, he moved to turn the knob only to find it already turning in his grasp. Before he could process what was happening, the door swung in, the edge clocking him square in the forehead. Oliver let out a small grunt and stumbled back a bit. His hand rose slowly to find a patch of hot skin, a lump already forming.

“Oh no, are you okay?” A deep voice full of concern wrapped around Oliver, assaulting his senses in ways he had forgotten existed.

“Oh, sure, I didn’t need that part of my brain.” After two years of incarceration and living on the streets, sarcasm was typically an automatic response.

A warm, large hand grasped his wrist. “Shit, let me help you si—”

Oliver forcefully pulled himself out of the grasp. “Don’t touch me,” he spat out, taking another wobbly step back. Looking up, he saw a guy in grease-covered, khaki-colored cargo pants and a dingy white ribbed tank top that highlighted certain aspects of his fine physique. There was a golden tan to match caramel-colored hair, and hazel eyes narrowed as he took in Oliver’s bedraggled form. Heat rose to gaunt cheeks as the guy made the very obvious visual journey from Oliver’s head to his toes.

“Is everything okay, dear?” Vera’s disembodied voice floated into the entry way.

Moments later the two sisters were standing by Oliver’s side, fussing over the bump on his head. He struggled not to lash out at the women the way he had at the mystery boy. Giving in, he allowed them to lead him back to the couch where his blanket and pillow sat, still warm from his body heat. Mystery Boy frowned even more as he saw the bedding, obviously putting the pieces together.

“Do you make it a habit to take in wayward teens?” Oliver asked, gesturing halfheartedly to the boy.

“Wayward?” the guy asked, his expression growing even fiercer.

“Yeah, well… you’re not exactly looking like a clean-cut responsible citizen at the moment.” Oliver knew he should shut his mouth. He hated the way the guy was judging him by his appearance, so he figured he’d turn the tables so the guy could see how it felt.

Mystery Boy’s posture gave away his rising temper. His dirty hands curled into tight fists, and color rose up his neck. The biggest giveaway was the vein pulsing in his forehead. It was beating out an angry rhythm Oliver was sure he wouldn’t want to dance to.

“I was working on my car when I remembered I was supposed to be here mowing the lawn,” the greased-stained boy said through clenched teeth. Oliver raised an eyebrow, as if to say “likely story.” “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” the guy added, sneering.

“Likewise,” Oliver said, attempting to stand up. This kind of situation was exactly what he had been hoping to avoid. He should have left in the middle of the night. Damn that comfy couch.

Both Tude and Vera put a small hand on either shoulder. It’s not like he couldn’t overpower them and stand, but regardless of his recent life situation, he retained most of the manners instilled in him as a child.

“Oliver is our guest, and I won’t have bloodshed in here, Simon Green,” Vera said, tightening her grip on Oliver’s shoulder.

The boy, Simon, rolled his eyes and let out a pent-up breath. “I’m not looking to cause trouble, Miss Vera, I’m just worried about the two of you taking in some dirty stranger. He could be a rapist for all you know.”

Oliver saw red as he struggled to rise to defend himself. The two ladies were stronger than he would have thought, each keeping a firm hand on his shoulders.

“That was uncalled for,” Vera said to Simon, who had the grace to look away, embarrassed.

“He is our guest,” Tude reiterated, “and we trust him. We may be old, but that doesn’t mean we have cottage cheese for brains. We’ve been taking care of ourselves long before you were even a gleam in your daddy’s eye.”

“Sorry,” Simon muttered before looking back at Oliver, “but if I find you’re duping them somehow, stealing or otherwise causing trouble, I’m totally calling the cops.”

Oliver shrugged. The two soft hands slid off, allowing him to stand. He walked a few steps and snatched one of the empty white tags. He spied a pen on the end table and quickly jotted down a number he knew by heart. Without another word, he held it out to Simon.

“What’s this?” Simon asked, his expression puzzled as he took in the numbers on the small white rectangle.

“It’s the number for my parole officer. Feel free to call him if you suspect me of ‘otherwise causing trouble.’”




Chapter Four

 

 

SIMON DID a double-take, looking from the tag to Oliver and back. The phone number disappeared into his tight greasy fist.

The fuming boy spun on the twins. “This is exactly what I was worried about! You can’t be taking in garbage off the streets and expect them to just be a down-on-their-luck nice guy. Those people are felons and addicts. Give them a sandwich on the street corner if you need to do something, but for the love of God, don’t invite them into your home!” He was breathing heavy by the time he finished his spiel, brows meeting at an angry point above flashing eyes.

Tude moved to stand in front of Oliver. Vera came to stand by her side. They both had tiny fists planted firmly on hips. Even though Simon towered over them in height, the weight of their stares almost made him shrink before their eyes.

“I am disappointed in you,” Tude told him.

“Everyone has trouble,” Vera said. “If you don’t show them kindness, they will feel no need to repent.”

“But… he was in jail! He wouldn’t have a parole officer if he hadn’t been convicted,” Simon argued, but most of the anger had left his stance, replaced by exasperation.

“And now he’s not,” Tude said. “Meaning he’s served his time and they deemed him free to go. It’s our duty to help get him back on his feet.” Her sister agreed.

Simon rolled his eyes and shook his head, sending a lock of multifaceted brown hair in front of one eye. He carelessly swept it to the side. “Fine. You two are the most stubborn old bat—uh, ladies I know. I’m not happy with it, but obviously it’s your call to make.” He sighed deeply before turning his gaze on Oliver. The anger was back, flickering in the depths of his hazel eyes. “I’ve got my eye on you, kid. You so much as scratch your ass wrong, and I’ll have you out of here and back behind bars.”

Oliver nodded his understanding. Knowing he wasn’t going to be staying anyway, he couldn’t help but rib the grease monkey. “You can stare at my ass all you want; I surely won’t mind.” He added a little wink and was surprised to see the other boy flush before turning on his heel to head out, mumbling about the lawn not mowing itself.

Running a hand over his face, Oliver sank back down on the couch that had been his luxurious place of slumber not so long ago. He was embarrassed and ashamed that the two sweet ladies had stood up for him. If they knew why he had been in jail, what drove him to that life, they would have known he didn’t deserve defending.

“Don’t let Simon get to you, dear,” Vera said, her hand back on Oliver’s shoulder.

“He doesn’t know how to control that slick tongue of his,” Tude added. “If you ask me, his daddy should have been more liberal with the rod. None of those sissy time-outs or no video machine punishments.”

Oliver held back an insane kind of giggle thinking about Simon and his slick tongue. It certainly wasn’t the time to be fantasizing about a guy who was looking to send him back to prison, even if the guy was the best-looking thing he’d seen in ages. Hot tempers had always been sexy to Oliver.

He heaved a deep sigh. “He’s right, though,” he told the women, his head still bowed. “You shouldn’t be bringing random people in off the street into your house. It’s not safe.”

“Are you saying you’re going to rob us now?” Tude asked. “Because I have a pistol tucked in my handbag.” Oliver’s head shot up, eyes wide as he tried to figure out if the woman was pulling one over on him again or not. The old lady laughed at his expression but the glint in her eye left Oliver wondering as she settled on a flower-covered high-back chair next to the couch.

“We don’t let everyone in,” Vera said, settling in an identical chair at the other end of the couch. “Just those we think can’t help themselves.”

Oliver couldn’t help but bristle. He had been through a lot and was still standing. That had to count for something. Sure he had to occasionally resort to… unsavory ways, but it was all in the name of survival.

“I don’t need your help,” he hissed, annoyed that they may have seen past his brusque exterior to the scared boy beneath. It was something he tried, desperately, to hide from everyone else. If people saw that side of him, he’d never survive. He’d end up used, abused, and dead in a gutter in days. You couldn’t be weak and make it on the streets. You had to hide away every soft part of you, and Oliver already took a risk with his art. It had hard lines and edges, but there was a definite bit of softness to be found—hope maybe—residing in his work.

Tude looked him in the eye, and Oliver tried not to shrink from the strange weight of her stare. She heaved a heavy sigh and leaned her frail frame forward. “Maybe you don’t need our help,” Tude admitted, “but wouldn’t it be nice to have all the same?”

Oliver’s eyes shifted from Tude to Vera, who nodded in agreement. It surprised him that they weren’t out and out pushing, that they admitted he could make it on his own. He wasn’t sure he wanted to acknowledge that of course he could use the help. Again, it would make him seem weak. Flashbacks of the previous night’s dinner and the best sleep he’d had in ages prompted him, against his better judgment, to ask what kind of help they had in mind.

“Room and board,” Vera said.

“In exchange for helping out around the house and running errands,” Tude was quick to add.

Vera’s white-capped head bobbed up and down. “We can’t get around like we used to. You saw that yesterday. It would be quite a big help to have you do those kinds of things for us.”

It seemed too easy to Oliver. To hammer some nails and walk into town for bread didn’t sound like an even exchange for giving him three squares a day and a roof over his head. He had to do more than that when he was in jail.

“There’s got to be more to it,” Oliver said, his thumbs twiddling restlessly in his lap. “Random drug tests? Curfews? Needing to know who I’m out with, where we’re going, and when I’m coming back?”

“Are you on drugs?” Tude inquired with a raised eyebrow. Oliver was quick to shake his head. “Then that’s certainly not a concern.”

“We’re not trying to be your mother, Oliver. We’re just trying to help so you can get back on your feet.”

Oliver’s saw red at the mention of his mother. “You couldn’t be less like my mother if you tried.” The sisters looked at each other but didn’t question him on his statement.

He caved in. “I guess we could try it… but we set a time limit. If any of us is unhappy with the situation, I go. No questions asked and no trying to talk me out of it.”

The sisters exchanged yet another look Oliver couldn’t really decipher. Tude dipped her chin, and Vera turned toward him, a look of triumph on her face. They must have done that weird twin telepathy thing.

“Three months,” Vera said after getting the okay from her sister.

Oliver already felt the restraints closing in on him. “Too long for a trial. How about one?”

Tude shook her head. “Two and a half,” she countered.

“One and a half,” Oliver shot back, feeling his throat getting tight, the panic rising.

“Two is the final offer,” Tude said, leaning back in her chair, crossing her thin arms.

“With a discussion of a longer trial at the one-and-a-half mark,” Vera said, leaning forward, her eyes sparkling with the delight of bargaining.

It was longer than Oliver wanted. He had no idea if he could last more than a full twenty-four hours with them, much less two whole months. He shouldn’t have even entertained the thought. The door was right there just beyond the couch. His long legs could have had him up and out before they could even muster the energy to get out of their chairs.

A clearing throat made Oliver jump. He saw that the women were staring at him, expectantly. His daydream of running from them must have lasted longer than he thought. A sigh escaped his lips as he conceded.

“Fine. Two months” came his somewhat defeated voice. Vera clapped with glee and Tude just gave him a satisfied smile, as if she had expected no different answer from him.

Dread grew heavy—like the rocks he used to toss in the lake to splash his sister when they were kids—as he thought about all the personal questions they would probably ask him over the sixty days. Things had barely begun and already Oliver was thinking he’d never make it through.




Chapter Five

 

 

OLIVER FELT like a rag doll as the twins dragged him through the house, pointing out favorite tchotchkes and every nook and cranny of the old Victorian home. Even with all the clutter, it managed to look elegant and put together instead of the jumbled mess he suspected it would be elsewhere.

They herded him up the creaky stairs, stopping to name every person in every photo hanging on the wall, giving a not-so-brief history of each. The trip up twelve steps seemed to take a lifetime, and Oliver doubted he’d be able to remember even half the names. Hopefully he wouldn’t be quizzed on it later.

When they exited the stairs, and the world’s most boring history lesson, Oliver looked left and right at rows of closed doors. Short of a small stained-glass window at the far end of the hallway, and the muted rainbow circle it projected on a flowery runner, the passageway was dark, almost foreboding. It seemed at odds with the rest of the house. Oliver wondered why that was. They led him toward the only light source, stopping at a plain wood door on the left. It was decorated with an old-fashioned beveled crystal doorknob. Oliver lamented the lack of lighting in the hall that would have danced off the door’s pretty accoutrement.

Tude gestured for Oliver to turn the knob. Following the silent order, he opened the heavy door. Expecting to be swamped by the overpowering smell of musty mothballs, he was pleasantly surprised to have his senses delighted by fresh citrus scents of orange and lemon. More shocking was the bright, almost blinding, sunlight that streamed in through two large windows on the far side of the room.

He stepped farther inside and did a slow 360, taking in the very modern room around him. Painted in shades of gray with pops of neon yellow and green, it was quite the departure from the Victorian charm invading the rest of the house. There was a full-size bed flanked by glass-and-metal bedside tables as well as a slick black dresser with a small flat-screen TV perched on top of it. A glass-and-metal desk that matched the tables took up residence under the incredible windows.

“Did I just fall down the rabbit hole?” Oliver asked no one in particular. The women both chuckled.

“Just ’cause we’re old doesn’t mean we don’t know what young’uns like these days,” Tude said, hands on hips. “We’re all up on Red Delicious computer thingies and that rap guy named after the little chocolate candies.” Her sister nodded in agreement.

Oliver’s mind whirled trying to figure out what they meant. When it hit him, he laughed out loud. “You mean Macintosh computers from Apple and Eminem?”

Tude threw a hand in the air. “Red Delicious, Macintosh, they’re both types of apples, right?”

“Yes, but—” Oliver tried to correct her, but she waved a hand in front of his face like she didn’t care to be put straight. He decided to let it go, enjoying the idea that the sisters were at least trying to be hip and up-to-date.

He walked toward the windows and couldn’t help but think of how great it would be to work in a space like that. If he could set up an easel where the desk was, it would be the perfect spot to create for most of the day. A sigh escaped him before he could hold it back.

“You don’t like it?” Vera was quick to ask. “It’s too bright? We can get those newfangled shades that block out the sun. Teens like to sleep a lot, don’t they?” She turned to her sister. “We will get some.”

“No!” Oliver saw the women jump a little and cringed. “I mean, thanks but that won’t be necessary. I enjoy the light. It’s great for painting.”

“You paint?” Vera asked, eyes sparkling.

“I, uh, dabble… I’m not very good, but it’s fun.”

“I see,” Vera replied. Oliver wasn’t sure he liked the look on her face. It was obvious the gears inside her head were still well oiled and turning. He hoped she wasn’t coming up with ideas of him painting the house. He’d do it, but they definitely weren’t the type of brushstrokes he enjoyed.

“We’ll leave you to get settled for a bit, but then we’ve got some grocery shopping that needs to be done. Do you think you can handle that?” Tude asked.

“Where is the store?” Oliver countered, already trying to work out the transportation time in his head.

“Back in town, not too far from where we met,” Tude said.

“You can take the car. We trust you,” Vera added.

Oliver’s chest felt tight as he glanced out the window to the large gleaming hunk of machinery in their driveway. He threw up a quick thank-you for the nice weather, knowing he could use the sun as an excuse to walk rather than drive.

“I don’t need to drive,” he told them, trying not to make it a big deal. “I enjoy walking. It’s good exercise.”

The two women exchanged glances but shrugged in unison.

“If that’s what you want,” Vera said.

“I think it’s nice to see a young man who isn’t afraid to wear down his shoes a bit,” Tude replied. “You’re just going to have to leave soon if you expect to get back in time for lunch.”

Oliver smiled. “No problem. I’m used to being up early anyway.”

Vera reached into her pocket and produced a neatly folded list. Oliver could see the familiar scrawl decorating it, top to bottom. His arms were definitely going to get a workout.

Tude reached up to the lacy neckline of her dress. Oliver’s eyes took on a puzzled glaze as he tried to figure out what she was doing.

“Mind your manners, boy, and turn your back so I can get you the grocery money,” she said, glaring at him.

Oliver flushed and quickly spun around, not wanting to think about where exactly that money was hidden. He stared out the window, spying Simon pushing the mower across the green grass. Even from a distance, Oliver could see the other boy’s well-defined arm muscles and the sun glistening off his sweaty brow. It almost made Oliver want to go out and make friends, offer him a cold drink and a wipe down, but he knew it was in everyone’s best interest to stay away from the cranky neighbor.

“Ahem!”

He spun around at the sharp sound at his back. Tude was holding out a wad of wilted green bills for Oliver to take. He tried not to cringe as he grasped them and felt they were slightly damp.

“Enjoying the view?” Tude asked, a smirk on her wrinkly face.

Oliver felt himself go red, but wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing just exactly what had caught his attention. “Yes, you have a lovely yard. So green and lush.”

“Lush indeed,” she replied with a cackle. Damn crafty old lady. He was sure there was no fooling her. Grabbing the list from Vera’s hand, he hurried out of the room, promising to be back by lunch.




Chapter Six

 

 

ESCAPING THE house without being seen by Simon the grease monkey was easier than Oliver could have hoped for. The other boy must have finished mowing the expanse of the front yard and headed off for the back. Oliver slipped by, unnoticed, and started back on the trail he had taken the day before that had led to the fairy-tale house he would be calling “home” for the next couple of months.

On autopilot as he headed toward the grocery store, he thought about his new circumstances. Having glanced at Vera’s list before leaving the house, he realized he knew the store, and knew it well. They had once kicked him out when he tried to help another homeless kid, younger than him, steal some chips. He knew he shouldn’t have done it; it was too great a risk to get in trouble with the police again. His probation officer would probably have sent him straight back, but at the same time, Oliver knew he couldn’t let the poor kid go hungry. The shelters had already closed for the night, and the boy looked like a wounded animal: skittish, skinny, and bruised. It was worth the risk to get him something to eat. They had gotten caught, but not before Oliver had shoved some snack cakes down the front of his pants, where he knew no one would go looking for them. Thankfully, the manager let them go with a warning and Oliver was quick to apologize and usher the kid out. Not wanting to press his luck, he hadn’t been back since. Maybe he’d get lucky, and they wouldn’t recognize him, but knowing how his life typically played out, he was pretty sure that wouldn’t be the case.

Sighing, he fingered the money in his pocket. He hadn’t counted it before leaving the house, but seeing how long the list was, Oliver knew it had to be a decent chunk of change. The possibility of taking the money and running flitted through his head. With all the tricks he had used in the past, Oliver knew he could spread it and make it last for a good long time, but then what? He had left his few precious belongings back at the house, and he’d have to find another place to stay, since he was sure the women would come looking for him.

No, it just wouldn’t be worth it.

Walking into the store, he stepped to the side to look over the list again before grabbing a cart. He was only halfway through the delicate script when he felt pressure squeezing his left bicep. Taking a deep breath, Oliver turned to face his assailant.

“You’ve got some nerve, kid, coming back in here. Don’t think we’ve forgotten when you graced us with your presence last.”

Oliver bit his tongue, knowing sarcasm would do him no good in the situation. Instead he plastered on what he hoped was a friendly smile and not a grimace.

“I’m just here to do some shopping for two nice old ladies. I’ve got cash. Promise.” He forced the smile wider in the hopes that his rarely seen dimple would make an appearance. Who could resist an adorable dimple?

“Sure you do. I think you best take your ‘cash’ and find somewhere else to shop,” the store manager said, obviously having the Herculean power to be able resist the cuteness of a dimple.

“Really, man, I’ll show you and… and you can shop along with me if you’re afraid I’ll take something.” Oliver didn’t know where else he would go to buy the food if he got kicked out. The list was very specific, and he wasn’t sure other stores would carry the items, not to mention there was no other specialty grocer within walking distance. That would mean taking the bus, and he’d really rather not do that. If he screwed this up, the ladies would probably renege on their deal. Why would they want him to stay if he couldn’t even get a stupid shopping trip right? Something on his face, the worry perhaps, must have shown through, and Oliver saw the manager give in.

“Go on, then, you can’t leave nice old ladies waiting… but if I see a bulge in your pants, I’m going to pat you down!” the manager threatened. Oliver tried not to smile at the man’s choice of words, but must not have been so successful. “You… you know what I mean!” the man stuttered, flustered. He turned on his heel and stalked off to his office where Oliver was sure he would be watching the cameras around the store.

Oliver thought it best to get through the list as fast as he could. For all he knew, the manager was up there calling the cops on him. There would be nothing they could bring him in for, but they could detain him long enough that the fudge ripple ice cream would melt.

He sped up and down the aisles, easily finding the items on the list and popping them into the cart with just enough ease to keep the boxes and cans from getting damaged. Thankfully, it was a small store, so he was done before he knew it. The cart was filled high, and it caused Oliver to flash back to a memory of shopping with his mom and sister.

He was probably six or seven, and Amelia had to be only two or three. His little sister had gotten to sit in the cart, and when he begged his mom to be able to ride too, she snapped at him, saying big boys could walk and didn’t whine about such little things. She ended up walking off, pushing the cart with his sister, leaving him crying in the aisle. She never came back, and he had run up and down the rows, frantic at the thought of being left behind. Finally he found her in the frozen food section bragging to some neighbor about Amelia with her golden curls and adorable big blue eyes. He clung to the cart, his young mind thinking if he laced his tiny fingers through the metal mesh he would become one with it and his mom wouldn’t be able to leave him behind again. Oliver could have hated his sister for all the attention their mother gave her, while ignoring him, but she was sweet and innocent and obviously loved her big brother. Her small pudgy hand petted his sweaty brow, and he felt relief at finding them, even if his mom didn’t seem to have missed him at all.

“Hey, kid, some of us want a chance to feel the melons, could you move along?” A gruff voice in his ear shook Oliver from his memories.

Eyes wide, he was quick to move the cart and mumbled apologies as he left the disgruntled shopper behind him. It had been a long time since he allowed himself to think about Amelia, much less let himself get lost in thoughts about his mother. It left a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach.

 

 

APPROACHING THE registers, he spotted the manager, arms crossed, staring him down. He must have left the Fortress of Solitude, aka the upstairs office, to make sure Oliver made good on his promise to pay for everything. Oliver tipped his head toward him in acknowledgment, before loading the items onto the conveyer belt.

There was a fresh-faced, perky brunette swiping each of his items as they completed their trip to the scanner. She swept each item over the glass plate, smiling at him every time the machine beeped. Oliver gave her a small smile in return but tried not to make eye contact too often. He had an idea she was trying to subtly flirt with him, even though her boss was standing right there watching their interaction. The belt stopped with one item just out of her reach. She leaned over, giving him a direct view of her ample cleavage, as she grabbed the item. Oliver was a little disgusted by her transparent ploy to get his attention. When she straightened, she gave a giggle and a quick wink Oliver was sure she thought the manager wouldn’t catch. Glancing over at the middle-aged, portly man in a sweat-stained, white button-down Oliver saw that he hadn’t missed the exchange. Great, now he would think Oliver was trying to use some girl to help him steal or something.

Oliver coughed, “Not interested,” hoping it was clear enough a statement for the girl to put an end to her flirting game and just hurry up and finish checking the items out, rather than him.

She blinked, her eyes wide, looking as if no one had ever uttered those words to her before. At least Oliver could tell from the expression that she had indeed heard and understood him. He tried to smile in the hopes of softening the blow, but when he saw the glassiness of her eyes, he groaned internally. Shit. Making girls cry was definitely not his thing.

“Uh… look,” he said quickly in a quiet voice, hoping the manager’s hearing wasn’t as good as his eyesight, “you’re a lovely girl, I’m sure, but, uh, I prefer people with their… umm, plumbing on the outside, if you get what I mean.” The vacant look in her watery eyes told him that she definitely didn’t get what he meant.

Oliver sighed and stepped a little closer. “I prefer guys, okay?” Her confusion quickly turned to disgust, her nose turning up and lips turning down.

“Gross,” she muttered as she was quick to finish ringing up the sale.

“You didn’t think so a minute ago,” he bit back before he could think twice about it.

The girl put her hands on her hips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Oliver tried hard not to roll his eyes. Sure, he thought, you weren’t just flashing me your special on melons a minute ago. Before he could reply aloud to her, the girl had turned to the ever-watchful manager.

“Mr. Wooly, this customer is hitting on me. Make him stop.”

Oliver’s jaw dropped. She was delusional. He turned to the manager, sure the fear was shining in his eyes. The older man sighed and clenched his teeth, looking as if he was long-suffering for having to deal with crazy teens.

“Gina, I clearly saw you wink at him. Let’s just finish up this transaction, and you can go on break, all right?”

“But Mr. Wooly, isn’t it sexual harassment?” She pouted and blinked as if willing those earlier tears to finally fall.

“Yes, Gina, but he would be the victim. Let’s go.”

She gave Oliver a look of hatred and disdain before pounding out a few keys on the register. “$105.60,” she spat at him. Oliver carefully counted out five twenty-dollar bills, a five, and a single before handing it all over to her. Gina took it between pinched fingers, as if she were afraid she might catch “the gay” by touching the money.

“I promise it’s not contagious,” Oliver couldn’t help but say. He heard the manager try to hide a chuckle with a cough. Gina’s body language screamed “not amused.” She counted out his change and dropped it on the counter, pushing it in his direction rather than handing it to him. Oliver rolled his eyes and shook his head, swept the cold change into his hand, and deposited it into his denim pocket before gathering up all his bags.

“Have a lovely day, hot stuff,” he told Gina with a wink and a little wave before hurrying out to the sounds of her whiny complaining to Mr. Wooly.




Chapter Seven

 

 

BY THE time he had gotten down two long blocks, the bags were all in danger of puking their guts out onto the unforgiving cream concrete slabs he walked on. Arms like lead and fingers throbbing, Oliver decided he needed to take a break if he expected to be able to get back to the twins’ house with their food intact and not as a tossed salad of unappetizing contents.

Feet dragging, he made his way to a bench and sank with a sigh onto its worn and splintered surface. Hunched over, he allowed the plastic handles to slide off his fingers. It was a jerky journey, like water tripping over rocks in a shallow babbling brook. As the sea of white puddled at his feet, he flexed his swollen red fingers, urging the circulation back into his precious digits.

He slung his arms over the back of the bench and, with eyes closed, tipped his head toward the sky. The warm rays toasted his skin and renewed his energy. With big gulps, Oliver sucked in the fresh air until he felt ready to move on after the short break. Before he could gather himself, a shadow fell over his face, cutting off the rejuvenating heat and causing a chill to run through his body. His eyes flashed open and dread filled his gut, rising swiftly, almost choking him.

“Hey, Princess, long time no see,” the towering being said, gravelly voice instilling fear. Even though the sun silhouetted the man’s features, leaving his face undistinguishable, Oliver knew without a shadow of a doubt whom the voice belonged to.

“Hey, Marcus,” he mumbled back, knowing staying silent wouldn’t make his unwanted company leave.

The man called Marcus kicked the crinkly bags at Oliver’s feet. “Looks like you’re doing well for yourself. That’s a whole lot of food for a skinny bitch like you. Got a new sugar daddy?”

Oliver hung his head, trying not to let the memories of not so distant indiscretions come flooding back. “Nah… nothing like that. Just running an errand for some folks in exchange for a hot meal. No biggie.”

Marcus tsked while bending over to rummage through the bags. The close proximity allowed Oliver an unfettered look at the intricate web of scars running across the large man’s dark bald head and down his face. Marcus might have been good-looking at some point but, after encounters with gangbangers and jealous spouses, his face was pocked and marred, so menacing that no sane person would think about crossing him. He was the kind of man that made women pull their kids to the other side of the street regardless of traffic. He made men careful to look at their feet and not make eye contact as they passed; twisting their bodies to make sure they wouldn’t accidentally brush up against him.

“Looks like it’s going to be a pretty epic meal,” Marcus finally said after straightening back to his full height.

Oliver shrugged. “I guess….”

“Shame you can’t eat like that on a regular basis, huh?”

Oliver gave a weak chuckle. “It would ruin my girlish figure.”

Marcus looked him up and down, lust flaring in his eyes. “I dunno, boy, you could stand to gain a little more junk in the trunk. Imagine the money you could make with that perfect ass. Just say the word and I could make that happen for ya.”

As he tried to swallow past the lump in his throat, Oliver’s brain reeled to think of a comeback that wouldn’t get him backhanded or dragged into an alley to be used and abused. Thankfully, he heard his name being called before he could come up with something appropriate. Swinging toward the sound, Oliver saw a familiar figure headed toward them. Relief was quick to wash over him.

“Ollie, good to see you.” The uniformed man clapped a strong hand on Oliver’s shoulder, squeezing it slightly.

“Hey,” Oliver replied, trying not to show the reprieve he felt at the new character’s arrival.

“Who’s your friend?” the officer asked, nodding his chin toward Marcus.

Oliver glanced between the two men, both tall and broad with battle scars, some of them from different sides of the same war. He wondered if they actually knew each other.

“Don’t know,” Oliver mumbled. “Just some guy asking for directions.” If the officer knew he was lying, he didn’t let it show, for which Oliver was grateful.

The other man looked up at Marcus, his face blank of emotion. “Is that so? Well, I’m sure I can assist you. Where are you looking to go?”

“Nowhere important, ya Oreo,” Marcus said with a sneer. Oliver cringed at the slur. The officer just raised an eyebrow, rather than rising to the bait.

“Suit yourself,” he said, “but I have need of Ollie here so if you wouldn’t mind moving along….” The look he gave Marcus left little room for argument. Marcus stood his ground for mere moments before he spat on the ground and stalked off in the opposite direction. The officer rounded the bags surrounding Oliver’s feet before taking a seat on the bench next to him.

When Oliver got in trouble a few years ago, Officer Richards was one of his arresting officers. He took it upon himself to keep an eye on Oliver both while he was incarcerated and after he got out. Richards wasn’t really a parole officer, he was more of a beat cop, but he had Oliver check in every week, therefore Oliver often referred to him as his PO.

Richards lifted his chin toward the gathering. “What’s all this?”

Oliver rolled his shoulders and tipped his head side to side, trying to release the tension that had built up from the previous encounter.

“Just running an errand for some old ladies,” he said.

“I see. That’s nice of you. I can put you down for some volunteer work if you’re interested.”

Oliver shrugged, not wanting to make more commitments. He wasn’t against helping others, but he had just signed on for two months’ worth of who knows what. He didn’t need any more dumped on his plate at the moment.

“And what’s with the welt on your head? Get into a brawl?”

Oliver’s hand reached up and grazed the lump on his forehead. He had honestly forgotten about it.

“I got hit by a door… accidentally. No big deal.”

Richards looked like he wanted to comment on it further, but a sudden burst of static that made Oliver jump had him changing his mind. The officer looked a bit sheepish before grabbing at the speaker clipped at his shoulder. Before he could push the button, there was more static and a disembodied voice.

“Richards, you by Fifth?”

Officer Richard’s face grew serious as he brought the speaker to his mouth to respond. “Not far. What’s up?”

“Possible robbery in progress at the convenience store. Sending units over to back you up.”

“On my way.” He stood, his shadow casting a similar shade over Oliver, but it didn’t feel cold and ominous like the one Marcus had projected earlier. “Duty calls. Don’t forget to call in on Friday. We’ll catch up.” Oliver nodded, swallowing hard as the man turned to leave.

“Hey, Richards,” he called. The older man looked over his shoulder at Oliver. “Be careful.”

Richards gave half a smile. “I always am,” he responded before jogging off toward Fifth Avenue.

Oliver was quick to gather the bags strewn at his feet. He needed to get up and out of there before Marcus came back, otherwise Richards’s next call might be for an assault and battery or a homicide. Oliver may not have had much to live for anymore, but he wasn’t ready to call it quits quite yet.




Chapter Eight

 

 

OLIVER ROUNDED the corner, cursing the old twins under his breath for needing so many damn groceries. They looked like frail birds; couldn’t they eat like them too? His arms felt leaden, and he wondered if he’d ever be able to hold a paintbrush again. Sweat ran down his brow, stinging his eyes. The house was in view, but it seemed to get farther away with every heavy step Oliver took. He contemplated putting half the bags down and making two trips. It was close enough that he could keep an eye on the waiting parcels while depositing the rest inside the yard. The idea seemed better and better as the moments ticked by and his fingers throbbed painfully.

As he bent down to deposit a handful of bags to their temporary resting place, he heard a loud clanging, followed by an equally loud curse. Swinging his head, he saw Simon standing by a beat-up, rusted old car—a Mustang?—nursing a finger in his mouth. Oliver was temporarily mesmerized by the sight, but when he saw the other boy look his way, he was quick to turn away and straighten up. Couldn’t have the neighbor see him being weak. He’d struggle to get the bags to the house if it was the last thing he did. He tried to hurry up the walk, but his fingers had gone numb, and the bags were starting to slip. Moments later the first bag took a not-so-graceful trip to the ground.

“Shit,” he muttered, hoping it wasn’t the one with the eggs inside. Bending at the waist he tried to retrieve it, but his fingers just didn’t want to work in the way they were supposed to.

“Need a hand?”

The voice was very close to his ear, and Oliver jumped, causing more bags to fly from his unstable grip. So intent on picking up the bag, Oliver had forgotten about the greasy neighbor.

“Goddammit!” he exclaimed, his heart beating like a scared rabbit. The resounding laughter behind him did nothing but boil his blood. He spun around, losing even more bags in the process, and glared at the object of his anger.

Oliver’s rage must have been written all over his face because Simon put his hands up in surrender, as he took a small step back.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you,” Simon said, slowly dropping the hands. “Just looked as if you were struggling.”

“Like you care,” Oliver muttered before turning to look at the bags strewn across the sidewalk and on the edge of Simon’s lawn.

“I suppose I might feel just a tad bit guilty for clocking you in the head earlier,” Simon admitted, bending down to collect a couple of the bags.

“I bet,” Oliver said, rolling his eyes even though he knew Simon couldn’t see his actions.

The other boy stood tall, the majority of the shopping bags dangling from his hands. They rustled as Simon shrugged his broad shoulders. “Think what you want. I don’t feel bad for calling you out on what you are, but the door thing was an accident.”

Oliver didn’t react to Simon’s words. His gaze was fixed on the other boy’s hand. Simon’s head dropped, presumably to see what Oliver was staring at.

“You’re bleeding,” Oliver commented, a slight waver in his voice.

“So I am,” Simon responded. Thick red blood oozed out from under his fingernail, which looked to be hanging on by a thread.

Oliver felt himself sway slightly. No, no, no. He couldn’t faint. Not in front of this guy. Not in front of anyone. A distant thud reached his ears just before a strong, blood-free hand grabbed him.

“Are you okay? You’re whiter than a sheet of loose leaf.”

Oliver was surprised to find Simon’s face full of what seemed to be sincere concern. He wanted to tell the other boy to remove his hand, but Oliver wasn’t sure he’d stay upright without the tenacious grip to ground him.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Oliver finally managed to get out. Simon looked unconvinced, but removed his hand. His dark head ducked down as he picked up the bags he had dropped when he came to Oliver’s aid. Oliver watched the sun bounce off the tousled locks, feeling the residual heat from Simon’s hand diminish. He wasn’t sure why, but it left him feeling a little emptier inside. Another reminder of how alone he was.

With the bloody finger out of sight, Oliver’s head stopped swimming, and he was quick to grab the rest of the groceries. Empty hand outstretched, he motioned for Simon to hand over his stash of white plastic bags, but the neighbor shook those locks from side to side.

“I’ve got these. I’ll walk ’em up for you,” Simon said, stepping around Oliver to head for the twins’ home.

Oliver sped up to get in front of the other boy. “I can get them, really. No need to trouble yourself. Go… uh, wash that hand or something.” He stuck his empty hand out again, reaching for the bags Simon was holding.

Simon dodged Oliver’s hand, doing some kind of fancy footwork to evade him all together and continue on the path to their destination. He glanced over his shoulder and gave Oliver a genuine smile.

“You coming, or what?”

Oliver took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. He didn’t get the guy’s 180 personality change, but the fact remained that Oliver needed to get to the house and deliver the groceries. Secretly, he was thankful for the respite his fingers got from Simon carrying half the load, but he sure as hell wouldn’t tell that to the grease monkey.

Oliver would like to say “Owe no one” was his motto, but between the little old ladies taking him in, Richards saving his ass from Marcus earlier, and having Simon help him with the bags, it really didn’t fit at the moment. It probably should have been “Take no prisoners” from the start, but his hidden gentle nature would never allow him to be out and out cruel, not even to those who truly deserved it. Often, it sucked being the “good guy,” but even with his prison background and the rough life after, his upbringing was too ingrained in him to be anything but intrinsically good. He could play at being otherwise, but only to an extent, and he suspected anyone with a keen enough eye could see right through the act.

He stopped a moment, wondering if Simon’s eyes were quite that keen. Perhaps that was the reason for the change in demeanor. Oliver would have to up his game. When he got sent away to prison, he promised himself he wouldn’t get too close to anyone ever again. Connections led to disconnects—painful, gut-wrenching, heartbreaking separations—and Oliver knew he couldn’t survive any more of those. The human heart could only take so much before it was broken for good, and his was already held together with sloppy stitches of gossamer strands. It was only a matter of time before the thread snapped and the pieces crumbled, but that couldn’t happen until Oliver had paid his dues in full, and he was working with below minimum wages. He should be upping the suffering instead of accepting the help.

Simon had stopped and was looking over his shoulder again at the motionless Oliver. There were questions in his eyes but still a smile on his face. With a dip of the chin, he beckoned Oliver to join him.

Take no prisoners, indeed.




Chapter Nine

 

 

HE BREEZED by Simon, not bothering to return the smile. Timing his steps, he was able to get in the gate and have it shut just as the neighbor approached hands full. Oliver thought he heard a curse slip through those lips. He was pretty sure they weren’t turned up in a smile anymore either. Good. That was the way it had to be. The way it would be better… for them all.

Clomping up the steps, Oliver put his free hand on the knob, ready to bust in and announce his arrival, but he stood frozen, internally waging war with himself. Was he the “bad” boy, serving to maintain distance between himself and those who were trying to help; or would he use the manners instilled in him by his father, the man he assumed was looking down and judging his every move? Raising his hand to knock, he felt a presence at his back; Simon had caught up. Oliver bit his lip and damned poor timing before rapping sharply on the wood door.

“Thanks for holding the gate,” Simon said, so close the words warmed the back of Oliver’s neck.

“You seemed so capable that I figured it wouldn’t be a problem for you to open it,” Oliver quipped, not bothering to turn around.

“That’s how it’s going to be, huh?” Simon said, bumping his shoulder into Oliver’s.

Oliver said nothing, his inner monolog chanting for one of the women to hurry it up and open the door. There was a rustling behind him and a warm arm snaked through the space left between his waist and elbow. Oliver stiffened, thinking Simon was going to wrap that arm around his stomach and give him a hug. The tension increased as he felt Simon’s body come into full contact with his back. What the hell was going on? It was a long-missed sensation, and Oliver’s body wanted to give in, to lean back into the impending embrace, regardless of the possible outcome. His brain knew better than to make a move. Taking a deep breath, he prepared to ask Simon just what the fuck he thought he was doing, when he noticed the neighbor’s hand on the knob, turning and pushing in to open the door for them.

Oliver deflated, mentally kicking himself for thinking the guy had anything other than pure intentions. This was the same guy who wanted to call the cops on him, Oliver reminded himself. Rather than make any verbal response to Simon’s action, Oliver simply stepped forward, causing the other boy’s arm to graze his hip as it slid back.

“You’re welcome,” Simon said, his voice oddly husky.

“Yeah, thanks,” Oliver relented, not daring to turn to face the other boy. He continued into the kitchen, not bothering to see if Simon was following. He found the twins sitting at a small bistro-style table, sipping tea and eating cookies.

“’Bout time,” Tude said when she looked up and spied Oliver and his bags. Her sister laid a hand on her arm.

“Don’t mind her, dear. She’s always waiting for her next meal. I joke with her that I never needed a dog with her around, begging to be fed,” Vera said to Oliver, a twinkle in her eye. Tude just glared at her sister.

“Oh, you brought another mouth to feed. How nice,” the grumpier of the two said when Simon stepped into the room.

“Oh, you know you love to feed me,” Simon said with a wink before putting his bags on the counter.

“That’s what you think,” the old lady muttered.

Simon laughed. “No worries, Miss Tude, I can’t stay. Got to get back to work on my car. I just stopped to lend a hand.” He cast a meaningful glance to Oliver, who was quick to look away, before planting a chaste kiss on her old papery cheek. “Maybe next time,” he told her before waving to Vera, who had gotten up to start unpacking bags.

Tude followed suit and got up to help her sister put away the groceries. Oliver was at a loss of what to do. Did he offer to help? Slink away to his new, temporary room? Tude cleared her throat, getting his attention and held up a dented box, eyebrow raised. He felt the heat creep up his neck to his cheeks.

“I, umm… accidentally dropped a couple bags. Sorry,” he mumbled, eyes cast down.

“Of course you did. Those skinny arms of yours must have been breaking under the weight of all of these,” Tude said, arm stretched out to indicate the large number of bags, as if Oliver didn’t know.

“Next time, just take the car, dear; then this won’t be an issue,” Vera called over her shoulder while standing on tiptoe trying to get a box on a high shelf. Oliver strode over and gently nudged the box from her hand and onto the shelf. She gave him a grateful smile before returning to unpacking.

“I really don’t think you want me to do that,” Oliver said, leaning against the back counter trying to avoid two sets of inquisitive eyes.

“Were you in jail for car stealin’?” Tude asked. She was rewarded with a weak slap to the hand from her sister.

“That’s none of our business,” Vera said.

Oliver shook his head. “Nope. Not grand theft auto.” He could tell them that much at least.

“Well, then, I don’t think we need to be worrying about you with our car,” Tude said before bending over and disappearing behind the counter to put some cans away.

“I would have to politely disagree,” Oliver said.

The women stopped what they were doing and stood shoulder to shoulder, twin gazes burning questioning holes into Oliver. He could tell them the truth, the whole truth that the last time he drove a car, it ended in the worst kind of disaster and heartbreak. He could let them in on the destructive path it led him down and what he actually ended up in jail for.

The weight of their combined stares almost made him crumble, but then he imagined those caring, concerned eyes turning into orbs of disgust and disappointment. Oliver was surprised to find his pulse racing, and the breaths he took were shaky. No, he’d continue to keep the secret close to his heart. He tried to put on a sheepish smile, hoping the act to come would be convincing enough to keep them off his back on the car issue.

“You don’t want me to take the car, because I don’t know how to drive,” Oliver finally said, looking down after uttering the words and grinding his toe into the linoleum tile, hoping to get that “oh my God, that was embarrassing to say” look.

“Oh, is that all?” Tude said, exasperation evident in her voice.

“That’s nothing to be ashamed of dear,” Vera added. “We’ll just get someone to teach you!”

Oliver’s head shot up, eyes wide with panic. The twins were smiling and patting each other on the back for coming up with what they thought was the perfect solution. He felt his breath catch, his heart going off like a horse when it hears the starting shot fired. Air was suddenly extinct in Oliver’s world. His lungs screamed and dots danced before his eyes, getting down to the techno beat of his heart—his own private rave that no one else could hear the music to. He felt his grip tighten on the Formica, and his last thought was he hoped they wouldn’t be pissed about having to clean blood off the floor.




Chapter Ten

 

 

“OH MY, do you think he’s hurt his brain? That’s twice in one day.”

“Don’t be silly, Vera. Teens have hard heads. He’ll be fine…. Think we can kick him out of the way? I need to get into that cupboard.”

Oliver could hear the women talking about him, but was loath to open his eyes and have to start up that driving conversation again. He wondered how long he could lie there before they called the paramedics. Maybe their age-addled brains would forget about it by then. Remembering the way Tude had initially tricked him, he knew the chances of them having sudden amnesia on the topic were slim to none. Sighing, he slowly cracked open his eyes to see two wrinkly faces peering down at him. Tude had her foot pulled back slightly, as if she really was going to punt him across the kitchen floor.

“Oh, good, you’re alive. Now get out of the way so we can finish up here,” Tude said, looking disappointed at having to put her foot down.

Vera chastised her sister before bending closer to his face. “Are you okay, dear? Do we need to call someone? Simon, maybe?”

Oliver was quick to sit up at the idea of Simon coming to pick him up off the floor. The blood rushed from his head at the sudden movement, and he was afraid he was going to do another swan dive. At least it’s not so far to fall this time. Thankfully, the moment passed and he stayed upright. The twins still stared at him—Tude with annoyance and Vera with concern.

“I’ll be fine, just… uh, give me a minute or two. Must have been the heat or low blood sugar or something.”

“Oh dear,” Vera said. “Take your time, and I’ll put a sandwich together for you. We can’t have you falling down all over the house.”

“Yeah, I don’t think our insurance covers idiots,” Tude grumbled while turning around to put the box back on the counter when she realized he would continue to block her way for a while longer.

He watched as they busied themselves with other things around the kitchen, thinking about his traitorous body and how he really needed to get his anxiety issues under control. Twice in one day was troublesome. Not only did it make him look weak, it made others concerned for his well-being and he didn’t want that.

Vera stepped in front of him, plate and full glass in hand. She met his upturned gaze with a smile and cocked her head toward the small table that had earlier been occupied. He watched her place the items on the table and fuss with folding a napkin for him.

Oliver gathered his legs beneath him and took his time getting back to an upright position. Feeling satisfied that his stupid body would allow him to make the short trip to the table, he pushed away from the counter and joined the cheerier of his companions. Vera patted the only open chair left, and he looked toward Tude before sitting.

“Oh, don’t worry about her. She won’t sit to eat until everything’s put away,” Vera said shaking her head slightly.

“A place for everything and everything in its place,” Tude said, closing a cabinet door harder than necessary.

A smile flitted across his face at the credo before he took his seat. Vera pushed the plate toward him, a silent command to eat. He happily obliged. Flavor he wasn’t expecting tickled his taste buds. Something sharp and tangy danced on his tongue, and he closed his eyes to savor the flavor. His artist’s mind imagined trying to represent the delectable condiment as an array of colors: bright and bold with slashes of dark to represent the smoky undertones.

“What. Is. This?” he inquired, his mouth struggling to form the words around the food he had yet to swallow.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Tude snapped from across the room. Oliver flushed and swallowed as the cantankerous woman complained about kids today having no manners.

“Sorry,” he mumbled before taking a swig of milk.

Vera patted his hand. “It’s okay. We always get that kind of reaction.” Tude nodded, backing up her sister’s words.

“You make sandwiches for a lot of folks?”

“We used to own a small café,” Vera explained, leaning back in her chair. Oliver was impressed to find the ladies had been business owners.

“What happened to it?”

“We got too old to run it,” Vera said, a sad smile on her face. A loud “hrmph” came from her sister.

“More like we got ran out of business,” Tude said, slamming a cabinet door, making her sister cringe.

Oliver frowned, putting down the remainder of the sandwich. “How so?”

Tude slapped her palms down on the countertop and leaned all her weight forward. “That fancy chain coffee shop kept hounding us to sell. When we refused, things seemed to just ‘happen.’”

“What kind of things?” Oliver asked.

“Shipments never made it to us. Checks would get ‘lost’ and our power would go out. Can’t make or bake when there’s no ’lectricty.” Vera nodded in agreement. “The final straw was the break-in. My sweet sister was there one night closing up when she heard the sound of breaking glass. She ran out from the back to see some man sticking his hand through the hole he made, trying to reach the lock. Poor Vera almost had a heart attack. She screamed and hit at his hand with a broomstick until the police arrived. Good thing the alarm had been set so they were there right quick and caught the guy.”

“They were wonderful,” Vera chimed in.

“They would have been better if they had gotten the guy to admit he was working for that company,” Tude grumbled.

“We don’t know that for sure, sister dear. It could just have been unfortunate timing.”

“Unfortunate timing, my wrinkly backside,” Tude spat. “We might not have been able to prove it, but I know in my heart of hearts that it was connected.”

Vera stood and crossed to her sister, patting the identically wrinkled hand. “There, there. Don’t go getting yourself all worked up; it’s bad for your blood pressure. Besides, it’s all in the past and we’re too old to handle running the café. Better we can relax and enjoy our twilight.”

“Never too old to cook,” Tude argued halfheartedly.

“What was the place called?” Oliver asked.

Twin heads turned his way, smiles on their faces as they recited in unison, “Double Your Pleasure.”

Oliver bit back a groan. “That wasn’t trademarked?”

The women looked confused. “No. Why would it be?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Ya know, there was that gum company that used it as part of their slogan?”

Tude made a swatting notion. “Oh, they wouldn’t have bothered us. They had bigger fish to fry, I’m sure.”

“I guess….” Oliver figured they just hadn’t caught wind of it.

“You guess right,” Tude said. “Now finish eating. These old bones can’t be standing forever, you know.”

Oliver flushed, having forgotten there were only two chairs available in the kitchen. He hurried to shove the rest of the delicious sandwich in his mouth. Hopefully he wouldn’t choke on it.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

THE WOMEN watched him like hawks to make sure he cleaned up his lunch dishes. “Don’t leave a crumb. We don’t need no bugs,” Tude chided him. Oliver was careful to make sure everything was immaculate. Heaven forbid he brought an army of roaches to their humble abode to fight over a sliver of bread.

They then shooed him out of the kitchen, not so gently suggesting he take a shower. Hot running water sounded heavenly to him, but the thought of changing back into dirty clothes wasn’t anywhere near as appealing.

His trip up the stairs was slow and heavy. While he was used to being… not so flower fresh, he was pretty sure the women would put up with his delicate aroma for only so long. It suddenly occurred to him that they probably had a washing machine that didn’t need quarters to make it run. His only change of clothing was also dirty after some rude businessman dumped his coffee out on the sidewalk ignoring the fact that Oliver was sitting there. Maybe Tude and Vera would let him wash them before he showered.

He picked up speed, taking two steps at a time, giddy at the thought of clean clothes and a clean body. Long strides had him at the door to his temporary resting ground. He swung it open and stopped short, stunned by the sight in front of him.

The desk that had been in front of the window had been removed—where to he had no clue. In its place was an easel, just as he had imagined when he first walked into the room earlier that day. Next to it stood a rolling cart chock full of painting supplies: brushes, oils, acrylics, palette knives. A veritable rainbow beckoned him to drop everything and paint. A small stool sat on the other side of the cart, giving him the option to sit if he preferred. He allowed himself a brief daydream of spending all day sitting there, painting the view out the window, not having to worry about who saw him or whether it was going to rain on his creation.

“Happy?” came a voice from behind him. Oliver spun around, so lost in his dreaming that he hadn’t heard the sisters follow him.

“I don’t understand…,” he started, unsure how everything got there and why they did it.

“You said you liked to paint,” Tude said.

“And we had all these supplies in the attic already,” Vera added.

“They were just collecting dust, so someone might as well put them to use,” Tude finished. Oliver didn’t see a speck of dirt on the items. In fact, they looked brand-new. He was suspicious. People didn’t just give him stuff without expecting something in return. What would these women want?

“A thank-you would be nice,” Tude grunted.

“I… of course, thank you… but….”

“But what? We’re done. You say thank you for a gift and that’s that.”

“Not in my world,” Oliver muttered.

“Oh, you poor dear.” Vera stroked his arm. It made Oliver uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to… friendly touches anymore.

“You do still need to shower,” Tude said, breaking the tension.

“Sorry,” Oliver replied, “but I could stand to wash some clothes first, if that would be possible.”

“Of course you can wash clothes,” Vera said, “but we’ve got some clean ones you can wear in the meantime.” She walked over to the dresser and pulled out drawers showing clean T-shirts, jeans, and underwear. Oliver was a bit freaked-out. Why would they have all those clothes? Did they randomly take people in? Make a project out of them? Then what? He had visions of them fattening him up and then shoving him in the oven. Maybe that sandwich he ate earlier had been made out of previous projects!

“Thank… you?” Oliver finally said, slowly pulling a pair of pants from the drawer. Surreptitiously, he checked the label. Close in size, but not exact. He didn’t know if he should be relieved or not. It was still very odd that they had all this stuff all of a sudden. Were they hiding it somewhere or did they race out to get things while he was food shopping? He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.

“There are towels in the linen closet next to the bathroom,” Vera said, pointing at the other end of the hallway.

“Thanks,” Oliver said before the two women headed out of the room to give him some privacy.

 

 

HIS SHOWER had been a blissful experience. The whole drawers of clothes thing was definitely weird, but it sure was nice to put on something clean that wasn’t threadbare and falling apart. When he had gotten back into his room, he noticed there was still time to get some painting in before he lost the light. Looking down at his pristine clothes, he wondered if he should change back into his dirty stuff. He’d hate to get paint on the new items they had given him. Glancing around, he realized his dirty clothes were gone, both sets. One of the twins must have grabbed them to wash. Oliver let out a long sigh and grabbed his fresh, clean shirt at the hem. In one fluid motion, he had it up and over his head. Folding it neatly, he laid it on the end of the bed, out of harm’s way.

There was a slight chill in the air and the little hairs on his body stood at attention. A brisk rub to both arms had him feeling more comfortable. He dragged the little stool around the cart and set it in front of the easel. A blank canvas was put into place before he started squeezing different tubes of paint onto a palette. An image formed in his head as he mixed the paints and contemplated which brush to use. Typically he painted abstract art on small canvases that easily fit in his average-sized backpack, choosing to express his emotions through color and brushstroke, but this time he was drawn to the flowering tree outside his window. Its trunk was wide and strong, but its branches willowy, blowing in the wind. Petals showered down with every movement, covering the freshly shorn lawn with what was probably a fragrant pink blanket. The setting sun streamed through the leaves, casting dancing shadows on top of the fallen petals.

Oliver kept his eyes on the tree, barely looking toward what he was putting on the canvas. His hands moved like a man possessed, smearing paint on the piece before dipping in for a new color. He discarded brushes and grabbed new ones for different textures and strokes.

An undetermined amount of time passed him by. It was often like that, that he’d lose hours while working on a painting. Not necessarily the brightest idea when he was on the streets, but he would try to find what he deemed a safe place before he set down to work. It was nice not to have to worry about that aspect while he painted the scene outside his window.

Eventually he put the brush down and turned his head, unsure what he’d see on the canvas. The image that greeted him was ethereal. There were aspects that screamed tree, but the petals were just abstract dots and dashes. The bark was lined and mottled with color and texture. The streaming light, blocks of fire falling from above. It was stunning, and Oliver was surprised it came from his hand.

“Huh. No wonder why the Wonder Twins want to keep you around.”

A masculine voice had Oliver swinging his head toward the door. Leaning against the jamb, looking like someone out of a greaser movie, was Simon, his eyes focused on Oliver, rather than the work of art that had just been created. Looking down, Oliver was reminded that he was shirtless. While he was in decent shape—hard to be fat when you barely ate—Oliver was always self-conscious about the scars that marred his chest and back.

He stood abruptly, knocking the stool over in the process of reaching for his shirt to cover up, his eyes never leaving Simon’s imposing figure. The other boy raised an eyebrow at the actions.

“Don’t cover up on my account. I was almost enjoying the scenery,” Simon said.

Oliver flushed but couldn’t help asking, “Almost?”

Simon shrugged his broad shoulders. “Yeah… just that dirt and I don’t agree….”

Oliver saw red. His shirt dropped to the floor as he drew his fist back. It had been nice while it lasted, he thought, but he knew better than most that all good things come to an end. This journey would be no different.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

“WHOA, WAIT!” Simon’s eyes had grown wide, and he threw his hands up in defense. “Bad choice of words. I was talking about the paint!”

Oliver stopped, fist still raised, and looked down at himself. In his work-induced haze he had splattered paint all over his freshly showered chest and his new pants. A feeling of dread settled in his stomach.

“Shit. These were new,” he said to himself, ignoring Simon’s presence.

“I’m sure Vera can get them clean. She does wonders with all my grease-covered clothes.” Oliver looked up and saw an apologetic Simon. “Sorry about before. I was trying to be funny, but… uh, I guess I fail at comedy. No harm meant.”

Oliver looked him over. He seemed genuinely sorry for his comment.

“I, umm, guess I’m a little sensitive too,” he admitted to the neighbor.

Simon gave a sheepish grin. “I guess we’re even, then.”

Oliver gave a quick nod of agreement before looking down at his pants again.

“You should probably get out of those,” Simon said, his voice sounding odd.

“Right.” Oliver unbuttoned the pants and stuck his thumbs in the waistband, all set to drop trou when he looked up and noticed a flushed Simon watching intently. He felt the heat rise to his own cheeks and removed his hands. “Maybe I should go do this in the bathroom.”

Simon shook his head, tousling his hair in the process. “No, no. I’ll leave. Sorry.” He turned to go, but Oliver called out to him.

“Is there a reason you came up here in the first place?”

Simon looked over his shoulder. “Oh, yeah, dinner is ready.” Oliver raised an eyebrow. “I was invited since my folks are out of town. When I came over, they sent me to fetch you.”

“Gotcha.”

“I’ll tell them you’ll be down in a few.” He headed off leaving Oliver to change, yet again.

 

 

THEY WERE all waiting in the luxurious dining room when Oliver finally joined them, dirty pants in hand. Vera wordlessly put her hand out for them, no questions asked.

“Sorry,” Oliver said, feeling awful.

“Don’t you worry your little head over it. We should have thought enough to get you a smock of some sort,” she replied.

“That’s not necessary. You’ve done so much already. I’ll just use my old clothes. No one will notice any additional paint on them.”

“We’ll work something out, dear. For now, have a seat before my poor sister starts eating the tablecloth. It’s a family heirloom. I’d hate to see it damaged.” She winked at him before disappearing into the kitchen with the paint-splattered pants.

Oliver mumbled another apology as he slid into the seat across from the grumpy twin, who glared at him. Simon was to his left and Vera would take the seat at the head of the table when she returned. The heavy crystal pitchers were back as well as the covered dishes. These chicks cooked like every day was Thanksgiving. Oliver’s stomach growled loudly in anticipation.

“Sorry!” he said, embarrassed by bodily functions he had no control over.

Vera glided back into the room and started removing covers. Tude was quick to help, wanting to dig into the feast. Grace was said and food was handed out in record time.

In between bites and mouthfuls, the questions started, bombarding Oliver from all sides.

“So how old are you?” Simon asked. Oliver wasn’t sure if he was truly curious or just trying to make polite small talk.

“Eighteen,” he replied after he swallowed a mouthful of butter drenched garlic bread.

“Oh, so a little younger than me. I pegged you for older,” Simon replied.

“Yeah, well… living on the streets can age a person.” If they knew half of what Oliver went through, they’d be surprised at how young he looked.

“I can only imagine…,” Simon said his voice soft.

“Why ain’t ya in school?” Tude wanted to know.

Oliver raised a brow. “Because I dropped out and then was in jail. I did get some tutoring while I was in, but not enough to take my GED. It’s kind of pointless now. Who’s going to hire me when I have a record?”

“Oh, I’m sure lots of people would hire a nice, strong, young man like yourself,” Vera said, putting her fork down before patting his hand.

“Don’t be so sure….” Oliver wasn’t anywhere as optimistic as she was.

“What about family?” Simon spoke up. “Isn’t there anyone we could… call for you?”

Oliver swallowed hard past the sudden lump in his throat. He was quiet for a few moments, willing the rising emotions to settle down.

“No one who would care,” he finally said and then shoveled some food into his mouth hoping that they would get the hint to stop asking questions.

“They’re family, I’m sure they’re worried about you,” Vera said, not letting the subject drop.

Oliver brought his fist down on the wood tabletop. “I promise you, she’s not.”

“No need to dent our table,” Tude said, looking annoyed.

“Sorry,” Oliver said. He sure was apologizing a lot these days.

“So, uh, it seems you’re pretty good at that art thing,” Simon said, thankfully changing the subject.

“I’m okay, I suppose,” Oliver said, suddenly bashful. He had a hard time handling compliments of any sort.

“I might not know a lot about art, but that painting looked pretty good to me. My friend works at a coffee shop, and he might be able to talk to his boss about displaying it.”

“Ollie doesn’t want anything to do with that coffee shop,” Tude interrupted.

“Ollie?” The only people who had ever called him Ollie had been his dad and Officer Richards.

“We all have nicknames, so should you,” Tude said, crossing her frail arms as if daring him to deny her.

Oliver just sighed. Some things weren’t worth fighting over. “Why wouldn’t I want anything to do with the coffee shop?” he asked instead.

“Because that’s the one that ran us out!” Tude replied, fire in her eyes.

“Oh. I see,” Oliver said. “Then you’re right, I don’t want anything to do with it.” He flashed Simon an apologetic smile.

“Smart boy,” Tude said before grabbing the bowl of vegetables and shoving it toward him. “Now eat up. You’re too skinny.”

She didn’t have to tell him twice.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

THE DAYS took on a familiar rhythm. There were always chores waiting for him in the morning, but his afternoons were free. He spent much of that time painting. By the time his trial period was over, he’d have enough for a gallery show. He laughed at the thought of someone offering him such a thing. His best bet would probably be to hang them up in some alley and get the hookers to say they were pretty pictures.

He saw Simon on occasion, but they never exchanged more than a few words. Things seemed less stressed between them since dinner. Oliver didn’t know if it was because Simon had gotten to know him a little better or because the old women had told him to leave Oliver alone.

On his way home from mailing a package for the twins, he spotted Simon in his driveway, working on that old car again. He stopped for a moment to admire the shape the other boy’s body made as he bent over the front bumper, tinkering with the engine.

“Take a picture, it’ll last longer.” Simon’s voice rang loud and clear from under the hood.

Oliver let out an embarrassed chuckle while rubbing the back of his neck. “I, uh… don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you don’t,” Simon said as he straightened up, wrench in hand.

“I was… uh, just wondering what you were doing. Is that thing ever going to run?”

Simon’s brows rose. He rolled his shoulders, making a soft groaning noise in the process. “Of course it’s going to run. Someday it’ll be the most beautiful ’Stang for miles around.” He patted the hood lovingly.

“All righty, then,” Oliver said before he started off toward his temporary home.

“Ollie, wait. Do you think you can help me with something real quick?”

Oliver turned; the sound of his name from Simon’s mouth sent a special kind of heat flowing through his body. “Depends on what it is,” he said, shifting his weight, hoping to hide the fact that his pants were growing tight.

“I just need you to sit in the car and tell me if a light goes on or not.”

His heart started to race as he looked over the busted car. Could he do it? He had only been in a car a handful of times since the accident. Each time left him in a cold sweat, shaking like a scared dog, gasping for air.

“Never mind, it’s not a big deal.” Simon gave him a small smile. He must have seen Oliver’s panic.

“No, I can do it.” He didn’t know what prompted him to agree. Maybe it was the dim light of disappointment in Simon’s eyes or maybe he was ready to try and face some of his fears. Either way, it was too late to back out. “Is it okay if I don’t sit in the driver’s seat?”

Simon gave him a quizzical look but said that’d be fine.

Oliver rounded the car, carefully skirting the rusted back bumper. Taking a deep breath, he reached out for the door. It seemed like he was moving in slow motion, but Simon said nothing to hurry him along, patiently waiting for Oliver.

A surge of panic ran through him when he came into contact with the handle. It was warm to the touch, having been basking in the afternoon sun. He fought against the anxiety and grabbed the handle, now in a hurry to get the door open. In his haste, he pulled too hard and the edge of the door clipped his shin, causing him to hiss in pain. Out the corner of his eye he saw Simon step toward him, concern written all over his face. Oliver was quick to shake his head, warning the other boy off. He had to follow through or Simon would realize how weak he really was.

He stepped back, allowing the door to fully open. Ducking down, he climbed into the passenger seat, trying to ignore the sounds of the creaking leather. He sat with his feet hanging out the side, allowing him for a quick getaway. His breath was coming in short pants and his head started to swim, but when he heard Simon ask if he was ready, he stuck his arm out, thumb up, to let the other boy know he was good to go.

The seconds ticked by like hours as Oliver waited for something to happen. His legs twitched, ready to take him far away from the metal and leather death trap. He could hear Simon cursing, trying to get things to work. His body shook, and he knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. If he didn’t want to pass out, he’d have to get out of the car ASAP….

A bright orange light caught his eye. Success! He called out that it was on while simultaneously climbing out of the car. He stood gulping fresh air, willing his body to stop shaking. It may not seem like a huge accomplishment to most, but Oliver was strangely proud of himself.

Simon had quietly come around from under the hood and lounged against the side of the car, arms crossed over his chest. Oliver was grateful the other boy wasn’t hounding him with questions, but he was sure Simon was curious. Eventually, his breathing evened out, and his body calmed.

“Okay?” Simon asked, arms still folded, legs crossed at the ankles.

“Yeah… sorry,” Oliver said, unsure what else to say.

“Nothing to be sorry about. Everyone has issues.”

Oliver gave a weak chuckle. “That’s an understatement when it comes to me.” He expected Simon to laugh along but was surprised to see a stony face and angry eyebrows.

“Don’t belittle yourself. Fears, concerns, and struggles don’t necessarily make you a lesser person. It just means you have to work harder to pick yourself back up, and you know what? Once you do, you’ll probably be a better person than most. You’ll appreciate things while others take them for granted. You’ll be more kindhearted to others who are down and out because you’ve been in their shoes and know how hard it is.”

Oliver was quiet, taking in Simon’s surprising words. Most people he encountered told him he’d never amount to anything, that he was worthless. He even had people tell him he should just kill himself so he wouldn’t be a burden on society. Sadly, Oliver often agreed with them, even if they didn’t know the real reasons for his circumstances.

He suddenly found his hand engulfed by a warm, calloused counterpart. Simon gave his hand a strong squeeze.

“It doesn’t have to continue to be a downward spiral. You’ve been given an opportunity to get things back on track. Don’t throw it away by thinking poorly of yourself or that you’re not worthy of a better life. Everyone deserves a second chance and everyone needs someone who will cheer them along.”

Oliver blinked his eyes rapidly, trying to hold back the moisture that had been gathering there since Simon started talking. He hadn’t cried in so long he was surprised his body still knew how.

“I can shake some pom-poms for you… but I draw the line at wearing a skirt.”

A vivid image of Simon in a short, red, pleated skirt made Oliver almost cackle with glee. “But you have fabulous legs. You should want to show them off.”

Simon started laughing too. “Yeah, but they’re so hairy I’d be self-conscious. Maybe if I shaved them….”

“How about a wax? That always looks like soooo much fun,” Oliver said through tears of laughter.

“Oh God, no. Why do women torture themselves like that? Are they all masochists? I just don’t get it!”

“Seriously. I’m so glad I’m not a chick. All their primping and preparing seems painful. Who the hell thought an eyelash curler would be a good thing? Could you imagine if you sneezed while doing that? They’d probably pull out all their lashes at the same time.”

Simon doubled over with laughter. He kept trying to talk, but the giggles would re-erupt. He finally gained some composure, standing tall and using the back of his hand to wipe the tears off his cheeks.

“I haven’t laughed that hard in a long time,” he finally said.

Oliver got quiet, contemplating. “I can’t remember the last time I laughed at all.”

That silenced Simon as well. Finally he ran his hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, I’m glad I could be of assistance. A good laugh is like chicken soup for the soul.”

Oliver groaned. “Did you really just quote that ridiculous book series?”

Simon flushed. “My mom is a big fan….”

Oliver rolled his eyes but gave the other boy a small smile.

“Oh, and Ollie?”

“Yeah?”

Simon looked down at his feet and mumbled something Oliver couldn’t quite make out.

“What was that?” he asked, turning to face Simon.

Simon looked up, his cheeks bright red. “I said, I’m glad you’re not a girl too.”




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

AFTER DINNER Oliver excused himself to his room. He threw himself down on the bed, face-first, and replayed the afternoon’s scene with Simon. The other boy’s words had been comforting and encouraging. Oliver was beginning to think that just because someone didn’t lead the life he had, didn’t mean they couldn’t understand struggles or hardship. He could use a cheerleader in his corner… other than the twins and Officer Richards, that is. Simon was definitely a better-looking cheerleader, skirt or no skirt.

The hand-holding had been a surprise. Oliver remembered how well the two had fit together, and how nice it had felt, like Simon was the missing puzzle piece he had finally found. Simon’s admission that he was glad Oliver wasn’t a girl helped reassure him of the notion that the older boy was on the same side of the fence as himself. There had been some telltale signs over the course of their short time together, but Oliver thought perhaps he was so starved for attention that wasn’t negative, he may have been reading too much into things.

The real question was what should he do, now that he knew and it seemed like there could be something brewing between them. Deep down Oliver knew he wasn’t deserving of real happiness, regardless of what Simon thought. Simon had no idea what crimes Oliver had committed. Maybe they could have something on a more superficial level. Maybe Simon wasn’t looking for anything more than a physical relationship. Oliver could handle that. He’d have to try and feel Simon out and see if it were possible. Any more than that and Oliver would have to keep his distance. His fragile heart couldn’t take another break or even a fracture.

“Oliver, there’s someone at the door for you!” Vera’s sweet voice floated up the stairs to him. Who could be there for him? Maybe it was Simon. He hopped off the bed, stopping in front of the mirror to make sure he looked presentable. These days, his reflection kept surprising him. His hair was no longer stringy and dirty but clean and shiny. Vera had sat him down the other day and given him a trim. It was kind of glorious. His cheeks were no longer sunken in or gaunt. His skin had a nice color to it, and his eyes, dare he say it, had a bit of a twinkle rather than that dull, dead look he sported when he first helped Tude back to the house.

With quick strokes he pulled his hair back into a loose ponytail at the base of his neck and double-checked that he hadn’t spilled any dinner on himself. When he was satisfied that he looked okay, he hurried down the stairs, a smile on his face.

His gait slowed as he got toward the bottom, stopping completely when he stepped into the foyer. It wasn’t Simon waiting for him at all. It was Officer Richards, decked out in full uniform, his bright smile shining as he chatted with the twins.

“Hey, Ollie,” he said, not turning away from the women. It seemed like he knew them… of course he must know them! That had to have been why they started calling him Ollie. Oliver wondered how long the relationship had been going on. Did they discuss luring him to their house in the first place? Maybe they had said, “Oh, we’re looking for a nice young boy to come do our bidding.” Richards would have responded with “Have I got a boy for you!”

Oliver’s blood started to boil as he thought about them talking about him over tea and finger sandwiches. The smile slid from his face, and his brows drew together as his hands curled into fists.

“Did you do this?” he demanded of Richards.

The officer turned to look at him, an eyebrow raised. “Did I do what?”

“Don’t play dumb, Richards. You know what I’m talking about. Did you set this all up? Tell these women that I needed someone to take care of me? Send them to my corner to fetch me? I was doing perfectly fine without them.”

Richards turned his whole body to face Oliver. “I don’t know that I would call what you were doing perfectly fine. I don’t know that I’d even call it living. It was surviving, and barely at that.”

Oliver saw red. “I didn’t ask for your help!”

The older man took a few steps forward, putting him right in front of the angry teen. “I know you didn’t ask, but it was written all over your face.” He put a strong hand on Oliver’s shoulder. “You’re a good kid, Ollie. A good kid that has had bad things happen to him. You’re young and still able to turn things back around. I wanted to help give you a chance at that, even if you didn’t ask me to.”

“I’m not your pawn to move around at will,” Oliver said, some of the anger leaving his stance.

“You’re right, but I’m not going to apologize because I know if I had asked you first, you would have flat-out refused. Sometimes we have to use some underhanded tactics, but it was meant for the greater good.”

Oliver let those words soak in for a few moments before he started shaking his head. He shrugged off Officer Richards’s hand. “How am I supposed to trust you now?” He looked over at the two women standing by the door, concern mirrored on their faces. “How am I supposed to trust any of you?”

He stepped around Officer Richards and headed out the door.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

HE NEEDED air. He needed space. He needed to be anywhere but that gingerbread house. His feet took him toward familiar territory; he didn’t care much who was there or what was going on. His head was teeming with thoughts of betrayal and anger.

The streetlights were on and shadows danced at the edges of his scope of vision. The warm air had people out walking, headed for dinner, coming from a movie, doing late-night window-shopping. It also brought out the ladies, and men, of the night. Scantily clad, they beckoned from their corners to anyone who slowed down or turned a head their way.

Oliver heard his name being called, but continued to soldier down the sidewalk. He imaged it to be Marcus or one of the prostitutes he managed. That was the last thing he needed. The voice was relentless and sounded closer. Soon Oliver heard the telltale sound of pounding on the pavement. Someone was running toward him. He crouched a bit, ready to sprint, when his name was called again. Something about the voice made him turn, which put him face-to-face with a somewhat out of breath Simon.

“Hey, man, were you ignoring me? I’ve been calling you for blocks.” Simon brushed a damp strand of hair off his sweaty brow.

“Uh, no… I just didn’t hear you,” Oliver said, avoiding Simon’s watchful eyes.

“Oh… okay. Are you busy? Did you want to hang out?”

Oliver’s head came up to meet Simon’s hopeful gaze. “Hang out?” It seemed like a foreign concept.

“Yeah.” Simon smiled. “My friends and I are just going to the hall to shoot some pool. You don’t have to play if you don’t want, but you can hang out and chill with us.”

Oliver looked over Simon’s shoulder and saw three other guys standing a ways back, talking with each other. He wondered if they were gay too. Not that it would matter. If they were cool with Simon, they’d probably be cool with him… except maybe for the whole ex-con bit.

“So?” Simon prompted, nudging Oliver with an elbow.

Oliver gave in. “Sure… okay. Why not?” It would be better than roaming the streets when Marcus and his crew would be out and about.

“Cool. Come meet the guys.” Simon grabbed his arm and dragged him back down the block toward his waiting friends.

The “guys” were pretty friendly. He found out, through conversation, that they all had girlfriends. Maybe Simon wasn’t out to his friends. Maybe Oliver had misjudged the earlier conversation. He sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to spill the beans.

Since they already had an even number of players, and Oliver had no money, he just watched them play, nursing a glass of ice water. He was concerned he was going to be out of the loop, not really being up on current pop culture or sports, but the guys discussed a whole range of topics from politics to the environment to modern art. Oliver was impressed and able to join in on occasion. By the time they decided to wrap up for the night, he got handshakes and requests to come out with them again. It was a good feeling, to be accepted by people, even if they didn’t necessarily know his past transgressions.

As he and Simon were headed home, Oliver remembered why he was out in the first place. Should he go back and finish out his sentence, even though they had all duped him? They were just trying to help, after all. Should he ask to set down some ground rules? Did he have any right to even ask for such a thing? His head hurt with all the questions whirling around inside it.

“Did you have a good time?” Simon interrupted his inner monologue.

“Sure. Been a while since I just… hung out, I suppose.” Oliver stuck his hands in his pockets, slightly embarrassed by his admission.

“I figured… but just goes to show you can interact with folks without it seeming like you’re on trial for something.”

Oliver stopped walking. “Did you tell them anything about me?”

Simon walked past him and turned around, so he could look at Oliver while slowly walking backward. “They asked how I knew you. I told them you’re staying with the twins for a while as you’ve had some hard times.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it. I figured anything more wasn’t any of their business, nor is it my place to fill them in, especially when I don’t really know the story myself.”

Oliver started walking again, slow as to not rush Simon’s backward gait. “Thanks,” he finally said.

Simon smiled. “No need to thank me. I just thought of how I’d want people to act if I were in your shoes.”

The side of Oliver’s mouth turned up. “You’d never find yourself in my shoes. You seem too much like a goody-goody.”

“Oh, I can be a bad boy when it’s necessary,” Simon replied with a leer.

Both of Oliver’s eyebrows came up. “Is that so?”

He nodded. “Maybe you’ll just have to find out for yourself.”

Simon took a step back, not realizing he was so close to the curb. He teetered back, arms flailing as he tried to regain his balance. Oliver hurried forward and grabbed one of those arms and yanked hard, pulling Simon to safety and into his arms. A large truck barreled by right behind them. Oliver’s heart beat like a trapped rabbit from the adrenaline of the situation.

Lifting his gaze, he met Simon’s wide-eyed stare. Neither boy moved, but their fronts were flush against each other. Oliver was sure Simon could feel the pounding of his heart. He hoped the other boy couldn’t feel the blood flowing elsewhere. He wondered if he should just lean in, close the small gap between them and taste Simon’s lips. Apparently reading his intentions, Simon licked his lips as if in preparation. Before he could lean it, Simon’s husky voice rang out.

“See what I mean? I can be devious to get my way.”




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

SIMON GRINNED, but Oliver’s arms dropped. Had he stepped off the curb on purpose? What if Oliver hadn’t grabbed him in time? What if that truck had happened by a minute earlier? Simon would have been roadkill.

He watched as the grin slid off Simon’s face. It was obvious the other boy realized he had gone too far.

“I slipped, really! Then I made another stupid joke. Sorry! Obviously I’ve got a god-awful sense of humor.”

Oliver was too tired to go into an angry tirade about how really horrid it was. “Sure you did.” He rolled his eyes for emphasis.

Simon grabbed Oliver’s forearms. “I swear it. I don’t have a death wish or suicidal tendencies or anything. I didn’t realize how close to the edge I was, and then when I ended up in your arms… well, it just seemed like a good idea to make a joke about it. I seriously need to reevaluate what a good idea is—”

“Okay, okay. I believe you,” Oliver said, shrugging out of the other boy’s grasp. “Let’s just get back.”

Simon hung his head for a moment before turning and walking toward their respective homes. They walked side by side in silence until they got to the corner before their block.

“Shit,” Simon muttered.

Oliver raised a brow. “Problem?”

Simon didn’t answer but sprinted ahead as if wild dogs were on his heels. Oliver took off after him, not knowing what prompted the burst of speed, but fearing the worst. When they got to Simon’s house, Oliver slowed his pace, seeing what had probably caused Simon to start running. He called the other boy’s name and told him to stop.

Simon came to a halt, his breath coming in harsh puffs. “Aren’t you concerned? The cops are here! Someone might have broken in or maybe Tude fell again.”

“That car isn’t here for them, it’s here for me. That’s my parole officer.”

“Really? Are you in trouble? Do you need a place to hide out? I can smuggle you into my basement.”

“So you could go to jail for harboring a convict? Thanks, but I’ll pass. You wouldn’t last a day in there before becoming someone’s bitch….”

Simon’s eyes grew wide. “Were you someone’s bitch?”

“Not… exactly, and that’s all I’m going to say on that topic.” Oliver heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m not in trouble… not really. I was out roaming because I found out my PO and the batty twins duped me to get me off the streets.”

Simon’s brow furrowed. “How so?”

“Those old broads aren’t as sweet as they look,” Oliver said as he opened the metal gate.

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me twice, but I know they generally mean well.” At Oliver’s insistence, Simon stepped through the gate first.

“I’ll explain later. Richards has to have been sitting here for a while. I’m surprised he hasn’t put out an APB on me.”

“Should I go? I don’t want to cause any problems.”

“Nahh, you can stay if you want. I don’t care.” Oliver hustled up the steps to the front door. He didn’t hesitate to go in this time around, Simon on his heels.

The three adults stood as if they were part of a synchronized swimming team. Oliver just shook his head.

“Don’t you have criminals to chase down or something?” he asked Richards.

“I’m off duty,” Richards said, polite enough not to mention that Oliver could have been the criminal he was chasing.

“Oh….”

“Yeah, oh,” Richards replied. “Done with your tantrum?”

A scowl appeared on Oliver’s face. “I’d hardly call my actions a tantrum. Did I throw things? Cry and kick my feet?”

“I suppose not, but I’ve seen my toddler better behaved.”

That surprised him, that the cop was a dad. It made Oliver see him in a whole different light. “You’ve got a kid?”

“I’ve got more than one, but that’s a story for another time.” Richards frowned at Oliver’s smirk. “What’s that look for, kid?”

“I’m just surprised someone slept with you and your ugly mug.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “She’s a stunner too. I’m not sure how I got so lucky.” Oliver chuckled. “We good here, or do we need to talk about what went down?”

Oliver sighed. “I guess I get it… and the treatment here has definitely been a huge step up from where I was… I just wish someone would have asked rather than all the deceit.”

“Would you have accepted?” Tude suddenly spoke up.

Oliver shrugged. “I honestly don’t know…. Did you fall on purpose?”

The old lady shook her head. “No, I’m just naturally clumsy. I was going to buy a painting and invite you to dinner.”

Smiling, Oliver shook his head. “Yeah, I’m not sure that tactic would have worked. Last time someone on the street offered me a meal it turned out to be a half-eaten sandwich where the mayo had gone bad. Not exactly appetizing, no matter how hungry you might be.”

The ladies gave twin frowns at his words. He wondered if Richards had told them how hard Oliver had really had it out there on the streets. He wondered if they knew why he was in prison in the first place.

“Well, if we’re done here, I should be going. The wife is going to wonder where I’m at. Thanks for the tea and cookies, as always, ladies.”

“Oh, anytime, John,” Vera said with a smile.

“Unless we’ve only got oatmeal raisin. I don’t share those,” Tude added.

John Richards laughed. “I didn’t forget, Miss Tude. Hands off the oatmeal raisins.”

“And don’t forget it, boy. You’re not too old for me to put over my knee!”

Simon looked at Oliver and both boys burst out laughing.

“Neither are you two!” Tude shut them up with a glare.

“Sorry, Miss Tude,” Simon mumbled, trying to keep the smile from his face.

“Was there’s something you needed, dear?” Vera asked him.

“What? Oh! No, I was just… I mean….”

“We met up while I was out, and then he was concerned when he saw the cop car,” Oliver explained sinking into a nearby chair. He was suddenly exhausted from the events of the day.

“Oh, that’s sweet of you to be worried, but as you can see, we’re fine,” Vera said patting his arm.

“And we’re out of cookies, so no need for you to stay,” Tude added while bending to pick up empty plates and teacups.

Richards stepped forward. “Let me help with that.”

Tude slapped his hand away. “I’m perfectly capable, young man. Go home to your family.”

“Okay, okay.” The officer put his hands up in defense and walked back a couple of steps before turning to look at Oliver. “You and I need to have a discussion soon.”

A knot started to form in Oliver’s stomach. Those were never good words as far as he was concerned. “About what?” He wasn’t sure he wanted an answer.

“About that guy asking for ‘directions’ the other day.”

The knot doubled and tripled as Oliver swallowed hard. “Don’t know anything about him,” he said hoping the fear he felt wasn’t audible in his words.

Richards gave him a look. “Yeah, well, I still have a couple questions, but it’s for another time. Night, ladies, thanks again. Later, Ollie.” He shut the door behind him, leaving the twins and the guys behind.

“Well… I guess I should be going too,” Simon eventually said, breaking the silence.

“Yeah…,” Oliver agreed, thinking only of how much he wanted to crash in his room and sleep for the next ten hours.

“Night, Ollie.”

“Night,” Oliver replied halfheartedly, his head in a different place. He vaguely realized the twins had exited the room, leaving the two boys alone.

“It was fun, let’s do it again sometime,” Simon said.

Oliver looked up to respond to Simon and found him to be extremely close. Before Oliver could pull back, Simon closed the gap and gave Oliver a quick kiss on the lips.

“Sometime soon,” Simon said, giving Oliver a wink before he stood and walked out the door.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

OLIVER SPENT the next couple of days doing work around the house: fixing creaking boards, painting shutters, and weeding—his least favorite task. In all that time, he didn’t see Simon once. Not working on his car. Not running out for the mail. No peek of him even through the windows, although, if asked, Oliver would deny that he had done peeking of any sort.

Obviously he and Simon had differing ideas of “soon.” Shame, since Oliver could use something to keep his mind off things. The anniversary was looming, and he had sunk to horrible lows every year since it had happened. He hoped this year would be different, but he wouldn’t put money on it. Painting helped him work out some of the emotional turmoil, but even that didn’t do a good enough job.

When he finally spotted Simon a few afternoons later, he practically pranced up the sidewalk to greet him. If he had a tail, it would have been wagging.

“Hey! Where have you been?”

The Simon who looked up at him wasn’t the same Simon who had landed the surprise kiss on him a little over a week ago. This Simon was sporting bloodshot eyes with dark bags below them. His body language screamed defeat: back curved, head bent, arms limp. The full mouth Oliver had, admittedly, more than a few dreams about, was curved down. Not even a hint of a smile in sight.

“Hey,” Simon finally said. “Sorry… been busy.”

“So I gathered… but if you needed a break, we could just… ya know, hang or whatever. Nothing major.” Oliver hated the pathetic sound of his voice, but somehow he just knew that spending some time with Simon would help him get through the worst day of his year.

“Sorry, man, just not up to it right now. Maybe in a few days….” Simon trailed off as if he didn’t even have the energy to finish his thought.

“I… get it, but really, we can just watch some TV or something. Nothing too strenuous. Maybe the old bats will even have some fresh cookies. I bought them the ingredients yesterday. I… I… could really just use some company,” he finally admitted, hoping it would change Simon’s mind.

Instead, the other boy’s head shot up, fire in his eyes like Oliver hadn’t seen since their first meeting. “It’s not all about you, Oliver. Other people have problems to deal with too. Stop being so goddamned needy.”

Oliver was horrified to feel his lip start to tremble. It was hardly his first rejection, but Simon could have no idea how close those words were to the ones his mother had thrown at him the last time he saw her.

Mumbling an apology, Oliver was quick to turn on his heel and head back to the house before the waterworks started. He didn’t let anyone see him cry. Not anymore. He thought he heard his name being called, but he refused to stop.

He powered up the stairs, glad that his age kept him ahead of the old ladies he knew would have a million and one questions. When he got to his room, he shut the door and leaned against it, gulping in air, trying to keep the tears at bay. His feet slid out from under him as he came to sit on the cool wood floor. He laid his head on his knees and tried to remember some of the breathing exercises he had been taught by the prison chaplain.

Eyes closed, he started to count backward from one hundred. By the time he hit seventy, he was still in danger of a panic attack. Oliver leaned over and lay on the floor, curled up in the fetal position, arms wrapped tight around his knees. The tears leaked out, traveling over the bridge of his nose and dripping off the side of his face. He had an irrational thought, wondering if the salty substance might ruin the dark stained floors.

There was a soft knock at the door. Oliver opened his eyes, unsure of how much time had passed. He vaguely noticed the sun had gone down, so it had to have been a while. His body was chilled from sleeping on the floor. With slow movements, he sat up. The soft knock came again.

“Oliver? Dear, you missed dinner. Are you hungry?” Vera’s concern floated through the solid wood door.

Oliver tried to speak, but nothing came out. He had to clear his throat a couple of times before comprehensible sound escaped. “No. Thank you. I’m… not feeling so well.”

“Oh no. Do you need some medicine? I’m sure we have something that could help.”

“I think I just need some sleep,” he said back, knowing if he opened the door his current state would definitely cause her to want to call someone or shove some pill down his throat. “Sorry for missing dinner.”

“That’s okay, dear. I’ll leave a covered plate in the refrigerator in case you get hungry later. Feel better and please don’t hesitate to let us know if you need anything.”

After listening to her soft footfalls lead away from his door, he stood up and made his way to the bed, collapsing in it, not bothering to pull back the blankets. Eyes closed, he willed sleep to take over, again.

 

 

OLIVER AWOKE with a scream in his mouth. Quick to move his hands to block the sound, he sat up, heart beating wildly. He hadn’t had a dream about the accident since he moved in with the twins. Stupidly, he thought perhaps he had finally gotten over reliving it on a regular basis. Obviously not. Sitting still, he listened to see if his scream had concerned anyone. There was no sound but the quiet ticking of the clock on the wall.

He glanced around at the dark room and could have sworn it looked smaller. Swinging his head around, it indeed seemed as if the walls were closing in on him. Ominous shadows from the tree outside cast dancing demons on the walls. They were cackling and taunting him as they came closer and closer with the walls they were painted on.

Scrambling, he got off the bed, happy to see his sneakers were still on. He considered grabbing his bag, but there was nothing in it anymore, and he didn’t want to take the time to throw things back in. He would be crushed by the walls before he could even get it half-full.

It took monumental strength not to throw the door open in panic. He had to keep his escape quiet if he didn’t want to wake the twins, who most definitely would want to know what was going on. If he told them, they’d probably think he was on drugs. They would then call Richards and who knew what would happen? Locked up for the night? A trip to the psych ward? Both would drive him insane.

He tiptoed down the stairs, praying that someone up there was watching out for him and would keep the old creaky steps from waking the whole household. Once at the bottom, he threw up a word of thanks and hurried out the front door, knowing exactly where he was headed, not caring how, or when, he was going to get back.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

THE WALK was long, and his skin was marred with goosebumps from the cool night air. It always surprised him that he could find his way to the site from wherever he was. His steps turned leaden the closer he got. His back hunched as if his guilt had physically manifested and affixed itself to his person. He imagined it as a gruesome gremlin: teeth dripping with venom, sinewy arms around his neck closing off his airway, talon-tipped fingers digging into his chest, their pointed ends reaching his battered heart.

As he came around the bend, his body froze. The road had since been repaved so the skid marks from the tires no longer existed, but the tree… that immobile tree continued to stand tall and strong. The memorial was long gone, but the scarred bark was a lasting reminder of the events that occurred.

Oliver dropped to a crouch, not caring that he was in the road. He wrapped his arms around himself as the flashbacks started. It began as flickers of scenes, like an old sputtering movie reel:

The kitchen where he begs his father to use his newly acquired permit to drive to the art store.

Cut to his mother’s refusal, citing bad weather.

Enter adorable curly haired Amelia, her cherubic face beaming. She wants something from the store too. Couldn’t she go with Ollie?

The camera pans to Mom’s face, the look of distrust in her eyes evident. No. A million times no, she says.

Cue Dad. He throws an arm over Oliver’s shoulders and tells Mom he’ll be there to keep them safe.

Mom reluctantly agrees.

Cut to the car’s interior. The music is on but not loud enough to be distracting.

Zoom in on a happy Amelia seated in the back, her mouth going a mile a minute. Dad is laughing at her antics.

Oliver, driving with caution, wants to prove to his mother that he is trustworthy.

The rain turns from a drizzle to a torrential downpour.

Tight shot of Oliver’s white knuckles gripping the wheel at two and ten. Dad’s voice rings out over the low music, calmly talking Ollie through it.

An extreme wide shot out the car’s windshield shows a killer curve and headlights coming toward them.

The oncoming car brakes hard. Too hard.

Zoom in on the back end swinging around toward Oliver.

Cut back to car’s interior. Dad grabs the wheel and pulls, trying to guide Oliver out of harm’s way. Dad’s efforts are not successful.

Deafening audio of metal on metal and the tinkling of broken glass.

The picture is blurred as the car spins and spins, right off the road.

High-pitched female screaming cuts short when their car hits the solid tree with a steel trunk and concrete roots.

Silence abounds.

Oliver struggles to move, but his limbs don’t respond. His mouth opens, but no noise comes out. Finally a sound reaches his ears, the sound of a savior, of whirling sirens and concerned people. Oliver wants to smile, wants to rejoice, but the screen fades to black.

 

 

THE INCESSANT honking of a horn ripped him out of his memories. Blindingly bright lights shone at him, rendering him immobile like a deer. The sounds of squealing tires finally broke the hold on him, and he dove to the side, narrowly escaping the speeding car, foul curses floating on the wind in its wake.

Oliver was panting and his hands, forearms, and knees stung—road rash. He stood on shaky legs, wondering if he shouldn’t have just stayed in the middle of the road and served his sentence. Too late now. Brushing gravel off his torn-up skin, he sucked in air through his teeth, wincing in pain. Looking at the tree again, he told himself to suck it up, that his injuries were nothing compared to what had happened to his father, to his beloved sister. For about the millionth time, he cursed the god he no longer believed in for not taking him that day, for not sparing them.

Light bent around the sharp angle as a car came from the other direction. Oliver momentarily contemplated stepping back into the road, but then he thought the driver would probably suffer the same guilt he did, and he wouldn’t wish that on his worst enemy. Instead, he faced the oncoming car and started walking back along the shoulder. Headlights bathed him in an angelic-type light. He wished it would cleanse him of his sins.

The car slowed to a roll and stopped alongside him. The interior was dark, and Oliver couldn’t make out who was in the driver’s seat. Panic flared through him at the thought of it being Marcus, but a quick glance at the car told him it couldn’t be him. Marcus wouldn’t be caught dead driving a reliable family sedan.

There was a slow reveal as the window glided down. The driver was slightly illuminated by the blue lights of the dashboard. Oliver stepped closer, trying to get a better look at the man who very obviously wanted to get his attention.

“Get in” came a gruff voice. Oliver couldn’t tell if they were angry or just tired. He hesitated, still unsure as to who was commanding him. “Ollie, it’s late. Get in the car.”

Oliver finally recognized his PO but slowly shook his head. He heard a loud, pained sigh come from inside the car. “I’m okay,” Oliver said. “I can walk back.”

The car started to roll forward. “That was easy,” Oliver mumbled. When it pulled around him and onto the shoulder, he knew he had spoken too soon. Even with his back turned, he could tell that Richards had opened the door. The crunch of gravel under his feet let him know the older man was coming up on him. When the hand landed on his shoulder he tried not to cringe but wasn’t so successful.

“Ollie, it’s late and it’s a long walk back. Let me give you a ride.”

Oliver shook his head and tried to shrug off the strong grip. “Nah, really. I’m good.”

Officer Richards turned him around and leaned close, trying to see in the limited light. “You don’t look so good. You’re bleeding there, there, there, and there,” he said pointing to Oliver’s hands, arms, knees, and finally his head. Oliver lifted a hand to his forehead and was surprised to find his fingers came in contact with a sticky substance. He wasn’t quite sure how that had happened or why he didn’t realize it until Richards had pointed it out.

“Just a flesh wound,” Oliver said, trying to laugh it off. The stone-faced man in front of him wasn’t laughing in return. Oliver sighed. “You know how I am about cars….”

Richards nodded. “I do know, but I also know it’s late, you’re hurt, and you’re probably not in a very good mental state. My conscience says letting you walk would be a bad idea. My wife would agree if she knew.”

“Why would she care?” Oliver asked, brow furrowed.

The taller man raised a brow. “Do you think I don’t talk about work at home? She knows all about you, and she’s a doctor; she’d be concerned about those wounds, flesh or otherwise.”

“Oh….” For some reason Oliver couldn’t picture anyone talking about him when he wasn’t around. He wondered who else discussed him and the kinds of things they said.

“It’s a short trip. Let’s see how you do.”

Oliver sighed in defeat. “It’s your funeral.”




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

RICHARDS TOOK Oliver’s arm and gave him no choice to change his mind as he was slowly dragged toward the car. The closer they got, the more his body fought to resist. His spine straightened and his feet dragged. He felt like a toddler being pulled toward the dreaded bath. Soon he would probably start a tantrum, throwing himself on the ground, kicking and screaming.

“Ollie,” Richards warned. Being that he had kids, he was probably well versed on the warning signs of a tantrum. Oliver tried to relax but the soft rumble of the idling engine reminded him of a swarm of angry bees. Angry bees that were aiming for any and all open orifices.

“Can’t you just follow me as I walk? I can jog. You can ride alongside and cheer me on from the open window,” Oliver pleaded, dread growing the closer they got to the car.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t avoid cars for the rest of your life. You need to face your fears and try to get over the anxiety.”

Oliver stomped a foot, his inner toddler shining through. “You don’t understand. You weren’t there. You didn’t kill half your family!” He screamed the last words, his throat raw with anguish.

Richards surprised Oliver by pulling him into a tight hug. Oliver’s shock was so great he stood there, dumbfounded, tears suddenly streaming down his face. A few moments passed and Richards released him and stepped back.

“Ollie, you have to stop doing this to yourself. It was a horrible accident with no one to blame. You’re lucky to have survived. You need to honor their memory and stop beating yourself up. They wouldn’t want that for you. Agreed?”

Unable to speak past the emotions clogging his throat, Oliver nodded. He knew his father and sister would be disappointed by the way he treated himself and his actions since the accident, but that wasn’t enough to wipe away the guilt and need to repent. He didn’t think anything short of his own death would be sufficient, but if he mentioned that to his parole officer, he was sure it would gain him a one-way ticket to the psych ward on suicide watch. They would probably dope him up and one thing Oliver didn’t want to be was numbed. He felt he deserved to feel all his pain and sorrow and anguish.

“Okay, let’s give this car thing a try. I need to sleep at some point tonight, and we need to get you fixed up before the vampires of the night come to suck you dry.” Oliver’s confusion must have been plain on his face. Richards ran a hand over his face. “Sorry. My wife makes me watch all those horrible teen vampire shows,” he explained, looking embarrassed.

Rather than dwell on that topic, Richards grabbed Oliver by the arm and started to propel him toward the car again. Oliver tried, actually tried, not to fight it. He allowed himself to be dragged to the door, to sit in the seat and swing his legs in.

Richards ducked down and stuck his head in. “So far, so good?”

Oliver, focusing on keeping his breathing even and his body from shaking, just nodded.

Richards smiled. “Good,” he said, moments before closing the door.

The panic started to rise, as he knew it would, but Oliver squeezed his eyes shut tight and tried to imagine himself somewhere else. Anywhere else. He heard the driver’s side door open and felt the car shift as Richards sat down.

“I promise it’ll be a quick trip,” Richards told him before putting the car in gear and driving off.

You can do this. It’ll be short. Nothing is going to happen, Oliver chanted in his head. He tried to imagine himself in a happier place and was surprised when Simon’s image popped up in his mind’s eye. He imagined the boy, hair the color of caramel, leaning close, placing a hand on Oliver’s cheek. He could almost feel the heat from his touch.

“I want you to paint me, Ollie,” Imaginary Simon said, his voice that delicious shade of dark and husky.

“Like one of those French girls?” Oliver asked. Simon grinned and nodded, his hands drifting to the hem of his white ribbed tank top. Imaginary Simon looked at Oliver, seeking permission with his eyes. Oliver swallowed hard and nodded, prompting Simon to slowly pull his shirt over his head, revealing tantalizing abs, inch by blessed inch. Once the shirt was over his head, Imaginary Simon shook out his locks, and tossed the article of clothing out of the picture. His big, callused hands trailed down his chest, over his abs, and to his waist, where his hands stopped, resting on his belt buckle.

Oliver’s heart raced, his breaths coming in pants, but he was unsure whether it was due to his actual location or the imaginary one. He wasn’t certain he cared at that point.

Imaginary Simon cleared his throat to get Oliver’s attention. He raised a brow and looked down at his hands, silently asking if he should continue.

“Oh yes,” Oliver said, his own voice taking on a husky quality.

Imaginary Simon smirked and started to undo his belt buckle. The quiet jangling sound of metal was surprisingly erotic. He pulled at the leather, freeing it not only from the buckle but from the loops on the pants. It was a slow, sensual movement. Oliver’s mouth was suddenly like the Sahara. He tried to swallow, but there was no moisture left. His imaginary boy popped the button on his painted-on blue jeans. His thumbs hooked into his waistband, and he started a sexy little dance, inching the pants down over his hips, revealing an enticing trail of hair that read like a road map from the navel to a destination yet unknown.

“Don’t stop,” Oliver whispered, anxious to see what was to come.

“But we’re here,” a voice, not Simon’s, interrupted his sexy fantasy.

“Wait… what?” Oliver’s eyes flew open, and he turned his head only to come face-to-face with a grinning Officer Richards. Oliver groaned, hand over face, supremely embarrassed to find he had spoken aloud.

“Let’s go, Romeo,” the older man joked, opening his door to exit.

Oliver sat there a moment, trying to figure out how he was going to get out of the car when his body would just serve to embarrass him even further. While he was contemplating his dilemma, Richards stuck his head back in.

“And be careful closing the door when you get out. You don’t want anything accidentally getting caught. My wife isn’t a cosmetic surgeon, ya know.” He cackled loudly at the look of horror on Oliver’s face when the boy realized what he was referring to.

“I’m never getting out,” Oliver mumbled. “The car is my new best friend.”

Richards came around and opened the door for him. “Come on, kid, we’ll get you some ice. That’ll help with the swelling… everywhere.”

Oliver allowed himself to be dragged from the car but kept one hand over his crotch. He really didn’t want to make an… upstanding first impression.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

THANKFULLY, OFFICER Richards’s wife, Janette, was kind enough not to comment on Oliver’s affliction below the belt. She tsked over his wounds and made him sit at the kitchen table while she gathered her supplies.

Oliver took the time to glance around. There were colorful, childish drawings stuck on the fridge with alphabet magnets. The kitchen was bright and cheery. It looked well lived-in but not messy. It was an organized kind of chaos. It flowed into a family room that boasted plush, comfortable-looking couches, a bin of toys, and a gigantic television. Oliver imagined watching that TV would be like having your own personal movie theater. There were pictures of the kids printed on large canvases hung over the biggest couch. Cute. On the other wall was a wedding photo. Oliver grinned at the young, happy image of Richards.

“What’s so funny?” the man himself asked.

“Not funny, I was just admiring your pictures. It’s nice to see you were young once,” Oliver joked.

“Did you think I was hatched this age?”

Oliver grinned. “Of course not, but it’s hard to imagine a younger version of some people. I feel like you were born with all those muscles and a badass attitude. I imagine the other toddlers steered clear and elementary school kids gave you their lunches before you even asked.”

“He was an adorable cherub of a child,” Janette said as she walked back in with a first aid kit.

Her husband groaned. “Don’t tell him that! He’ll do better if he stays scared of me. I’m still his parole officer.”

Janette rolled her eyes before leaning toward Oliver, a hand next to her mouth. “I’ve even got naked baby bathtub pictures his mother gave me. Wanna see?”

“Don’t you dare,” Richards warned his wife.

“It will be our little secret, Ollie,” she said, ignoring her husband.

Oliver surprised himself by laughing at their antics. “I’ll call you if I ever need to blackmail him.”

“Now look what you’ve done,” Richards said. “You’re going to get me fired.”

Janette laughed and stood on tiptoe to kiss her husband on the cheek. “Why don’t you go check on the kids while I get Oliver cleaned up,” she suggested. He was smart enough to know his wife was kicking him out, so he left without an argument.

Oliver studied the petite woman as she opened the first aid kit and started laying things out. She was tiny all over. Small boned, he guessed they’d call her. Her dark hair was pin straight and cut in a smart bob. She wore funky glasses that very few could pull off. Even though it was the middle of the night, she was dressed as if she had just come home from work. Black slacks and a silky kind of blouse. The slippers on her feet didn’t seem to go with the outfit, but he imagined the first thing she did when she stepped into the house was kick off uncomfortable shoes and slide into the fluffy things.

“This might sting a little,” she said, interrupting his musings. She dabbed at his knee with a damp cotton ball. It stung more than a little, but he tried not to move. If she was nice enough to patch him up, he’d do his best at being a decent patient. She continued to clean all the wounds, a tedious job due to having to pull out little pieces of gravel with tweezers. After, she applied some ointment that soothed, taking the sting away. Finally, she covered his wounds with colorful children’s Band-Aids that sported cartoon characters.

“Sorry, we obviously need some adult ones added to the first aid kit,” she said when she noticed him checking them out.

“Nahh,” he said, “these are more fun.”

“I think so too,” she agreed, smiling at him. She straightened up to her full height, which wasn’t very tall at all, and started putting things away. “All done here, but I’d like to check them in a couple days to make sure they’re healing okay. The one on your knee probably could have used a stitch or two, but I’m guessing you don’t agree with hospitals.”

“You guess right,” Oliver said, unsuccessfully suppressing a shudder.

“You can crash on the couch the rest of the night,” Richards said from the doorway. Oliver hadn’t seen nor heard him come back.

“I couldn’t…. Won’t you get in trouble?” Oliver said, concerned for the man who was looking out for him.

“Not if no one knows,” Richards said. “I’ll call the twins first thing in the morning and let them know where you are so they don’t worry.”

Oliver scratched his head, careful to avoid the wound. “If they don’t know I’m here, how did you know I had left their house?”

Richards sighed and stepped into the kitchen. He pulled out the chair opposite of Oliver and collapsed into it. “Do you think I don’t know what day it is? What happened on this date three years ago?”

Oliver hung his head. “I didn’t think they gave you that kind of information.”

“Well, your situation was a little different. I always felt like you got a harsh sentence, even though you were young and an accessory… of sorts. I guess they thought they were trying to teach you a lesson so you wouldn’t get yourself into trouble again. I had followed your case when it was going on and was surprised you didn’t fight for community service or something along those lines.”

Oliver’s thin shoulders moved up and down. “I may not have physically gone into the house or had a hand in what went on, but I could have prevented them from doing it in the first place. I deserved what I got.”

Richards shook his head. “I’m not so sure of that. I think you harbored a lot of guilt, both from your part in the crime and from the accident and felt you deserved to be so harshly punished. You were just a child. A grieving child at that.”

“Old enough to know better,” Oliver argued.

“Old enough to know the difference between right and wrong,” Janette agreed, speaking up for the first time since their conversation started, “but you weren’t in a good place mentally or emotionally and no one could blame you for that. Perception gets skewed on emotional highs and lows. That’s not to say there shouldn’t have been any retribution for your role in it all, but to put you in prison with adults that were killers, molesters, and mobsters was uncalled for. A gross abuse of the judicial system just because someone wanted to make an example out of you. Thinking about it all still makes my blood boil. Your attorney should be shot for not fighting harder for you.”

“Well, disbarred perhaps,” Richards said with a grin for his wife. “We don’t talk about shooting other people in front of our cop spouse, right, dear?”

She just shook her head and rolled her eyes. Placing a hand on Oliver’s shoulder, she looked down on him. “We would have taken you in ourselves if it wasn’t a conflict of interest on John’s part. We both know, deep down, you’re a good kid, Ollie, who was dealt a bad hand.” She squeezed his shoulder and left the kitchen claiming she needed to hunt down bedding for the couch.

Oliver looked down at his feet, slightly uncomfortable with all the attention. “I… had no idea you even knew what went on.”

John leaned forward, hands folded on the table. “When you were released, I went to go to your house and talk with your mother.”

Oliver felt the blood drain from his face. He could only imagine what she had said to him, officer or not.

“It was probably the most infuriating and heartbreaking conversation I’ve ever had with anyone. Her blatant disregard for you and the situation made me want to shake her. I tried to stay calm and tell her that she wasn’t the only one grieving and that you needed her to help get through and get back on track. She responded by telling me you deserved worse and she no longer had a son. Then she slammed the door in my face.”

Oliver’s head dropped. He knew what his mother thought. She had pretty much said the same to him, adding that she had her own issues to deal with and couldn’t be bothered to care for him, that he was selfish and thought the world revolved around him and his problems. She finished by telling him that she wished it had been him that died that day and then slammed the door in his face. Seemed like she gave that door treatment to everyone.

“I tried to do what I could for you, but my hands were tied in a lot of aspects,” Richards said. “I always had an eye out, but you would disappear during the week, only turning up when it was time to check in. I had hoped I could keep you out of certain situations, but when I saw you talking with Marcus the other day, I realized I had probably failed you there as well.”

His head shot up, eyes wide. Did Richards know the kinds of things he had resorted to? Oliver was so ashamed. “Maybe I should go,” he said, pushing his chair back.

Richards followed suit, ready to stand. “Why?”

Oliver stood, eyes flashing. “Because you shouldn’t have someone like me in the same house as your wife and kids. Some dirty, thieving, murderer-turned-prostitute.”

“If I thought you a threat, do you think you’d be here? Do you think I would have let my wife come within ten feet of you?”

“I… I don’t know,” Oliver said, sliding back down into the chair, all his energy gone.

“You know. You just don’t want to admit it because that would mean you’re the only one who thinks of yourself that way.”

Oliver mumbled something. Richards leaned in close. “What was that?”

“I said, Marcus thinks of me that way.”

“Yeah, well, his opinion holds no weight with me. It shouldn’t with you either. In fact, you ought to stay far, far away from him. He’s involved in some serious shit that I don’t want to see you caught up in.”

“If that’s true, why didn’t you arrest him when you saw him?”

Richards sighed. “Still gathering evidence. It’s so huge, we can’t afford to go in too soon and fuc—ahh, mess things up. Anyway, I shouldn’t be talking to you about it. Just stay away from him because if you get caught up in his trouble, I don’t think even my pull could work you free.”




Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

AT THE insistence of both Richardses, Oliver crashed on their couch. When the sun rose, it wasn’t the light but the sound of whispering voices that woke him.

“We wake him now?”

“Daddy said let him sleep.”

“He’s got bwood on his head.”

“Gross, it’s a scab.”

“I wanna give him Teddy. He would like Teddy.”

“But then Teddy might get blood on him.”

“Ew. He no can get Teddy dirty!”

Oliver cracked his eyes open to see two adorable kids arguing with each other, the blood-covered boy sleeping on the couch obviously forgotten. They looked to be about three and maybe six. The older was missing a front tooth while the younger had a head full of braids. They turned and saw his eyes open.

“Daddy! Boy awake!” the younger one yelled loud enough to make Oliver cringe.

“Well, thanks for letting the whole neighborhood know, Missy.” Richards stood in the kitchen, sweats on and a cup of coffee in his hand. “There’s plenty if you want some,” he said, holding the cup in Oliver’s direction.

Oliver swung his legs over the edge of the couch and sat up. There was a pounding in his head that he wasn’t expecting.

“There’s aspirin too. Come on, I’ll set you up. Girls, give Oliver some room.” Obediently, the girls moved away to dig in to their toy bin.

Pushing off the edge of the couch, Oliver got to his feet, surprised at how sore his body felt. He wasn’t sure if it was due to his injuries and the emotional roller coaster of the night before or if his traitorous body had just gotten used to sleeping on a comfy bed again at the twins’. He groaned as he stood, causing both kids to stop and look at him.

“Hi,” he said softly, grinning sheepishly at their wide-eyed stares. They just continued to stare back, mouths gaped. He left them to their toys as he headed toward the kitchen, the smell of coffee tickling his nose.

Richards handed him a mug and motioned for him to sit down at the table. “Bacon and eggs okay?”

“Uh, sure,” Oliver said, looking around for Janette.

“She had an emergency and had to go back to the hospital,” Richards said, reading Oliver’s mind. “She said to say you are welcome back anytime and she’s going to stop by the twins’ place in a couple days to check your injuries.”

Oliver was touched. “She doesn’t have to do that. I’ll keep them clean.”

“I could tell her that, but then she’ll just be annoyed and show up anyway. Women…,” Richards joked. It was obvious, from the pride shining in his eyes, he loved and appreciated his wife and the type of woman she was.

Oliver watched Richards effortlessly crack and whisk eggs, dumping them into a pan while bacon sizzled. He seemed at home in the domestic role. Oliver was surprised, presuming the man with the hard-cop persona wouldn’t be caught dead in a frilly apron cooking for his family.

Richards slid a plate in front of him, telling him to eat, before calling to the girls to wash their hands. Four little feet came stomping in. The older of the two dragged a little stool in front of the sink and climbed up, expertly pumping soap into her hands and turning on the water to just the right temperature. When she was done she helped her little sister, Missy, do the same. After an exceedingly long time making sure hands were absolutely, completely dry, the girls ran to the table. Richards swung around and grabbed Missy, plunking her down into a high chair while the older girl clambered into her “big girl” chair. They sat quietly waiting for their food. Oliver was impressed by their manners and told them so.

“Missy is still a baby so she eats messy,” the older daughter said.

“Am not baby!” Missy complained, banging a small fist on the tabletop.

“Melly, you ate messy at that age too, so leave your sister alone,” Richards said, before sliding a bowl of scrambled eggs and bacon bits in front of each them. The girls ceased arguing in order to feed their faces. Richards watched them for a moment, a smile on his face, before grabbing his own plate and sitting at the table next to Oliver.

“Dig in,” the cook said.

Oliver didn’t need to be told twice. Even though he had been eating well for a couple of weeks now, he still savored every meal as if he didn’t know where his next would be coming from. He figured there were no guarantees in life except that everyone was going to die someday, so he might as well eat like there’s no tomorrow. At least he had learned to control himself a bit so it wasn’t like throwing a starving dog a bone. He took small bites and used his napkin like any other civilized person.

The silence in the room—short of the sounds of clinking silverware and beverages being gulped—was a testament to the quality of the food. The eggs had a surprisingly spicy flavor to them that Oliver had never associated with eggs before.

“What’s on this?” he asked between bites.

“Hot sauce,” Melly responded for her dad.

“Yeah, hot sauce,” Missy echoed.

Oliver raised an eyebrow. “You guys like hot sauce?”

“It’s de-lish-ous,” Melly said, closing her eyes as if it were the most heavenly substance on Earth.

“Yeah, de-wish-us,” Missy parroted again.

“Impressive,” Oliver responded in appreciation.

“What can I say, they’re daring like their mother,” Richards said, taking obvious pride in his family.

“I was a super picky eater as a child,” Oliver mused. “My mother and I fought over it all the time… now that I think about it, we fought over most things, but that was the most frequent battle.”

“Sometimes people argue about the little things because it’s all they can control in life,” Richards said quietly.

“Perhaps,” Oliver answered.

Richards stood and picked up the girls’ now-empty bowls. Oliver grabbed his stuff to follow suit, but Richards waved him off and took his dishes as well, telling him not to worry about it.

“Girls, go get your shoes on, we are going to give Oliver a ride home.”

“Aww, does he hafta go?” Melly asked.

Oliver smiled and patted her on the head. “Sorry, short stuff. I’ve got some apologies to make and some errands to run.”

“Saying sowwy is ’portant,” Missy said, nodding her head wisely.

“Yes, it is,” Oliver agreed.

The girls ran off to get ready while Richards threw everything in the dishwasher and turned it on.

“Umm…,” Oliver started.

“Umm, what?” Richards asked, turning around to face him. He leaned against the counter, legs crossed at the ankle.

“I’m not sure I can do the car ride back. What if I freak out? Won’t it scare the girls? I don’t want to scare them…,” Oliver spewed quickly before the girls made it back into the kitchen.

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to work hard at keeping it together so you don’t frighten them.”

Oliver frowned. “That’s harsh, man.”

Richards grinned. “I know, but I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t think you could handle it.”

The sigh Oliver let out was monumental. “I’ll do my best….”

Richards pushed off the counter and clapped Oliver on the shoulder. “I know you will.”

Oliver followed him out of the kitchen, praying he wouldn’t add scarring children for life to his list of atrocities.




Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

IT WAS torture, unadulterated torture. Oliver didn’t know how he had managed it the night before. It must have had something to do with the late hour and his emotional state of mind. In the bright daylight, where he could see every other car coming too close, where he could see Richards taking turns too fast, where all the trees looked as if they would jump out in front of them—it was anxiety induced agony.

He tried to hold it together. He really did, but Richards had to pull over several times during their short journey to get Oliver to breathe in a bag (which he had been wise enough to bring with them). Thankfully, the girls found the whole ordeal to be rather hysterical. It did great things for Oliver’s self-esteem to have his fears laughed at by children.

When they pulled up to the curb in front of the twins’ house, Oliver swung the door open and practically threw himself on the curb. If people hadn’t been watching, he may have even kissed the dirty ground, but he had to hold on to some shred of dignity.

“You okay out there?” Richards called through the open door.

“I love this sidewalk. I’m going to live here and never set foot in another thing with wheels,” Oliver said, rocking slightly. He could hear Richards’s sigh loud and clear.

“This was a start, Ollie. Maybe I’ll come take you for a ride every week. If nothing else, it’s entertaining to my children,” Richards replied.

“You are so mean,” Oliver muttered.

Richards laughed. “I certainly am. Take care. I’ll check in on Friday.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Oliver said, shooing the car and its inhabitants away.

“Can you shut the door for us?” Richards said.

Oliver stood on somewhat shaky legs and used his foot to close the door. Richards rolled down the window on the passenger side.

“Ollie?” Oliver bent down to look at the man addressing him. “Remember what I said, about keeping your distance from certain people….”

Oliver nodded. “Trust me, I don’t want anything to do with him.”

“Good, good. Tell the ladies I said hello.”

Oliver nodded again and gave a weak wave as the sedan drove away. He turned and trudged through the gate and up the walk, exhausted by the ordeal he had just gone through. So lost in his own world and thoughts, he walked up the steps not even realizing someone was sitting in one of the many rocking chairs on the porch.

“Hey” came a quiet voice.

Oliver was so startled he teetered back on the top step, arms flailing, trying to keep himself from falling. A strong hand wrapped around his wrist and pulled him forward, helping him regain his balance.

“Sorry! I thought you saw me here,” Simon said, releasing Oliver and stepping back to put some space between them.

“I was, uh… in my own little world, I suppose.”

A grin flashed on Simon’s still tired-looking face. “So I gathered. Umm, can we sit and talk for a minute or do you have to rush in?”

Oliver glanced in one of the front windows and spied Vera, waving for him to sit. He suppressed a grin of his own before he took a seat in one of the other chairs. When he sat without saying anything, he thought he heard a sigh of relief from Simon.

Simon pulled his own chair around a little so they could better face each other. He sat on the edge as if the conversation were going to be too serious for him to sit back and relax. Bent at the waist, his hands dangled between his knees and his head dropped as if he were gathering the necessary words.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Oliver was quick to throw out, wanting to apologize before Simon started whatever heavy speech he had in his heart.

Simon’s head came up. “That was my line,” he said.

“Yeah, well, I did some thinking yesterday, and I realized that I had been really selfish and pushy when it was obvious you were having your own issues. It’s been… a really long time since I’ve had a friend, and I guess I’ve forgotten that friendship is a two-way street.”

“That is true, but you didn’t deserve to be snapped at either,” Simon said. “I… my sister Emma, she has a drug problem. We thought she had gotten it under control in rehab, but the day after you and I hung out, we got a call that she had OD’ed and was in the hospital. My folks and I were up visiting her…. She’s not doing so good, and it’s really taken a toll on all of us. When you saw me, we had just gotten home after pretty much committing her.”

Oliver reached out and grabbed both of Simon’s hands and squeezed them. “I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do for you? For your family? I don’t have much to offer, but I’ll do what I can, and I’ve got strong shoulders.”

The corner of Simon’s mouth curled up. “For now this,” he said, using his chin to gesture to their joined hands, “will do.”

Oliver smiled but released one of Simon’s hands. He snaked his arm around Simon’s back and drew him close, so Simon could rest his head on Oliver’s aforementioned strong shoulder.

Simon sighed. “I take it back, this is better than the hand-holding.”

“For me too,” Oliver said, his own chin on one of Simon’s shoulders.

They sat there like that for a while, just taking in each other and not saying a word, the sympathetic waves coming off them both and soothing the other. Eventually Simon pulled back. And Oliver reluctantly let him go.

“I wish I could stay all day, but I’ve got a ton of shit to catch up on since we’ve been gone.”

“I understand,” Oliver said, sad for him to go but wanting to be compassionate.

Simon put his hand under Oliver’s chin and tipped his head up, turning it from side to side as if to take in all of the features. “We’re going to get together later, and you’re going to tell me what went on to make you look all haunted and bruised.”

Oliver nodded in agreement. “Later.”

Simon gave him a sad sort of smile and tousled Oliver’s hair before he jogged down the steps and headed toward his own house.

Oliver enjoyed the view the entire time.




Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

OLIVER GOT a dressing down from the twins about the dangers of wandering the streets at night, bottling up emotions, and skipping meals. He apologized for making them worry. They surprised him with hugs, even Tude, and told him to take the day and relax. Oliver was thankful. He climbed the stairs and into what he considered his own bed where he slept for several hours.

When he woke, he was surprised to find a note from the women saying that they would be out for the evening, playing bingo and eating finger sandwiches. They rarely went out and never at night so he wondered if they were just trying to give him space. He appreciated the gesture but would hate it if they felt run out of their own home.

He walked around the kitchen, aimlessly opening and closing cabinets. Not feeling quite enough at home, Oliver was uncomfortable about fixing himself something to eat. His stomach growled at him, and he grabbed at it with both hands squeezing hard. “Hush you. It’s not like you don’t know how to go without a meal.”

“Oh, don’t deny it. You’re a growing boy” came a voice from the other side of the kitchen.

Oliver swung around, nearly jumping at his of skin. “What are you, a ninja?”

Simon laughed but then apologized for scaring Oliver. “The ladies stopped by to say you’d be home alone for dinner and if I wanted to stop by, they wouldn’t be back till the wee hours of the night, which I’m guessing probably, means 9:00 p.m.… maybe 10 if they’re really having a good time.”

Oliver’s brow furrowed. “Are they trying to… set us up?”

Simon’s eyebrow rose. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought that, but being they’re from a different time I guess I always just kind of figured they’d be against anything other than the man/woman norm….”

“They’re some crafty old biddies. I bet they ran a speakeasy during Prohibition and were involved in group love-ins in the ’60s.”

“Ewww. I don’t want to think of them in that way,” Simon said, his nose wrinkling in disgust.

Oliver laughed. “To each their own.” He noticed, for the first time, that Simon was carrying a large reusable grocery bag. “What’s in there?” he asked, pointing at it.

Simon looked down. “This? This is our dinner. Made by my own hands! Well, okay, Mom made it, but I totally scooped it into the Tupperware and made the world-famous garlic bread myself.” He walked to the table and started unpacking a small feast. Pasta, sauce, meatballs, grated cheese, a mixed salad, and the infamous garlic bread.

“Impressive spread,” Oliver said before walking to the cabinet to grab plates. Simon followed suit and grabbed utensils from the drawer and some napkins.

They went about setting places and pouring drinks. It was comfortable and familiar, something Oliver missed, even living with the twins. Simon opened all the containers and popped them in the microwave “for a few minutes.” He motioned for Oliver to sit down.

“I feel like we’re missing candles and a cheesy violinist,” Oliver joked. “Oh, and the checkered tablecloth.”

“Who are we, Lady and the Tramp?” Simon asked from his position across the room.

“Sorry, it was a favorite of mine as a kid.” Oliver felt silly for even bringing it up. It’s not like Simon had said anything about their dinner being a date.

“Who would be who?” Simon asked, surprising Oliver by playing along.

“Well… I suppose I’m technically the tramp… ya know, the whole living on the street bit, but you hardly fit the Lady persona….”

“Sure I do. She was uptown and uptight.”

“I don’t think you’re uptight,” Oliver protested, “but you are nicely groomed like she was.”

Simon laughed. “You’ve got me there. I draw the line at rolling any meatballs with my nose, though.”

“That would be my job anyway,” Oliver said.

Simon brought over the last container and stuck a spoon in it. “Help yourself.”

“Ladies first,” Oliver joked, pushing a container closer to Simon.

Throwing his head back, Simon laughed loudly before leaning forward to grab some food. “Thanks for that, I needed a laugh.”

“Happy to oblige,” Oliver said, digging into another container.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, silverware clanking and bread crunching under grinding mandibles.

“Itsgud,” Oliver mumbled, food in his mouth.

“Thanks,” Simon said. “I’ll pass that along to Mom. She loves to feed people.”

“How are they doing, your folks?” Oliver asked, putting down his fork.

Simon sighed, and copied Oliver’s movement. “They’re rough. Dad isn’t sleeping. Mom cries when she thinks no one is looking. I don’t know what to do for them.”

“And you? How are you doing?”

Another sigh. “I hate to say it, but I’ve kind of written her off. It’s not that I don’t love her, but she’s promised so many times to get help, to stop doing drugs. That she was going to make amends, and she just can’t. I understand she’s sick, but I can’t keep getting my hopes up only to have her crush them repeatedly.”

“I can understand that… but just remember family is precious, and she might not always be there. I would hate to see you living with guilt if something happens. Trust me, it’s not an easy thing to deal with.”

Simon leaned across the table. “You sound as if you speak from experience.”

Oliver automatically leaned back a little, putting some space between them. There was a flash of disappointment on Simon’s face, but he leaned back as well.

“I do have some experience, but I’d rather not go into it… not today, please.”

“Okay,” Simon relented, looking curious.

“Thanks,” Oliver said, pushing away from the table. “Let’s clean up, and then we can watch TV or something.”

“Actually, I’d love to see some of your art, if you wouldn’t mind showing me,” Simon said, bringing his dishes to the sink.

Oliver felt heat rise to his cheeks as he remembered his sensual daydream about Simon asking to be painted. He wondered if there was a chance that scene could play out for real.

“Ollie? Hellooo, Earth to Oliver.” Simon waved a hand in front of Oliver’s face.

“Sorry! Yeah, sure, you can see some,” Oliver said. A hand was suddenly on Oliver’s head, avoiding the Band-Aid. “What are you doing?”

“Your face is all red. I thought maybe you had a fever,” Simon said, looking concerned.

Oliver was mortified. “I… uh, just get flushed after a big meal.”

“Oh… okay,” Simon said, letting his hand drop.

They finished cleaning up the kitchen before Oliver led Simon up the stairs. He took his time, regurgitating little facts about the people on the wall that he actually remembered. He was nervous. In his former life, he had never had a boy in his room, not one he thought something could actually happen with. Simon was throwing out all sorts of signs, but Oliver had never really had a boyfriend before. He had had… relations, for money, to survive, but never an honest-to-goodness relationship with someone he had feelings for. Oliver wasn’t sure those feelings were anything more than lust yet, but he found himself thinking of Simon often. When he was struggling to get through situations, it was always the greasy mechanic’s face that would pop up and soothe him.

The stairs were only so high and the hallway so long. Oliver couldn’t drag it out forever. Simon was surprisingly quiet throughout the short trip. Oliver wished he knew what was going through Simon’s head.

“So, here we are,” Oliver said, his hand on the crystal knob.

“Okay,” Simon said with a nervous little chuckle.

Oliver took a deep breath and pushed the door open. His hand groped around the doorjamb to find the switch. Artificial light flooded the room, and Oliver was glad to see he had quickly made his bed after his long nap and that there were no dirty socks or boxers lying around the room.

“After you,” he said to Simon, swinging his arm in a wide welcoming gesture. Simon walked in, his arm grazing Oliver’s along the way. A chill ran up Oliver’s back at the contact. He followed Simon in, leaving the door mostly open.

Simon stood at the easel, engrossed in the work in progress. Oliver cursed himself when he remembered what he had been working on. It was in the early stages, a pencil sketch of two very obviously male hands intertwined. Oliver had started it after their day of hanging out. He was struck by the absolutely rightness he felt when their hands fit perfectly together. There was a jigsaw puzzle type feel to it, the missing piece off to the side of the drawing. He hoped Simon didn’t realize it represented the two of them, and if he did, he hoped it wouldn’t be wrongly interpreted. Oliver had started to lay down some of the color in light washes, leaving a pastel rainbow-colored dripping effect on one half of the image.

Oliver stood nervously near the door as Simon turned around, an unreadable expression on his face.

“So,” Simon said, fidgeting a bit. “I’ve got a question.”

“Okay,” Oliver responded, nerves building in his stomach.

Simon nodded toward the painting in progress. “Are you gay or what?”




Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

OLIVER BLINKED a couple times, surprised that Simon felt he had to ask. Maybe he’d read him wrong after all.

“You have to ask?” he finally said.

Simon looked down, red flooding his own cheeks. “Considering you didn’t deck me after that kiss, I’ve been hoping I guessed right, but… I’ve been wrong in the past, and it’s not an outcome I’d want to replay. Better to ask and be sure, ya know?”

Ahh, now it was making sense to Oliver. It made him mad to think someone may have hurt the guy for his poor gaydar.

Oliver walked farther into the room and sat on the edge of the bed. He patted the side for Simon to come and join him. Simon followed the silent instructions but left a good amount of space between the two of them.

“My mom and I were never really close,” Oliver started, surprising himself that he was willing to talk about her with Simon. “She always wanted a girl, she’d tell me. That’s not to say she didn’t love me as a kid, but… I suppose she always pushed me more off on Dad, saying she didn’t know what to do with little boys. My dad was the academic type. He was a professor at a community college, but he still enjoyed some sports and tried to interest me, but when he saw me take to my crayons more than a football, he pushed me in the direction of art. I’ll always be grateful for that.”

“You showed talent at an early age?” Simon interjected.

“Yup. Well, I guess what other people saw as talent. I’ve always thought I just had a good eye for shapes, so at two and three, my people looked like people rather than the stick figures others were drawing.”

“Hey, don’t knock your talent,” Simon said.

Oliver gave a small smile. “I’m not. I know I’m better than a lot of other folks, but I also know enough to say I wasn’t a prodigy or anything. Anyway, art kept me around the house, and I was always eager to share with my mom. I knew she liked pretty things, so I’d draw her flowers and rainbows. She would look at them, say a nice word, then put them on the counter, never to look at them again. My dad would find them and put them on the fridge. I was always trying to please her, but nothing seemed good enough.” Oliver sighed, and Simon leaned over and patted his leg.

“That’s sad,” Simon said.

Oliver rolled his eyes. “It gets worse…. Anyway, when I was four, my little sister Amelia was born. She was an adorable little cherub. I loved her from the first moment I saw those big blue eyes. My mom was over the moon to finally have her little girl. I was fairly good, but like any little kid who gets a sibling, jealousy set in. I was never mean to Amelia or had a shred of anger toward her, but I would look at Mom cuddling and cooing to her, and I wanted that kind of attention too. Sadly, I never got it. Dad ended up taking me out of the house more to museums, art classes, that sort of thing. When I got into first grade, I made friends with a boy named Josh. He was so cute,” Oliver said, smiling at the memory of the little dark-haired boy with glasses. “We were best friends and did everything together.

“One night at dinner, I told my parents that I loved Josh. Mom originally brushed it off as just a silly thing a seven-year-old would say, but I told her that I thought he was beautiful and I wanted to marry him someday. I already knew girls weren’t for me. I saw my parents exchange a meaningful glance that I didn’t understand at the time. My dad smiled at me and said no one knows what the future holds; pretty heavy for a seven-year-old to understand. My mom, on the other hand, got real mad. She told me not to say things like that around Amelia. I didn’t understand. In my young mind I knew love was a good thing. Why would Mom be mad about that? I argued with her. She banged her hand on the table and told me she already had a daughter and that I needed to stop acting like a girl and be a man.

“Who tells a seven-year-old to be a man? From then on I kept my preferences to myself, but they knew. Amelia kind of worked it out for herself when she got a little older. She and my dad were always cool about it if something came up, a story on the news about legalizing gay marriage, or a couple adopting. Mom on the other hand would just look away or leave the room. I’m not sure what her issue really was, but I never brought it up to her again.”

Oliver sighed and put his hands on the bed behind him, leaning back slightly. Typically, it was painful to think about the past, even worse to talk about it, but for some reason, it felt good to share his story with Simon.

“So in case you didn’t get it from my little story there,” Oliver said with a grin, “yes, I’m very definitely gay.”

Simon sat there in silence, hunched forward, his hands clasped between his knees. Oliver started to worry again. Maybe Simon really wasn’t gay or maybe he was still working his preferences out. Maybe that kiss, the hand-holding, had just been an experiment. Oliver sat up, concerned that the only friend he had made in years was going to drop him and bolt from the room.

“Hey, it’s okay if you’re not,” Oliver said quickly. “It’s not like I’m going to force myself on you or anything. We can just be friends, can’t we? I’ll even make sure we don’t use the bathroom at the same time if we’re out… ya know, so you don’t have to be concerned I’m trying to sneak a peek at your junk or something.”

Simon looked over at him, eyes wide. “Do people really do that? Check each other out at the urinals?”

Oliver grinned. “Even straight guys will do it. It’s not a ‘gay’ thing but more of a competitive kind of thing. You’ve seriously never peeked?”

“No! Peek at the wrong guy and my head would probably be in the urinal, and I’d be missing some teeth,” Simon said, aghast at the thought.

Oliver’s shoulders moved up and down. “To each their own.” He threw himself back on the bed, arms over his head as he stared at the ceiling.

Simon continued to lean forward, his knee bouncing up and down with nervous energy. “My family knows,” he finally said.

Oliver continued to lie on the bed, not wanting to sit up in fear he might interrupt Simon’s confession. “What do they know?” he asked, closing his eyes.

“They know… that I’m gay.”

“Are they cool with it?” Oliver opened his eyes and crossed his fingers for his friend.

It was Simon’s turn to shrug. “I’m not sure they love the idea, but they’re not trying to change me or anything. I’m sure they wish I wasn’t. Now they have two problem children, ya know?”

At that, Oliver did sit up. “It’s not a problem. Don’t think of yourself as a problem. If anything, they’re probably just worried about how others will treat you.”

“Maybe” was all Simon said.

“Are you out to your friends?”

Simon turned on him quickly. “No way.”

“Why not? They seem like cool guys.”

“I, uh….” Simon rubbed the back of his neck in embarrassment. “I got picked on a lot in school for my name. I guess people thought it was geeky. I was lucky to have a couple of cool guys stick around and stick up for me. I was worried that if I told them, they’d all ditch me too.”

Oliver looked Simon up and down. The guy was not anywhere near what people would consider a geek. He was on the thin side but had the well-defined muscles of a runner or a cyclist. He had a fashionable haircut and didn’t wear thick glasses or clothes that might be construed as nerdy. Oliver wasn’t getting geek in the least, and he could appreciate a little geekiness.

“I don’t see it,” Oliver said at last.

“Don’t see what?”

“Did you wear your pants real high and have glasses then or something? I do not see geek at all when I look at you.”

Simon smiled. “I did have glasses, but that was about it. Who knows what set them off?”

“Well, if they are really your friends, they won’t care about your preferences. Besides, you’re not in high school anymore. The game changes, ya know?”

Simon turned and looked at Oliver, eyes hopeful.

“Maybe you’re right,” Simon said. “Maybe this is the time in life to weed out those who wouldn’t be comfortable with it. I’m an adult now or something, right?”

“Or something,” Oliver agreed with a grin.

Simon clapped his hands in glee like a little child getting a gift on Christmas. “I’m so happy I could kiss you!” he said.

Oliver felt his pulse speed up. “So what’s stopping you?” he said with a wink.




Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

“NOTHING, I suppose,” Simon responded, his eyes growing dark with lust as he leaned in. Oliver met him halfway, eager to get a second dose of the far-too-quick peck of last time. The kiss was tentative but only for a moment. Mouths parted and tongues slipped out to explore dark foreign caverns. Simon scooted closer, putting his hands on Oliver’s hips. A small moan escaped, but it was impossible to tell from whom. Oliver brought his hand up to tenderly cup Simon’s cheek, while the other hand ran through the multicolored locks. Oliver’s mouth left Simon’s, traveling up the sharp line of the other boy’s jawbone to his ear.

“Oh God,” Simon muttered, tilting his head back to allow for better access to his neck. Oliver rewarded the action by gently sucking on Simon’s neck.

“You taste so good,” Oliver whispered as he made his way down Simon’s neck to his Adam’s apple. He sucked harder there, eliciting an almost guttural groan of pleasure from his partner.

Simon’s hands started to wander up Oliver’s back, squeezing and kneading as he went. They made their way up to the dirty-blond locks and tugged at them.

“I like that,” Oliver said, breaking his connection at Simon’s neck to encourage the behavior. Simon tugged harder, knotting his fingers into the strands.

“Yes, yes,” Oliver moaned before pushing Simon down onto the bed. He gently bit Simon’s lip, tugging slightly before letting it slip between his teeth. He lay on his side, his mouth busy devouring Simon’s while his free hand traversed the hard plains of his partner’s body.

Simon’s hands continued to pull on Oliver’s hair, keeping their heads close together. He squirmed under Oliver’s touch but made mewling sounds of pleasure, signaling that he didn’t want the exploration to stop.

Oliver found a nipple through Simon’s soft T-shirt and gently pinched it. Simon almost launched off the bed in response. Beyond pleased with the discovery, Oliver took his time, gently pulling and pinching, the sensitive area.

“I’m not sure I can take any more,” Simon panted between kisses.

“Oh?” Oliver said. “Not sure you can take this?” He allowed his hand to travel down and graze Simon’s most sensitive area, happy to feel Simon was as excited as he was.

“Jesus,” Simon hissed, his hips rearing up.

Things were moving much quicker than Oliver had imagined in any of his lurid daydreams, but Simon wasn’t telling him to stop or slow down, so he was going to see just how far the two of them were willing to take things.

His hand hovered just over the metal zipper. Oliver imagined he could already hear the telltale sound of the metal teeth losing the grip on their partners and allowing access to the greatest of treasures.

“Should I?” Oliver asked, his voice thick with lust.

“Yes, God yes,” Simon said, arching his hips toward Oliver’s waiting hand. As that hand descended, ready to probably make it the best night of Oliver’s life, there was a loud crashing sound downstairs. The two boys looked at each other and groaned, almost simultaneously.

Oliver sighed as Simon sat up and ran a shaky hand through his hair.

“We should probably go check that out,” Simon said.

“I didn’t hear any crying or screaming, so no one’s hurt. Maybe it can wait?” Oliver asked, hope in his voice.

Simon grinned as he shook his head. “Probably better not to.”

“Damn your good-boy tendencies,” Oliver muttered as he stood and adjusted his pants, not so nonchalantly. He left the room and made his way down the hall, Simon on his heels. When they got to the stairs, Oliver heard voices, male voices. He put a hand up behind him, urging Simon to stop and stay where he was. He crouched and tried to peer down the stairs to see if he could see what was going on. Were they being robbed? Who would bother the two nice old ladies?

“Do you see any sign of him living here?” one voice asked.

“Nothing definite. Should we check upstairs?” the other asked in return. There was a loud sigh in response.

“Marcus will be pissed if we don’t do a thorough job. You know how he is.”

Oliver’s heart rate sped up. They were looking for him. Marcus had somehow figured out where he was, and he wanted something from him. He glanced over his shoulder at Simon and knew he had to protect him at all costs.

“Get back to the room and lock yourself in,” he hissed at Simon. “Go quietly, as if your life depended on it.”

“What about you?” Simon dared to ask. It was obvious he wasn’t moving until he got an answer.

“I’ve got to defuse this. I’ll be fine. Seriously, go now.” Oliver gave him a little shove. Simon looked defiant, but when he heard the men coming near the stairs his eyes grew wide as he looked over Oliver’s shoulder. He took off, quick as a rabbit and just as quiet.

Oliver took a step back, the stairs letting out a horrible creak he was sure could be heard down the block. The men immediately stopped talking. He imagined their ears perked up like well-trained Dobermans. He hoped to hell they weren’t armed, then again, their fists were probably weapon enough, especially for someone like Oliver.

Did he stay? Or did he run? There really wasn’t anywhere to go. Maybe Marcus just wanted to talk. Was that possible? Maybe he should just give himself up, to keep Simon safe, to keep the twins’ home from being damaged any further. He couldn’t imagine they’d want him to stay anyway if his presence was going to cause this kind of trouble.

Taking a deep breath, he stood to his full height, ready to face the music like a man. Maybe these actions would help gain him good karma. He raised his foot to move down another step and bright light flooded the downstairs. The twins must be home. He had to get these guys out before the women got in. He couldn’t risk them being hurt.

“Shit, the broads are back,” one of the men muttered.

“I ain’t going back to jail for giving some old lady a heart attack. Let’s go. We’ll tell Marcus we couldn’t find him,” the other said.

“Yeah,” the first responded. “Out the back.”

Oliver could hear their footsteps headed toward the kitchen. The next sound his ears caught was the familiar wail of sirens. Who called the cops? Oh! Maybe Simon had a phone on him. The two men must have heard the sirens too because they hustled out through the kitchen, slamming the door behind them.

His body turned to liquid as the tension of the situation was cut short. Crumpled on the steps, he held his head in his hands, thinking of how awful it could have gotten. A hand landed on his shoulder, almost causing him to jump out of his skin.

“It’s just me” came Simon’s familiar voice. “Are you okay? Did they see you?”

Oliver shook his head and found his whole body was shaking, from fear or adrenaline he wasn’t sure. Simon sat down on the step next to him and put an arm around Oliver’s shoulder. They were still there, sitting in silence when the cops came in the front door, guns at the ready, pointed their way.




Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

THE SITUATION was quickly explained, and the cops went about their job collecting information, dusting doorknobs with powder and picking up pieces of glass. Oliver and Simon were questioned separately to make sure their stories matched up. Oliver left out that the men were there for him and that Marcus’s name had been mentioned. It was something he would only reveal to Richards. If he told these cops, they would probably think he was in on it or just haul him down to the station for having any kind of connection with the known pimp/drug dealer. As it was, several of the cops were already casting suspicious glances at Oliver once they ran his name and saw he had a prior.

The women doted on the boys once they were allowed back into the house. Even Tude showed authentic concern for them, puttering around to get them blankets and drinks.

They dubbed it a failed breaking and entering since nothing was taken. When the cops were finally clearing out, one told them they would keep someone posted outside for the night to make sure no one came back to try and finish the job. The twins thanked them profusely. Another cop escorted Simon home so they could talk to his parents to see if they heard or saw anything that could be helpful to the investigation. Oliver didn’t even get a proper good-bye, just a sad smile and a wave as Simon was led out the door.

Oliver sat in the chair, wondering what he should do. Should he leave? Even if he did, there was no guarantee Marcus would know he was gone, and he might try to get back into the house. He could just hunt the man down and turn himself in, but he had no idea what Marcus wanted with him, and he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to find out. He felt that if he stayed, he would just be bringing more trouble to nice folks who had treated him well, and he didn’t want that.

Tude and Vera fluttered around, trying to make a list of all the little knickknacks that got broken so they could contact those who had already reserved them as well as get money from the insurance company. Because he couldn’t say whether the shelf by the door had two little figures or eight, he was pretty much useless. Staring at the hole in the window, he decided there had to be something he could do to patch it up for the time being.

“Can I go check out the shed?” he asked.

“At this hour? It’s dark, dear,” Vera said, stopping by the chair where Oliver was seated.

“I know, but maybe you guys have something out there I can use to fix the window for the night.”

“Now there’s a bright boy,” Tude said from across the room. “There’s a flashlight in the pantry. Get a move on. We don’t want to hear bang, bang, bang when we’re trying to sleep.”

Springing to his feet, Oliver hurried to the kitchen pantry to find the flashlight. Once outside, he cautiously swept the light around the expanse of the backyard, making sure no one was lurking in the shadows waiting for him. The coast seemed clear.

He made his way to the old wood shed and pulled the door open. Dust motes danced across the narrow beam of light. Oliver thought he saw things scurrying in the dark, insect or rodent he didn’t know. He didn’t really want to encounter either, but it certainly wouldn’t be the first time. When you lived on the streets, you were often encroaching on their homes. Sure you were bigger than them, but no one wanted to be bitten by anything while sleeping.

Oliver put the thoughts of spiders and rats out of his mind as he swung the flashlight around looking for some tools and maybe a piece of plywood. He found all the tools neatly lined up on the wall. Wrenches of all sizes, a couple of hammers, and some things he couldn’t name if his life depended on it. Below the tools were little drawers, neatly labeled with words like penny nails, nuts, screws, and tacks. He pulled one of the handles, and the drawer opened smoothly. Either it was used more than he thought, or someone had taken a lot of time and care in making the cabinet. He grabbed a handful of nails and shoved them in a pocket. Leaning a little farther, he grabbed one of the hammers off the wall as well. Passing the flashlight over it, he wasn’t surprised to find it was shiny and pristine, no rust to be found. He tucked it into the waistband of his pants before swinging his light into the corner. He found the mower Simon must have used weeks ago. There was some potting soil and terra-cotta planters. Looking in the other corner, he found an old window, paint flecking and glass wavy. It must have been original to the house. Leaned up behind it looked to be some pieces of wood. Hopefully there would be a piece sized just right to fit the window. Upon searching he found something he thought could work. He left the shed with all his equipment and headed in.

When he entered the kitchen he heard the deep baritone of a man’s voice. His heart plummeted, thinking Marcus’s men had returned. Hammer in hand to defend himself and the homeowners, he peered around the corner into the living room, steeling himself for battle.

“While it’s not a bad choice of weapon, it won’t hold up to a gun. If your aim is good, I suppose you could toss it at my head, but then I’d just step to the side, and then you’re out of a weapon all together.” Richards leaned on the couch, a hand on the butt of his revolver.

When Oliver sagged in relief, Richards chuckled. He walked over and grabbed the board. “Here, I’ll help you put this up.”

With the two of them, they quickly got the window fixed. There wasn’t much discussion between them as they worked. The twins thanked them and then retired, claiming exhaustion from all the night’s adventures.

Oliver looked down at the hammer in his hand. He motioned for Richards to follow him as he trekked to the shed to put it back where he found it. Richards followed, quiet, waiting for Oliver to speak first.

“What brought you out here tonight?” Oliver asked as he flicked on the flashlight to show the way. “Did you hear the address or something over your radio?” When Richards was quiet, Oliver knew that wasn’t the reason. “You were gathering more info against Marcus, right?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but… we have a guy on the inside. He passed along some info saying they were looking for some street kid. Your name came up. I had to come to check up and make sure you were okay. I had no idea there had been a break-in until I got here.”

“The two things were connected, actually,” Oliver said, not looking up.

“Oh? How so?” Richards kept in step with Oliver as their shadows crossed the grass, a platoon of two.

“I was upstairs…,” Oliver started.

“Alone?” Richards cut in.

“No… with Simon.” Oliver was glad the dark hid the flush he was sure creeped up his neck.

“Okay, continue.”

“We both heard a loud crash and decided we needed to investigate,” Oliver continued. They had gotten to the shed. Opening the door, he motioned for Richards to wait while he ducked in, hung the hammer back up, and deposited the remaining nails back in the drawer before returning to Richards. Oliver led them to the back of the house. He leaned against the wood shingles, not wanting to go back inside until the discussion was over. The women might pretend to be hard of hearing, but Oliver thought it was just a ruse so they could learn more gossip.

Rolling his head to try and release the tension in his neck, Oliver stayed silent a few moments longer. Taking a deep breath, he continued. “I got to the top of the stairs and heard two men talking. They said Marcus would be mad if they didn’t do a thorough check. They didn’t use my name, but I know they were looking for me. I made Simon go back to the room and lock himself in. I was going to give myself up when the cops showed.”

Richards was silent for so long that Oliver wondered if the guy had nodded off standing up. He was just about to cough or nudge him with an elbow when Richards spoke, rage barely concealed in his voice.

“What do you mean, give yourself up? Do you think sacrificing yourself to a man who would do God only knows what to you would be penance for the accident? Do you think being sold into sexual slavery or used as a drug mule would improve your life? Or maybe it’s just you think so little of yourself that you think no one would care what happened to you, that maybe the world would be better off.”

“No—but—I—” Oliver sputtered.

“No, don’t answer. Don’t even think about answering because if I hear that answer, I may very well snap and do something I will regret.”

 

 

OLIVER HUNG his head, ashamed that Richards was on the mark. He didn’t know what else to say.

Finally Richards spoke again, tired resignation in his voice. “I think it would be best if we went back to keeping our relationship strictly professional. We talk once a week when you check in and that’s it. I can’t….” He sighed and rubbed his eyes like a cranky toddler. “I just don’t think I can handle seeing you continue to cut yourself down like you’re worthless. I get coming from your background that you may find it hard to believe that some people still care about what happens to you, but we’re out there, and there’s not much worse than seeing someone you care about slowly killing themselves. You may not realize that’s what you’re doing, but I see it. I see it as plainly as I see a junkie losing weight, losing their mind, and losing their life. I can’t stand around and watch it, and it’s obvious you aren’t looking for help out of your shallow grave. Sorry,” he ended, turning and walking away.

Oliver stood there, dumbfounded and defeated, eyes full of tears.




Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

WHEN THE sun streamed in his window the next morning, Oliver couldn’t even be bothered to roll over, feeling he deserved the burning torture of the bright light behind his lids. Life felt worthless. He hadn’t felt so low since right after the accident. Richards’s words had cut him deep because he knew they were true. He knew that he wasn’t really living, that he was just surviving until he felt like he had done enough good to outweigh the bad in his life.

There came a soft knock on the door. “Oliver dear, are you up yet?”

He wanted to just keep his mouth shut, to ignore the sweet voice at the door, but he knew he couldn’t. “Yeah, I’m up,” he said, using all his energy to swing his legs over the edge of the bed. Slow to stand, he stretched his hands over his head, groaning at all the kinks. He had tossed and turned all night, Richards’s words pelting him even in his dreams. He crossed the room and opened the door to see Vera looking up at him.

“Sorry to bother you, dear, but it was getting late, and Tude and I are going out. We didn’t want you to worry if you came down and we were gone.”

“Oh… out again?”

She smiled. “Oh yes, it’s our monthly luncheon and bridge tournament.”

Oliver frowned. He didn’t remember them going last month. Maybe it had been right before he moved in.

“The glazier was already here and replaced the window. At John’s recommendation, we are having a man come to install a security system here at the house, but that won’t be until this evening. We should be back well before then,” she informed him.

“Okay… is there anything you need me to do today?”

“Well, now, let me think.” She tapped her chin, trying to think of something for him to do. “Oh! Simon left his containers here last night. You could return them now that they’re clean. Maybe you can spend some time with him today. I saw his parents leaving this morning to visit his sister. That poor thing has such demons. She’s a sweet girl, but she has been fighting such a hard battle from such a young age. I’m sure Simon could use some company… that is, if you don’t mind. It would mean a lot to us. Simon has always been like a grandson to us.” She beamed when she mentioned his name.

On one hand, Oliver was excited to pick up where they had left off the day before, but on the other hand, Richards’s words pounded into his head and he thought about how if he got too close, Simon would end up being the one to get hurt in the long run.

“I’ll… see what I can do,” he relented.

“You’re such a good boy, Ollie. Be sure to make yourself something to eat. There’s plenty of food in the pantry.”

“All right.”

Vera smiled and turned away to head off downstairs. Oliver closed his door and lumbered over to the window. He spied Simon in his driveway, working on the car as usual. Simon wiped his brow and rounded the car, opening the driver’s side door. As he bent to sit in the seat, Oliver felt his anxiety kick in. That was new. He didn’t typically have an issue with other people in cars, only himself. He watched as Simon tried to start the car. The engine turned and turned but never caught. Simon pounded a fist on the steering wheel and slumped forward. Oliver swore he saw Simon’s head bounce off the wheel. He sat still for so long, Oliver was throwing on whatever clothes he could find, not caring if they matched or were dirty. He raced down the stairs and out the door, past a befuddled Vera and an annoyed Tude, who yelled after him that he was going to break one of them.

He sprinted down the walk and threw open the gate. Making a sharp turn, he hit the sidewalk at full speed and ran it out until he ended up at Simon’s side, panting.

“Hey. Hey!” He shook Simon, hoping he wasn’t too late.

“Hey, yourself! Quit it, you’re going to give me shaken baby syndrome,” Simon said, fully alert.

“Oh good, you’re not passed out or dead or something.” Oliver sank down onto the hot blacktop, leaning back on his hands trying to catch his breath.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Simon asked, anger flickering in his golden eyes.

“I saw… from the window,” Oliver said still panting. “Thought you had… passed out… maybe electrocuted yourself.”

Simon blinked several times, piecing together Oliver’s words.

“You thought I was hurt.”

“Yes.”

“And you ran out to help me?” Simon leaned forward and took Oliver’s chin, tilting his head up so he could see his face.

“Well… yeah. I mean, I don’t know CPR or anything, but maybe I could have helped somehow,” Oliver sheepishly admitted.

Simon smiled. “That’s sweet of you. Next time, though, you can just call my name instead of shaking the shit out of me. I think you knocked something loose.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re cute,” Simon said, ruffling Oliver’s hair.

Oliver blushed, instantly making a decision that he couldn’t stay away from this boy. He would try his damnedest to keep Simon out of harm’s way if he could. Oliver figured he had to be allowed one happiness in life, right?

“Want to help me some more?” Simon asked, swinging his legs to get out of the car.

He really didn’t want to, but helping meant they got to spend more time together. “O-okay.” The smile he got in return would be worth all the panic attacks, the shaking limbs and the possible nightmares it would bring that night. “What do you need me to do?”

Simon stood and gestured for Oliver to take his seat.

“Really?”

“Really,” Simon said.

Oliver took a shaky breath and slid into the seat before he could think twice about it.

“Good,” Simon said. “The key is in the ignition. When I tell you, turn it.”

“Umm… I uh.” Oliver’s voice faltered. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll try.”

Simon patted his shoulder before moving under the hood. Oliver could hear him tinkering away, muttering under his breath. He focused on the breathing exercises that had failed him in the past. After what seemed like an eternity, he heard Simon give him the okay. His hand was shaking so bad that he had to lean over the wheel and use his other hand to steady the one turning the key. The car rumbled, engine struggling to turn over but not catching. Simon’s voice sounded over the noise, and Oliver stopped turning. There was more tinkering and even fouler curses before he was asked to try again. His hand was steadier, and it only took one to turn the key. Oliver considered it a triumph, even if the engine still refused to catch. Simon kicked a wheel and threw his wrench on the ground.

“Need a break?” Oliver asked, silently hoping Simon would say he was done for the day.

“No. I’m going to get this damn thing to work today if it’s the last thing that I do.”

While Oliver could appreciate the drive and determination, it really wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. He sighed and settled back against the seat, trying to keep focused and not remember the last time he was in that position.

Simon walked a few steps onto the lawn and bent over to pick up the tool he had thrown down. It gave Oliver a nice view and left his mind to wander to more pleasant, if not steamier, thoughts. When the other boy turned around, he gave a grin, as if he knew what was going on in the confines of Oliver’s mind.

It didn’t take long for Simon to give the go-ahead. Oliver automatically turned the key and was shocked when the engine roared to life. So shocked that his body went into defensive mode—he immediately turned the key to stop the engine and jumped out of the seat, his feet getting tangled, and he had to catch himself so he didn’t fall and knock some teeth out.

“What happened? Are you okay?” Simon put an arm out to help steady Oliver.

“I’m okay,” Oliver said, trying to act cool. “Third time’s the charm, huh?”

Simon frowned. “Yeah… I suppose so. Can you give it another turn and leave it on?”

Oliver shook his head. “Sorry. I… I just can’t.” He took a step back, putting distance between himself and what his mind saw as “the killing machine.” He continued to walk back, not caring that Simon was looking at him as if he had three heads and two of them were dead.

“Sorry,” he said again. “I’ve, uh… I’ve got to run some errands for the twins. I totally forgot. I’ll catch you later.”

With confusion on his face, Simon held a hand out to stop Oliver from leaving. “Yeah, bu—”

“Thanks for understanding,” Oliver said, hoping Simon really did understand there was an issue, even if he didn’t know the reasons why. He didn’t wait around to see if Simon had anything else to say.




Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

OLIVER DIDN’T know where he was going, but he had to put some distance between himself and the car. He hated that Simon might think his sudden departure had something to do with him, but he had no choice. Oliver wouldn’t risk a full-on panic attack that would very likely leave him on the ground gasping for air like a fish out of water. He knew it was a terrifying experience for himself as well as anyone who had to witness it. Simon would probably call 911 again, and Oliver would be damned if Richards came to answer the call. He didn’t want to cause anyone any more trouble.

Wandering the streets, he didn’t bother to pay attention to where he was headed. He let his feet take him on a journey, destination unknown, while his mind traveled the familiar path of guilt, doubt, and mental self-flagellation.

Eventually he found himself standing in front of a storefront that housed the big-name coffee shop that Tude was sure ran their café out of business. Oliver hadn’t been inside in years. They frowned upon people who entered but didn’t purchase. Their heat wasn’t free for the homeless, one employee had told him, and neither was their bathroom. Oliver had decided it was better not to fight it and just find another place he could warm up without being harassed.

He contemplated entering, even though he still didn’t have any money. It baffled him as to what was so great about their coffee compared to the delectable treats he knew the women had served in their own shop. What could it have really been? Was it just because they were big business? Was their product really better or was it that the population was brainwashed into thinking more expensive had to equal better product? Or did they realize how popular the “little old lady run” café was and were worried, thinking it would significantly eat into their own profits? Oliver figured there would never be a clear-cut answer, and he felt bad his benefactors had to go through the experience.

Turning to walk away, Oliver found himself face to chest with a very large, scary man. He ducked his head, hoping they hadn’t gotten a good look at his face. Mumbling a quick apology, he attempted to step around the man and continue on his way. A strong beefy hand grabbed his bicep.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the man asked, voice low and gravelly.

“I… uh, a friend is waiting for me. Really sorry I hit you, man, my bad.” Oliver spoke fast, head still down.

“Well, they’re going to be waiting awhile. Marcus is looking for ya,” the man said, walking forward pulling Oliver along with him.

Oliver cursed himself for not being more aware of where he was going and his surroundings when he knew Marcus had people out looking for him. Glancing at the street sign on the nearby corner, he realized he was in the heart of the criminal’s territory.

“What for?” Oliver dared to ask, hoping to stall long enough for a cop to drive by or someone who might be a distraction so he could slip away.

“I don’t ask questions, I just follow orders,” the man said before he opened the door to the coffee shop and dragged Oliver inside. He forcefully pulled him toward the back where he practically tossed him into a booth. The man motioned for him to stay as he pulled out a cell phone, presumably to call his boss. The man was so large there was no way for Oliver to slip by him, even while he was distracted. Even if he crawled under the table, he surely wouldn’t get very far. Leaning over to peer around the mountain of a man, he saw the shop was fairly well populated, but everyone was involved in conversation or looking at phones and laptops. Not one looked in their direction. He didn’t know if they sensed danger and didn’t want to put their necks on the line or if they were just so self-involved they hadn’t even seen the interaction between Oliver and his captor.

“Hey, you want a coffee?”

Oliver looked up, surprised at the man’s offer. He opened his mouth to accept and then remembered it would be from the company that ran the twins out of business.

“No thanks,” he said.

The guy shrugged massive shoulders. “Suit yourself.” He started off toward the register but stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Stay,” he said to Oliver as if he were an obedient dog.

Oliver knew it would be pointless to try and leave. He was fast, but the place wasn’t that big. Muscleman would catch up to him in no time. Either that or he’d get to the door the same time as Marcus was walking in. Fate liked to fuck around with him in that way. It was times like these that he wished he still had a cell phone. He wasn’t sure what Richards would have done if he got a text from Oliver saying the situation could be dire. There was the possibility that he would have just brushed it off, but knowing how passionate the man was about his profession, he would probably come to check it out. Oliver sighed. No use in wondering about the what-ifs when nothing would come of it. He sat back, resigned to whatever his fate might be.

As the man was walking back with his giant cup of overpriced corporate sludge, a bell jingled, signaling the opening of the front door. Looking up, Oliver saw the equally imposing figure of Marcus. His laser gaze landed on Oliver immediately. Even from a distance, Oliver could see the gleam in the other man’s dark eyes. He had something planned, and it wasn’t going to be good. Dread filled the pit of his stomach, and he regretted the way he had let his fears get the best of him and drive him away from Simon’s side. Had he tried to overcome them, he wouldn’t be in the position he was in now.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t little boy Oliver. You’ve been very good at hide-and-seek lately, but I knew you couldn’t hide forever.” Marcus slid into the booth across from him, while his henchman pulled up a chair from a nearby table.

“What do you want?” Oliver dared to ask.

“What, no ‘Hello, how have you been?’” Marcus asked, voice dripping with false innocence. He turned to his underling. “Kids today, huh? No manners.” Mountain Man nodded in agreement.

“So sorry. How are the wife and kids?” Oliver quipped. “Oh, right, you can’t be bothered with such mundane things. How are the hookers and blow? Top quality, I presume.” He wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, to take such a tone with a man who would probably take him out back, sodomize him, and then leave him in a gutter to die. He held his breath waiting for the reaction.

Marcus tipped his head back and let out a hearty laugh. “That was good, kid,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “I knew you had some spunk in ya.”

“Uh… thanks?” Oliver replied, surprised by the reaction.

Marcus suddenly leaned forward, elbows on the table and the smiled wiped clean off his face. The sudden change in demeanor had Oliver leaning back, trying to put more space between them, but there was only so far one could go in a booth.

“I’ve got a proposition for you,” Marcus said, all traces of the prior jovial nature gone.

“Ooo-kay?” Oliver really didn’t want to hear what the proposition was.

“I’ve got a client, you see, who has very particular… tastes.” Oliver held his breath while he waited for Marcus to elaborate. “He likes them young, male… and damaged. I’d say you fit that bill to a T.”

Oliver paled at the thought of why the guy wanted someone with that description. He knew it certainly wouldn’t be to join the weekly poker game.

“I… don’t do that kind of thing anymore,” he told the man.

Marcus sighed and leaned back. “I’ve always been sad that I never truly procured you as one of my own. You could have made me so much money. You might be surprised at the number of local politicians and businessmen who enjoy a nice boy in secret.”

“S-sorry?” He wasn’t sure what else to say to that comment.

“You could make it up to me by doing this favor,” Marcus countered.

“I really don’t… it’s not something I did for fun. I did it to survive,” Oliver said.

“I see,” Marcus said. “Well, then, maybe we should create a situation where it would be advantageous for you.” He leaned in again, the malice plain on his scarred face. “A life or death kind of situation.” He cocked his head to the side, very birdlike, and watched Oliver’s reaction. “Maybe death would be too easy an out for you. Until recently you didn’t seem to value your own life too highly. Maybe we add those two lovely old ladies into the equation. Would that tip the scales in my favor?”




Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

OLIVER’S HEART dropped to his stomach. There’s no way he would let anything happen to the women who had so generously taken him in and given him a chance. He swallowed hard, knowing he had no real choice.

Marcus leaned back yet again, a satisfied smile on his face. “I can see I picked the right motivator. Great, we have a deal, then. I’ll be in touch with the details soon.” He slid out of the booth and towered over Oliver.

“Oh, Marcus! I didn’t know you were here,” a man behind the counter called out. “Let me work up your regular, on the house of course.”

Marcus nodded at the man before turning back to Oliver. “They love me here, always giving me free coffee. I do something for them, they do something for me. Our relationship can be like that, Oliver. Don’t think of this arrangement as a threat, think of it as an opportunity. You don’t know what can come of it. Be open-minded and we’ll work great together.” He walked toward the counter, his henchman in tow.

Oliver was slow to scoot out of the booth. He hadn’t actually said yes to the proposition, but Marcus read him right. There was no way he could say no. He walked out of the coffee shop in more of a daze than he had been in when he arrived. Possible scenarios involving him and the man who liked broken boys flooded his imagination, each one worse than the one before. While he admittedly had sold his body in the past, things were always very straight. No pun intended. The men were never especially kinky, they just wanted to get off with someone; typically someone who wasn’t their wife. It was mostly blow jobs or hand jobs for a quick twenty. Oliver hadn’t particularly enjoyed it, but there were worse things he could have done, like become one of Marcus’s stable.

He made it across the street with honking horns and hurled curses, but all limbs intact. Options ran through his mind. He could just skip town, but he didn’t know if Marcus would punish the women because Oliver had left. He could just go through with it and hope it didn’t completely break him. He should probably just call Richards. Maybe it could help his case… but after their conversation last night Oliver wondered if he would take a call from him if it wasn’t at their predesignated time. What if Marcus found out about the call? He’d probably have them all killed.

Oliver ran his hands through his already disheveled locks and pulled hard. He didn’t know what to do or who to turn to. To tell someone would mean he’d have to admit to his past indiscretions as well. An image of Simon’s disgusted face flashed through his mind. Even just an imaginary image of a reaction made him feel incredibly ashamed of himself. No. He’d have to just go through with it and internalize everything else before and after. Hopefully it would be a one-time deal, but knowing his luck, the guy would want him as a regular.

“There you are!” Simon’s frantic voice pulled him out of his dark imaginings. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Oliver looked up and tried to put on a happy face for the boy, but he knew he hadn’t really succeeded. Simon didn’t seem to notice as he pulled on Oliver’s arm, much like the Mountain Man had done earlier. The only difference was that he and Simon were pretty well matched, and Simon couldn’t pull Oliver anywhere he didn’t want to go.

“Hey, hands off,” Oliver snapped without thinking.

Simon blinked and immediately dropped his hand. “Sorry, but you have to come on. We have to go.”

“Where am I going and why am I suddenly your puppy, expected to follow at your heels?” He didn’t mean to take his fear and anger out on the other boy; it just happened.

Simon stood there, scrutinizing him so closely it made Oliver’s skin crawl. “Are you okay?”

Oliver closed his eyes and shook his head, trying to put everything from earlier out of his mind. “Sorry, I’m okay… just had a bit of an… incident. Shouldn’t have taken it out on you,” he admitted.

Simon looked at him for a moment but nodded that he understood. “Speaking of a bit of an incident, Tude is in the hospital. I’ve gathered some things she’s going to need while she’s there, but she asked to see you.”

Oliver immediately thought the worst. Had Marcus hurt her as a warning to make sure he followed through? Could he have gotten it done that quickly?

“What happened?” he asked as he picked up the pace toward his temporary home.

“Vera said, and I quote, ‘the old bat had one too many mimosas and wanted to dance on the table.’ Turns out she tripped over a chair, broke an ankle, and bruised some ribs.”

Oliver stopped in his tracks, resulting in Simon running into him. “Are you shitting me?”

“I kid you not,” Simon replied, stepping aside to stand next to Oliver rather than behind him.

“Unbelievable. Is she coming home?”

Simon shook his head. “Because of her age, they want to keep her overnight and make sure there wasn’t any more internal damage. Vera said she fell pretty hard.”

“Better safe than sorry.”

“Agreed,” Simon said.

“And she wanted to see me?”

“Yup. Didn’t say why, just asked for you. I’m supposed to drive you over with her things.”

Oliver was not having a very good day. Not only did he have problems riding in cars, but hospitals filled him with the same anxiety-riddled fear that made him want to have a breakdown and then pass out. But how could he deny an injured old lady?

“I… I’m not sure I can…,” Oliver stuttered, the anxiety already making his tongue thick and his mouth dry.

“You can sit in back… and wear something to cover your eyes if it will help,” Simon offered. “I won’t mind playing chauffeur.”

He shouldn’t have been stunned that Simon had picked up on his issues when he’d had several occasions to notice him freak out, but he was. Oliver guessed he was just surprised that someone was interested enough to notice. The shock must have been on his face.

“You’d have to be blind not to notice,” Simon said, his voice flat.

“There’s… uh… another problem.” Oliver felt he had to admit it. Simon merely raised a brow. “I’ve got the same kind of issues with hospitals.”

“Can’t say I’m a fan myself. We’ll just have to try to keep each other from falling apart. Deal?” Simon stuck his hand out toward Oliver. Oliver didn’t know that it would work, but it had to be better than nothing. He put his hand inside Simon’s, and they shook on it.




Chapter Thirty

 

 

SITTING IN the backseat was infinitely easier than being up front, especially when he wasn’t handcuffed. As Simon recommended, he kept his eyes closed for most of the ride, daring to peek on occasion to see if he could handle it. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was tolerable. Oliver decided it was probably best to keep as calm as possible so he’d be better in control once they got to their destination. When Simon parked in the visitor’s lot, Oliver was quick to climb out, Tude’s bag of belongings in hand.

“Okay?” Simon questioned when he got out himself.

“Good enough,” Oliver answered before rolling his shoulders, trying to break up the additional tension that was building with the hospital in sight. He was minutely grateful it wasn’t the same hospital he and his family had been in after the accident. He knew he wouldn’t have been able to set a foot into that place without having a full-blown panic attack.

An ambulance came whizzing up the driveway, sirens blaring. Oliver’s body automatically reacted, his neurotransmitters yelling at him to fight or take flight. Flight was the option he really wanted to take. His feet were itching to take off, to take him as far from the hospital and anything on wheels as possible. When Simon slipped his warm hand inside Oliver’s, he immediately felt a tranquility come over him. The anxiety was still there, but it wasn’t at the forefront like it had been moments before.

“Ready?” Simon asked, giving Oliver’s hand a squeeze.

“As I’ll ever be, I suppose.” He squeezed back and felt a little hope that he’d get through the situation okay.

They walked in and up to the information desk. Oliver let Simon do all the talking. They got their names written on little stickers. Simon tried to put Oliver’s on his forehead, but the woman behind the desk tsked and gave them a disapproving look. Simon apologized and handed Oliver his name tag without any more joking around. As soon as they got into the elevator, Simon removed his sticker from his shirt and slapped it onto his ass.

“Some people have no sense of humor,” Simon said.

“I’d rather look at it there anyway.” Oliver managed to crack a smile.

“Maybe I like you looking there,” Simon replied with a wink.

There was a cough from behind them that had both of them spinning like tops. There was a nurse behind them that neither had noticed when they got on. She was shaking her head. She rolled her eyes, walking past them as the doors slid open.

“Get a room, boys, just don’t make it one here,” she said as she glided down the hall in her silent, sensible shoes.

They were both bright red as the doors shut to deliver them to the proper floor. When the doors opened again, mere moments later, they exited single file, Simon leading the way. Oliver was slow to follow but managed to keep putting one foot in front of the other, Tude’s bag swinging from his hand, gently bumping his leg, prompting it to keep the forward motion going.

Simon beat him to the room, but he, thankfully, waited for Oliver to catch up. Oliver didn’t know if he would have been able to walk in on his own. He was impressed with his body’s reaction thus far, but he could only expect so much from himself. When he reached his companion, Simon looked up and down the hall before giving Oliver’s hand another quick squeeze. They took simultaneous deep breaths before entering the room together.

“Oh, boys, I’m so glad you came,” Vera said from her chair at her sister’s bedside.

“About time,” Tude tried to grumble, but it was halfhearted at best.

Oliver held out her bag. “I have stuff,” he said, feeling as stupid as he sounded. Vera rose from her chair and gave Oliver a hug before taking the bag from him.

“You are both such dears. Where would we be without these lovely boys, Tude?”

“I don’t know, a beach in Boca Raton maybe?” her sister answered. Oliver was glad to see the injury hadn’t dulled the woman’s tongue, nor her sharp wit.

“How are you Miss Tude?” Simon asked, walking up to the patient’s bedside.

“My ankle is the size of my award-winning sugar pumpkin, and it feels like there’s an elephant sitting on my chest, but otherwise I’m right as rain,” the old lady spat.

“I’m sorry to hear it. Can I do anything else for you?” he asked her.

“You can take my sister down to get me something edible from the cafeteria. All they’ve given me is slop I wouldn’t feed to the pigs, if we had pigs.”

Simon laughed. “Okay, I can do that.” He turned to the other woman. “Miss Vera, fancy a trip to the cafeteria?”

The healthy twin looked from her sister to the boys and back. “I don’t know, dear. I don’t think poor Tude should be left alone. She would probably harass the nurses so much that they’ll kick her out. She needs someone to watch her.”

“Ollie will stay with me,” Tude volunteered. Simon looked at Oliver, questioning with his eyes whether he’d be okay or not. Oliver couldn’t really tell the woman no, so he nodded that it would be all right.

“All right, we’ll be back as soon as possible,” Simon said, more to Oliver than Tude.

The old woman waved him off. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

Oliver watched them leave the room and was surprised by the lack of panic he felt. Maybe it was because he knew she wasn’t in danger of dying. Not from her current injuries anyway.

“Come sit next to me, boy,” she called to him. “We need to talk.” Oliver slowly came farther into the room and took occupancy of the chair her sister had been sitting in.

“How are you?” he asked since she had gone quiet.

“I’m getting old,” she replied as if it were news.

“Aren’t we all?” he said.

“Don’t sass mouth me, boy, and just listen.”

“Sorry, I was just stating a fact.”

She shook her head, making her silvery curls bounce. “Enough. We don’t have a lot of time before they get back.”

“What are you going on about?” he inquired, shaking his head.

“If you’d shut your mouth, I could tell you,” she snapped. Oliver made the gesture of zipping his lip and throwing away the key. She nodded, satisfied by his actions. “Your trial is almost up. I want you to seriously consider staying. For good.”

Oliver was shocked by her words. That was never the plan. How could he mooch off of them indefinitely?

“Before you say no,” she said, obviously reading him, “let me explain. This fall has proven to me that we’re not getting any younger.” Oliver raised an eyebrow at the comment but wisely kept his mouth shut. “I may not be around much longer, and I don’t want my sister to be alone in that big house, especially after the break-in. The poor thing had a terrible time sleeping last night.” She shook her head, her mouth turned down in a frown thinking about her sister’s insomnia. “I would feel better knowing there will be someone there to protect her, someone to make sure she keeps on after I’m gone.”

“Tude,” he said, interrupting her, “I don’t think you’re going to pass away from a broken ankle. You have plenty of good years left to live.” He was uncomfortable with the direction their conversation had taken.

“You of all people should know that you don’t know what tomorrow will bring. What if this break causes a clot that goes straight to my heart? I could keel over right here and now.”

All the control Oliver had been holding on to with his fingertips was slipping away. First Tude seemed to know about his past. Second, she was talking about dying right in front of him. He wasn’t going to be able to stop the panic now. His heart beat in time with the quickest of Sousa’s marches. No, even faster than that. As his breaths came in short painful gasps, he decided his heart was running a race against the speed of a tattoo needle spilling ink into innocent flesh. So focused on the pain his body was putting him through, he never saw the hand swinging at his head until it hit him.

“Cut that out, boy. There’s no need to panic. Death is a natural part of life. Take a deep breath, or I’m pushing my call button and telling them to get you a bed next to mine.”

“Owww,” Oliver complained, rubbing his temple. That lady must have been perfecting her slap for the past eighty years. He realized after his complaint that he was breathing normally, and his heart rate had gone down.

“John told me about the accident. Horrible tragic thing, but the real tragedy is the way your mother abandoned you after. You’re still young. You need nurturing. Vera would thrive having you to bring up. She always wanted kids.”

“I’m hardly a kid,” Oliver argued.

“Could have fooled me. You’re grown up in all the wrong ways. You need someone to get you back on the right path. Stay. Has it really been so horrible?”

Oliver wanted to give her some excuse why he couldn’t stay. Why he shouldn’t stay, but found he couldn’t explain his reasons without worrying her. And truth be told, it hadn’t been anywhere near horrible. He helped them out and then was free to work on his art. He had hot meals, a warm bed and clean clothes. It was a million times better than the life he had been living for almost two years prior.

“Please. It would put my mind at ease to know she won’t be alone.” The hopeful look on her face broke his resolve. How could he tell this woman that he wouldn’t be there for her sister? If it got to be too much for him, he could always leave and just check back a couple times a week. He could make it work.

He took a deep breath and hoped he wasn’t going to regret his response. “Okay. I’ll stay.”




Chapter Thirty-one

 

 

VERA AND Simon came back with food for everyone, but no one was happier than Tude. She beamed with joy over Oliver’s answer and raved about the food. He wasn’t sure why she was happy with the meal when he thought it tasted like sawdust. Maybe he just had a bad taste in his mouth due to the promise he made to her. He couldn’t go back on his word now. His father would be sorely disappointed in him if he did.

The boys said their good-byes, and Simon told Vera he would pick her up when visiting hours were over. She told him not to bother because someone from their luncheon was going to pick her up and bring her back to get their car.

Oliver was quiet as they walked out of the hospital, his anxiety long forgotten while his brain replayed the scene of him telling Tude he would stay.

“The car is that way, Ollie,” Simon said, pointing in the opposite direction Oliver was walking.

“Oh, right.” He turned and headed into the parking lot.

When they got to the car, Simon opened the back door for Oliver, and he climbed in without a word. They drove home in silence and when they pulled into Simon’s driveway, Oliver looked around, wondering out loud how they got home so quick.

“It really wasn’t quick. You were just lost in thought. Everything okay?”

Oliver opened the door, suddenly wanting to escape the confines of the car. Simon followed suit.

“Do you want to come in?” Simon asked, looking toward his door.

“Are your parents home?” Oliver asked, unsure he wanted to meet someone’s parents after the day he just had.

Simon shrugged. “Maybe. Does it matter? They’ve been asking to meet you.”

Oliver was surprised. “They want to meet the felon—I mean fellow next door?”

Rolling his eyes, Simon shook his head. “They don’t know anything about any of that. It wasn’t my place to tell them, was it?”

“I suppose not,” Oliver said, pleasantly surprised.

“So?” Simon tapped his foot impatiently.

“All right. It’s not like I have anything else to do.”

“Gee thanks,” Simon said, nudging him with a smile. Oliver grinned back before following Simon into the house. The interior was very much like he expected with well-worn but comfortable-looking couches facing a big-screen TV. The walls were decorated with photos of Simon and a pretty girl Oliver guessed was his sister. He walked closer to take a look at little Simon.

“Aww, you were so cute,” Oliver said without turning around.

“If you think that’s cute, I’ve got naked bathtub pictures I can pull out for you.”

Oliver whipped around, embarrassed to be caught by someone who wasn’t Simon. In fact, looking around revealed that Simon wasn’t even in the room anymore. What the fuck? The woman standing in front of him had Simon’s caramel-colored hair and dark eyes. She was tall and willowy. Even though there was currently a smile on her face, the exhaustion and sadness were there as well in the circles under her eyes and the pronounced frown lines extending from her lips.

“Mom, you’re not showing those to anyone,” Simon said coming back into the room, a glass in each hand. “If I can find them, I am burning them.”

“Oh, Simon, you’re no fun. You were an adorably chubby baby. I’m sure Oliver would love to see pictures.”

“Chubby?” Oliver asked, eyebrow raised in Simon’s direction.

Simon pouted. It was adorable. “I liked food, okay?”

“He looked like the Michelin Man with his rolls upon rolls of baby fat. Everyone that saw him wanted to hug him.”

“Ma, seriously. Enough,” Simon said cutting in front of her to give Oliver one of the glasses.

“Oh, all right. I’ll be in the kitchen if you change your mind, Oliver,” she called out as she left the room.

Oliver followed Simon to the couch where they both took a seat. Not too close but not too far either.

“I’d be interested in seeing those pictures,” Oliver said, a gleam in his eye.

Simon groaned. “Not you too. They are horrifically embarrassing, and I feel like I do enough on my own to make a fool out of myself. You don’t need to see naked baby pictures to boot.”

Oliver reluctantly agreed. He leaned back on the plush couch and tipped his head back, eyes closed.

“What did you and Tude talk about when we were gone?” Simon asked.

Oliver sighed but didn’t bother to open his eyes before speaking. “She asked me to stay.”

“Stay? At the hospital?”

“No. Stay at the house. Past our agreed upon time limit.”

“How long? Until she gets back on her feet? I could understand that. She’s going to need a lot of help, and Vera isn’t really in the best of shape to assist either.”

Oliver opened his eyes and leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “No, she asked me to stay permanently.”

Simon’s eyes grew wide. “Wow, really? What did you say?”

“I had to say yes,” Oliver admitted.

“You had to? Did she have a gun to your head? Twist your arm? A knife to your throat?”

Oliver shook his head. “No, she went on and on about how she could drop dead any day and that she wanted to know her sister would be taken care of. That it would make her passing easier if she knew someone would be in the house after she’s gone.”

“Huh. Isn’t she just a ball of sunshine?”

“Tell me about it. How could I say no? She wasn’t even being her usual sarcastic self. She was so serious and sad-looking.”

Simon was quiet for a few moments. Oliver could tell he had something on his mind.

“What?” he asked Simon.

“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that you’re not going to be wandering off in a couple of weeks,” Simon admitted. “I’ve kind of gotten used to you being around.”

“Yeah? Even when I’m weird and mean to you?” Oliver wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer to that one.

Simon put his glass down on the table and turned on the couch so he was facing Oliver. “I get that you’ve got issues and secrets. We all do to some degree. Maybe with you sticking around, you’ll come to trust me enough to share them with me. That’s what friends do, right? Confide in each other?”

Simon looked at Oliver expectantly. Oliver wrestled with the demons inside, trying to come up with the least hurtful response. He liked Simon, and it had been a long time since he had met someone he felt could be a friend. But there were just some things he’d never tell. Some things he would rather take to the grave than share.

“The last time I trusted someone, I ended up in jail,” Oliver finally said. “I’m sorry, but the only person I can be sure to trust anymore is myself.”

“What if you were in a relationship? Would you be able to trust that person?” Simon looked hopeful as he asked, but Oliver knew he wouldn’t like the answer.

“I know you don’t understand the entirety of my situation, but if you did, you’d understand. I’ll never be able to trust anyone ever again.”

Simon’s face fell. “You can’t build a relationship without trust. There’s no way it would last if you constantly suspected that other person of things or if you held everything inside rather than sharing with them.”

Oliver nodded in agreement. “You’re right,” he admitted.

“So you’d rather be alone and lonely than open yourself up to the possibility of something wonderful.” Simon was getting angry.

“It’s not that I want to be alone and lonely,” Oliver argued. “It’s just the way things have to be. You don’t understand.”

“You’re right. I don’t.” Simon stood and stepped away from the couch. He looked down on Oliver who was still seated. A range of emotions flickered through his features. “I think it’s probably best if you leave now.”




Chapter Thirty-two

 

 

OLIVER WOULD definitely have to dub this day one of the top three shittiest days of his life, right after the accident and after being incarcerated. He wondered if some greater being just had it out for him. Was it part of the hell he had to suffer through in order to make amends?

He left Simon’s without an argument. There was no way to make him see reason without going into the details, and Oliver refused to do that. Not only was it his own burden to bear, but he didn’t want anyone thinking they could “fix” him. No one could do that. He had hoped that he and Simon could carry on the kind of relationship where the past was the past and they made do with the parts of each other they were willing to share, but he should have known Simon would want all or nothing. He was the kind of guy who deserved it all and that just wasn’t something Oliver could give him. Not now. Not ever. He hoped they could remain friends at least, even if the budding physical aspect of their friendship had to be shelved. He wasn’t sure if Simon would go for that either.

 

 

OLIVER DIDN’T see Simon for several days. Well, he saw him in passing, but they didn’t speak with each other. Oliver spent his days fixing up the downstairs office into a temporary bedroom for Tude who was finally coming home. She had contracted a chest cold while she was laid up, and they kept her longer to make sure it didn’t turn into pneumonia.

When Oliver wasn’t doing chores or running errands, he was worrying about when Marcus was going to show with “details.” He tried to put it out of his mind, but it was useless. It was going to come up when he least expected it, and he would have little or no time to try to prepare himself for it. He still debated over whether he should tell Richards or not. When Oliver called to check in, earlier in the week, their conversation was very professional and curt. Richards asked questions, and Oliver answered them, saying no more and no less than what was required of him.

He turned from errand boy into candy striper, sans the cute outfit, once Tude finally moved back home. There was a nurse who came on a daily basis to help her with basic needs, but Oliver brought her snacks and drinks—she didn’t get around so well on the crutches yet—ran out to pick up copies of her favorite magazines and even read to her when she was too tired to do it herself. It actually made him feel good to be useful to someone in a good way for a change.

Coming back from the drugstore one afternoon, the nurse caught him on her way out to say someone had stopped there looking for him. They didn’t leave a name but gave her a piece of paper that she passed along to him. Oliver remembered his manners and thanked her and then ran up to his room to see what it was about. Dread filled the pit of his stomach when he saw it was just a time, date and location. He had no doubt the paper was Marcus’s way of filling him in on the details. Not stopping to think twice, he ran back down the stairs and picked up the phone, dialing the number he knew by heart.

“Richards here.”

When Oliver heard the familiar deep voice, relief flooded through him. “It’s Oliver. We need to talk.”

Richards didn’t immediately respond, and Oliver was worried the cop would blow him off. “It’s important?” the man finally asked.

“Yes, I think so. We can’t be seen talking, though.” He thought he heard Richards sigh, but it was hard to tell over the phone.

“I’ll stop by after my shift ends tonight.”

“No, it can’t be here, and you can’t drive the patrol car. I’m concerned someone might be watching the house.” It had occurred to Oliver that Marcus might have someone keeping tabs on him, making sure he didn’t try to skip out.

“Do you think someone might break in again? I can send an undercover out to keep an eye on the place,” Richards offered.

“No, I don’t think it’s that. I just think someone might be watching me.”

“What do you want to do, then, Ollie?” Richards sounded exasperated, as if he didn’t want to be bothered with the situation. It made Oliver want to call the whole thing off, to tell him to forget he ever said anything and to go home to his family and have a good night, but then he remembered what Richards had been saying about Oliver thinking himself worthless. If he backed out now and Richards found out something happened, he would be justified in putting the distance between the two of them. No, he had to go through with telling him.

“Can we meet at the scene of the accident? Sometime tonight when it’s dark?”

“You’re going to walk there?” Richards asked.

“Yeah. I need to be able to get there without being seen,” Oliver told him.

There was a long pause in the conversation. “Okay. Nine thirty, but Ollie?” he finally said.

“Yeah?”

“Be careful.”

“I will,” Oliver promised.

The rest of the day dragged as Oliver waited until he could slip out of the house unseen. His feet led him to the place he hated most, weaving in and out of woods and through people’s backyards. When he arrived on the scene, he was surprised to find he was rather sedate. No racing heart, no trouble breathing.

A familiar car pulled up and motioned for him to get in. Oliver hadn’t been planning on going anywhere else, but he knew Richards would have a reason for not wanting to stay in that spot. Oliver got in with barely any hesitation.

“Where are we going?” he asked Richards.

“Somewhere we can sit and talk without being seen. This spot is too out in the open. Anyone who was to drive by would be able to see us. If you think you’re being watched, we have to go somewhere else.”

“Okay,” Oliver responded, trusting Richards knew better than him. They drove with only the radio to accompany their thoughts. Again Oliver was surprised at the lack of reaction from his body. Maybe he was getting over his fears and anxieties. That would be nice.

Eventually they turned down a dirt lane that Oliver only saw at the last second. It took them into the woods and led to a small clearing. Richards swung around the clearing so that the car’s nose was headed down the lane they just drove. He cut the lights and turned off the radio but left the car running with the heat on low.

“All right, so tell me what’s going on,” Richards said, unlocking his seat belt and shifting in his seat to better face Oliver.

Oliver started the story back on the day he was accosted. He tried to recount every detail from the proposition Marcus made to the conversation Marcus had with the barista. Richards was quiet throughout. With only the light of the dashboard casting ominous shadows, he didn’t know how Richards was taking it all. Oliver finished talking and waited for a response. Any response.

“So that’s why the guys broke into the house?”

“I’m guessing,” Oliver said.

“What made you decide to call me?”

“To be honest, I wasn’t going to call. After our last real conversation, I wasn’t sure you wanted to hear from me about anything other than ‘What have you done this week?’ and ‘Where have you been?’ I thought maybe I could just suffer through it and no one else would have to know or be involved. But then I got to thinking about what you said, how I treat myself like I’m worthless, and I realized that I have definite issues, but it’s something I want to work on. I don’t know that I can ever get over the guilt I carry, but maybe I can come to terms with it and work around it.”

Richards nodded. “I’m proud of you for calling, and for what it’s worth, I would have taken your call at any time. I know my words the other day were harsh, but I felt like I needed to be honest and that you needed a wake-up call. It seems to have worked.”

Oliver nodded in agreement.

“Your information about the coffee shop ties into our work. We’ve been hunting for evidence of how he’s been smuggling high-grade cocaine into the area. We suspected he’s getting it direct from a source in Columbia. Maybe he’s using the coffee shop to smuggle the drugs in with the beans. But why would the coffee shop bring it in for him? Are they taking a cut?”

“He said he did a favor for them….” Oliver started when a thought suddenly hit him. “What if he’s the one that ran the twins’ café out of business? Maybe they were concerned that they were real competition and that people would prefer the homemade goodies, coffee, and tea over their crappy ridiculously expensive brand. They could have worked out a deal that Marcus’s men made the shop go under and they smuggled in the drugs in return.”

Richard was nodding before Oliver even finished. “That could work. I’ll call it in to my superior and get people checking out that angle. Good thinking, Ollie. Thankfully there are a couple of days before your planned tryst. If we can gather enough info we can use that meeting as a sting and arrest him.”

“And if you don’t have the evidence you need in time? What happens to me?”

Richards put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re not going to have to go through with anything. We’ll put you all in protective custody until we can bring him in if that’s the case. Don’t you worry. I won’t let anything happen. You can trust me on that.”




Chapter Thirty-three

 

 

RICHARDS KEPT in close touch with Oliver as the day drew near. While he couldn’t give him any more details about what was going on—he had already said more than he should—he was able to let him know that things were progressing in a good manner. He tried to keep Oliver calm, but it wasn’t helping much.

Tude was on the mend and back to her cranky ole self. Oliver was running up and down the stairs getting her things, putting things away, bringing her food, helping her to the car, et cetera. Vera, on the other hand, asked very little. She just seemed thankful that he was there to do all the running rather than her.

Simon still wasn’t talking to him. Oliver figured that was for the best until all the stuff with Marcus was taken care of. He’d feel awful if Simon got pulled into the mess somehow. He felt bad about what had transpired between them last time. While a whole lot hadn’t changed, he could tell Simon he would be willing to honestly try, that it wouldn’t be easy, but if he could have patience, maybe they could make it work.

The morning of the day he was meant to prostitute himself, Richards parked his personal car on a side street and came around the back of the house with a couple of other undercover officers. They settled in the kitchen and explained the plan to him. They asked the twins to keep themselves busy elsewhere in the house. There was no need for them to know what was going on, nor did they need to know about that part of Oliver’s past. Tude seemed curious, but Vera stated it was none of their business and gently pulled her sister into the parlor to work on an afghan they were crocheting for their church group.

Thankfully, Oliver learned he wouldn’t have a very big part in the sting. All they needed was to see the transaction of trading Oliver to the customer, then they could bring Marcus in on charges of prostitution, from there they could question him and hopefully be able to charge him with not only drug smuggling and dealing but the B and E of Double Your Pleasure.

Richards assured Oliver that he would never leave surveillance’s sight and that he had nothing to worry about. His big part would be to get out of harm’s way once things started going down. He didn’t want to get caught in the possible crossfire that could occur. Marcus wasn’t known for carrying firearms, but that didn’t mean his customer or his henchmen didn’t.

Come late afternoon Oliver decided he needed to speak with Simon before everything went down. If for some reason he didn’t make it back, he wanted to apologize to Simon and set everything straight. Crossing the lawn, he hoped to find him at home, otherwise he would have to jot a quick letter for him, and Oliver would definitely rather talk to him in person. He stood at their door, hand poised to knock. Before he could rap on the wood, the door swung away from him and he was staring directly at Simon.

“Hey,” Simon said, looking surprised to see Oliver on his doorstep.

“Hey, yourself. Sorry to bother you, but do you have a minute?”

Simon looked down at the watch on his wrist. It was then Oliver noticed he was all dressed up, as if he had a date to go on. Was he too late? Had Simon moved on already? The older boy looked up, apologetic.

“Sorry, Ollie, I’ve got somewhere to be, and I can’t be late. Can we talk later?”

Oliver felt his heart drop, but he put on a brave smile. “Of course… but before you go, I just wanted to say sorry for my behavior the other day. I’m pretty touchy, and I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

Simon gave him a small smile. “Thanks for that, Ollie. I appreciate it. We’ll talk when I get back?”

“Sure,” Oliver replied. Simon smiled again and pulled the door shut behind him before breezing past Oliver, who could do nothing but wave as he walked away. He sure hoped they’d have a chance to talk when Oliver came back.

Oliver was slow to walk back home. Home… it was funny to think he had one again after everything that had happened, but he found he was happy there. It wasn’t what he expected, but he enjoyed helping Tude and Vera and listening to their stories. He hoped they were as happy with the arrangement as he surprisingly found himself.

When he walked in, both women were there to give him a hug. While they didn’t know exactly what was going on, they knew something important was taking place that day, and they wanted to give him their support. He was touched and told them as much, best he could.

He trekked up to his room to slip on the wire contraption Richards had left for him. It felt cold under his clothes, and he hoped the client didn’t try to touch him because Oliver was sure the guy would know what it was. Finger combing his hair, he looked in the mirror, surprised at the guy who looked back at him. The color was back in his cheeks, and the circles under his eyes were almost gone. He suspected he would always have that haunted kind of look. But now he looked like he had lived through hard times, not that he was living on the streets, battling the elements.

Grabbing his bag, he headed down the hall, ready to go hit the stairs and head out toward his destiny, but felt he had to stop in the bathroom first. Nerves did a number on his stomach. He hoped the cops weren’t listening in yet because they would not like what they heard.

Once he felt like he wasn’t going to throw up, he washed his hands and brushed his teeth. He wasn’t sure what prompted him to want to have fresh breath, but it seemed like the thing to do.

Finally he was ready to go. The women gave him space, waving from the kitchen table when he popped his head in to say he was going out for a bit. They told him to be safe, and he wondered, not for the first time, if they knew more than they let on. They were crafty broads.

Once outside, Oliver had to force his feet to move toward the chosen meeting spot. A rogue dark cloud appeared in the sky, covering the bright, flaming sun, causing a shadow to fall over him. He hoped it wasn’t some kind of omen of things to come. Goose bumps appeared on his arms, making the little hairs stand on edge. Moving his hands up and down his arms, he tried to fight off the chill and the uneasiness that was building in his stomach. At this rate he’d need to find a bathroom again before getting to the meeting spot. Maybe he’d ruin the whole thing by blowing chunks on the guy. Vomit couldn’t be a turn-on to anyone. He hoped that was the case anyway.

After a ten-minute walk, in the ever-expanding shadow of the ominous cloud, Oliver turned the corner, spying several imposing men standing in the mouth of an alley, smoking cigars and laughing about something he probably wouldn’t have found the least bit funny. The aura they gave off was so inherently evil, Oliver almost turned around and ran all the way back to the fairy-tale home he now called his own, sting be damned. The angel and demon on his shoulders fought loudly in his ears over what he should do, but when Marcus turned his dark gaze to the spot where Oliver stood, he knew he had no choice but to move forward. The time to back out had passed and his subconscious started tattooing a list of regrets onto his heart as he forced his feet forward. He hoped he got the chance to make good on his regrets, so his life would have been worth something, but he had a feeling this was going to be his end, that he was going to end up in a potter’s field, in a six-foot ditch with not even his name to mark his spot. Wouldn’t his mother be happy? And wouldn’t his father be disappointed? Nothing like being a disappointment, even in death.




Chapter Thirty-four

 

 

THERE WAS a burst of static in his ear and then the reassuring voice of his PO sounded.

“We’re in place and we’ve got you in sight. Try to stay calm and act as normal as possible… for the situation anyway. Scratch your right eyebrow to acknowledge.”

Keeping his movements smooth and natural, Oliver raised his right hand to scratch his right eyebrow. Loud and clear. Marcus nodded his chin in Oliver’s direction, perhaps thinking the scratch was a wave, like Oliver would wave a cheery hello to the man who was prostituting him out to someone who liked ’em broken.

He took his time making it down the sidewalk to where the men were standing around. Rolling his neck as he walked, he tried to catch a glimpse of anyone else in the area, but there was no one to be seen. Richards and his crew were very well hidden, but where were all the other people who lived in that part of the neighborhood? Did they guess something was going down and had the smarts to stay away for fear of getting caught in the crossfire? He wished he could be one of them.

As he got closer, Oliver noticed the conversations between the men stopped as they all turned to look at him. He recognized Mountain Man and wasn’t thrilled to see him. There was a man that could have been his twin except for the long, dark dreads. The fourth man was short and somewhat nondescript. He wouldn’t stand out in a sea of businessmen, but even Oliver could tell he was well dressed and well groomed.

It struck him odd, though, that the guy was standing in the shadows of waning daylight wearing sunglasses. If Oliver was just passing him on the street, he might think the man was blind. When he noticed Oliver looking his way, a sadistic grin grew on his face, one that would haunt Oliver’s dreams for years to come. The man raised his sunglasses, and it was immediately obvious why he wore them. One eye socket was a mass of scarred, twisted flesh. It seemed as if something went into his eye and then doctors tried to use a skin graft over the socket to cover the hole. It was cosmetic surgery gone bad, unless of course he paid them to make him look like the star of his very own horror flick. The man salaciously licked his lips, and Oliver couldn’t keep the shiver from running down his back. Lust, and something Oliver couldn’t place, radiated from the man’s one good eye.

Every step closer had his subconscious screaming at him to run, run far away and not look back. Something in his body language must have given him away because Richards’s voice flowed into his ear, calming him, reminding him that he wasn’t alone and to try to act normal.

“Scared is a normal reaction for this situation,” Oliver whispered in his defense.

“I don’t doubt it,” Richards responded before telling him that while fear was normal, talking to one’s self probably wasn’t. Oliver wished he knew where the man was hiding so he could glare in that general direction and flip him the bird.

“Oliver,” Marcus called when he was close enough. “We weren’t sure if you were coming.”

“You didn’t leave me much of a choice,” Oliver snipped, unable to help himself. One would think he’d learn to be cautious about what came out of his mouth, but it was a lesson Oliver never seemed to absorb. Lucky for him, Marcus just laughed at his mouthiness.

“True that, my little friend. True that.” Marcus put an arm around Oliver’s shoulder and drew him into the group. “Let me introduce you to your… companion for the night. This is Mr. Carlos Rojas, an important client of mine that we want to keep very, very happy. Comprende?”

“Define happy,” Oliver was bold enough to ask. At his question Mr. Rojas licked his lips and looked Oliver up and down as if he were a piece of meat.

“I don’t think this one will have trouble keeping me happy,” he said to Marcus, ignoring the fact that Oliver was the one who initially asked the question. “I’ll especially enjoy punishing that smart mouth of his.” After his comment he grabbed himself to show Oliver what he would be using to do the punishing.

Oliver opted not to comment on that and turned more toward Marcus. “What do I get out of this?”

The pimp raised a brow. “You get to live. Is that not sufficient enough? Maybe we can set you up with a dental plan and a 401k. How does that work for you?”

“So all that talk of opportunity was you blowing smoke up my ass?” Oliver asked. Carlos leered and mumbled some comment about wanting to try that. Oliver ignored him.

“You never know what the future holds, Oliver my boy. Think of this as… a trial, an audition if you will. You do a good job and we can discuss… benefits.”

“What do you get out of the deal?” Oliver parroted the question Richards had prompted in his ear. He didn’t think the man would come out and say it, but they had to try.

“Curious thing, aren’t you?” Marcus asked, looking a bit suspicious. “Let’s just say that Mr. Rojas sells a product I desire. A product that has to be specially… delivered, and his business has great experience with that.”

Oliver shook his head, surprised the man would even say that. Only a truly clueless person would have no idea what nature that product was. Oliver decided to be daring and just call a spade a spade, hoping it would help the police with their case.

“So, drugs. We’re talking drugs here, right?” he said, looking back and forth between Marcus and Carlos.

The backhand across the face was completely unexpected and sent Oliver reeling. A coppery taste filled his mouth as blood ran from his nose. He blinked away the tears in his eyes, trying to compose himself.

“This one’s smart mouth needs to be shut,” Carlos said, wiping his hand on a handkerchief his version of the Mountain Man gave him. “Let’s get this going, so I can gag and punish him for his insubordination.”

Oliver squirmed out from under Marcus’s heavy arm to spit blood on the ground. His ear was ringing and his nose still gushed blood. Another white handkerchief appeared, waving before Oliver’s eyes. He imagined it as a symbol of surrender, but in his situation, he’d be the one giving up by taking it.

“We can’t have you bleedin’ all over,” Mountain Man said, shoving the pristine piece of cloth in Oliver’s face again. Oliver thought a trail of blood would be good for the cops to find them should things not go down well.

“Don’t make me say it again,” the large man said. Something in his voice made Oliver look up at him, really look at him. For some reason he didn’t seem nearly as menacing as he did the last time they met. Oliver wondered if he actually saw sympathy in Mountain Man’s eyes or if that was his mind playing tricks on him. With great reluctance, he took the handkerchief and held it to his still-bleeding nose, thinking of how Tude would bemoan his actions as “blood was so hard to get out.”

Marcus sighed. “Now that that is settled, let’s discuss the terms of this exchange,” he said to Carlos.

The shorter man adjusted his sunglasses. “This will be a one-time sample run. I get your boy for the night and you get a trial run through your shop. A pound of my best stuff at an astronomical discount. If your boy performs and things go smoothly with the delivery, we can set up terms.”

“A pound?” Oliver asked. “Who sells drugs by the pound? I thought it was all grams and dimes?” He could feel the dealer’s glare from behind the dark glasses.

“Not that it’s really any of your business, but I deal in pounds as it’s easy for my American clients to understand.”

“Only a pound?” Marcus broke in. “I thought we discussed more than that.”

Carlos raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “A pound is more than enough to test our delivery system. I am running a business here; I can’t be giving away the product for free. If that’s not good enough for you, I’m sure we can find someone else who will be happy with the terms.”

If looks could kill, Oliver was sure Carlos would have been reduced to a chalk outline on the sidewalk. Marcus was very obviously not happy that the man would take his product to another local dealer. He hated competition, whether it had to do with dealing or pimping.

“I suppose it will do, for the trial, but I expect larger amounts if we decide to move forward in our business together,” Marcus managed to get out through clenched teeth.

“Of course. Once I know you can pay, we can discuss how high a limit we can go while keeping the delivery safe,” Carlos said. “Now give me the boy. I have a long night planned for him, and I don’t want to waste another moment with your petty haggling.”

It was the moment Oliver was hoping never came. The police should have had all the information they needed, so where the fuck were they? Were they really going to let this guy take him so they could nab Marcus for the prostitution bit?

As Marcus pushed from behind, Carlos reached out and grabbed Oliver’s arm in his titanium grip. All Oliver could think was that this was not going to end well.




Chapter Thirty-five

 

 

JUST AS Carlos was reeling him in close, he heard Richards in his ear, urging him to get down and try to get to safety. Oliver immediately started to pull free when he heard, “NDPD. Put your hands up and step away from the boy.”

It was like all hell broke loose. Carlos was dragging him one way, seeming to want to pull his arm from the socket. Someone had the other arm, but he couldn’t twist enough to see who. Shots started ringing out, and Oliver felt something whiz by his head—something that left a sharp stinging in its wake. A tangy copper scent wafted around his heightened senses. There was shouting and pounding feet. Whoever had Oliver’s other arm won the tug of war, and he found himself pushed up against the rough brick wall, another wall of pure muscle in front of him.

“Try to stay behind me until this dies down,” Mountain Man said over his shoulder. Oliver wasn’t so surprised to see a gun in that ham of a hand, but he was surprised to see it aimed at Marcus, who was absolutely vibrating with rage.

“O-okay?” He didn’t know how else to respond. A moment later, his view shifted. He realized he was looking around the other side of the man but didn’t remember moving. He raised his hand to rub his eyes before he realized one eye was closed. Using two fingers, he touched the closed lid, and when he pulled his fingers away, he saw, with the good eye, that they were covered in viscous blood. Had he been hit or did it belong to someone else? The lid seemed heavy, but he was able to open it without pain. At least he knew he wouldn’t end up looking like Carlos.

The noise escalated to deafening levels, and Oliver was tempted to step aside so he could see what was going on, but every time he shifted, the man in front of him shadowed the movement, keeping Oliver shielded. He heard a thud and saw a stretched out arm on the ground near Mountain Man’s feet. The tattoos coupled with the ridiculously expensive watch on the wrist let Oliver know it was Marcus, prone on the ground. Whether he was hurt, dead, or otherwise indisposed, Oliver didn’t know. He wasn’t sure he cared.

A man appeared at his side causing Oliver to nearly jump out of his own skin. “Steady there, Ollie.” Richards’s voice came from behind a dark mask. “An ambulance is on the way.”

“I don’t need one of those,” Oliver protested.

“All that blood on your head says otherwise. Janette is going to be so mad at me….” Richards stepped back and put a hand to the Mountain Man. “Thanks, Jack, I appreciate you keeping him safe.”

Jack, aka Mountain Man, turned around and looked Oliver up and down, his eyes stopping at the forehead. “Sorry I didn’t get to him quite soon enough.”

“You’re the one who put me in this situation in the first place!” Oliver exclaimed, his anger suddenly surging.

Regret flashed over the towering man’s face. “Believe me, I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t break my cover.”

“Oh….” It was all starting to make sense to Oliver. Jack was the man on the inside Richards had talked about. That explained why he protected him when the shootout started.

When the ground kind of shifted under him, Oliver put his hand on the wall to steady himself. He cringed as flames of pain licked from his shoulder down his arm. Richards must have seen that pain and led Oliver around Jack over to an undercover car, sitting him down. The incessant wailing of an ambulance was growing closer as Oliver watched through half-closed lids as Marcus was led, handcuffed, into the back of a cruiser. Carlos was off to the side, cursing in Spanish. The words were foreign to Oliver, but the intent and hatred behind them were crystal clear.

Richards knelt at his side and tried to carry on a conversation, but Oliver found it very difficult to follow. A blanket appeared and was wrapped around his shoulder. He tried to bat it off, saying he wasn’t cold, but they told him it was for shock. He wasn’t in shock. He knew shock, and he didn’t function nearly as well when he was going through it. Harsh breathing reached his ears and he tried to tell Richards to have that person breathe into a paper bag, but he found he could no longer get words out, making him realize that the labored breaths were coming from him.

Two men in white-and-blue uniforms appeared at either side and started to poke and prod at him, asking if he was able to walk. Oliver stood but found himself listing to one side. One of the men straightened him out while the other went back to their rig for a stretcher. He tried more protesting, saying he didn’t need such a thing, but they got him up on it anyway, carefully lying him down. Pressure was applied to his forehead and a cuff was put on his arm. The men were talking gibberish, lingo he didn’t understand. He vaguely heard Richards say he would meet him at the hospital. Those words echoed in his ears before his eyes closed.

 

 

THE REALIZATION that bright lights were shining down from above had Oliver squinting. The room was quiet, short of a steady beeping sound. He braved the lights, opening his eyes. He saw Richards at the back of the room talking softly with his wife. She was obviously on duty, her long white coat flowing around her tiny frame, a stethoscope around her neck. She looked up and smiled when she noticed him looking at them. She broke away from her cop husband and came to his bedside.

“How are you feeling, Oliver?” She put the back of her hand on his cheek and he had a flash of memory of his mom doing the same when he was young and sick with the flu.

“Bright,” he replied.

She raised her eyebrows. “You feel bright?”

He shook his head slightly. It took all his energy to make that happen. “The room is bright.”

“Oh yes, it certainly is. I could turn the lights off if you want.”

“Naaaahhh.”

She smiled and turned to fiddle with the machine next to his bed.

“When can I leave?” he asked, struggling to sit up. He didn’t like to be lying prone with people standing over him.

She gently pushed him back down and sat him up using the bed controls. “Not tonight, Ollie. You’ve sustained a head injury so you’ve got to stay the night at least. You will probably want some pain pills for that shoulder too. It was dislocated.”

“No pain meds,” he said immediately. He hated the way they made him forget the pain. He needed to feel it full force.

“If you’re sure,” she said. He was glad she didn’t push the subject, but he was really unhappy he’d be there all night.

“Did I do good?” Oliver looked around Dr. Richards to his PO.

Richards smiled. “You did good. Who knew they would be stupid enough to spell everything out as well as they did.” The smiled slid off his face. “I’m sorry I didn’t keep you safe like I promised.”

“I’m alive; that’s good enough for me,” Oliver said trying to smile but failing spectacularly.

“I owe you,” the older man said, and Oliver just let it go. He knew Richards wasn’t going to back down on that front.

Janette and Richards spoke in hushed tones. Janette left, promising Oliver she’d check in on him throughout the night.

His eyes were getting tired again, but he fought the heavy hand of the Sandman. He knew if he fell asleep there, the nightmares of that night would come flooding back and if he started screaming, they might decide to move him to a place with padded rooms, outfitting him with a very unstylish jacket that fastened in the back.

Richards pulled up a chair and settled down, looking older than he had. “You go ahead and sleep,” he said. “I’m going to stay here the night.”

Oliver frowned. “If you stay, who is with the kids? Aren’t they too young to stay home alone?”

Richards smiled. “Janette’s mom watches them when we’re both working. No worries. You get some rest. I’ll be here if you need me. It’s the least I can do.”

Oliver tried to resist it, he really did, but the heavy weight of exhaustion, shock, and fear overtook him, forcing his eyes to shut against his will. He was powerless and hoped the Nightmare King would take mercy on him.




Chapter Thirty-six

 

 

OLIVER SLEPT much better than he had ever expected while within the pale green, bleach-scented hushed halls of the hospital. Turning his head, he saw Richards was slumped down in a brown leather recliner. His head was bent in what looked like a supremely uncomfortable position, and he had his arms crossed and one leg thrown over the arm of the chair. A strange feeling of comfort settled over Oliver realizing Richards had stayed true to his word and spent the night. It had been a long time since someone was really honest and truly there for him. It was a sensation he had forgotten about.

“Keep staring at me with that sappy grin on your face, and I’m going to have them drug you up,” Richards said, not bothering to open his eyes.

Oliver blinked. “How did you—”

“Don’t underestimate cop super senses,” he said, finally opening his eyes. “Well, that and dad superpowers. You’d be surprised at the things you pick up on, like someone’s gaze boring deep into your soul.”

Oliver chuckled. “Dramatic much? I was merely peeking at your sleeping position, not checking for your chakras.”

Richards shook his head, wincing and rubbing at his neck. “Why do you even know that word?”

Oliver shrugged. “I did have a life before living on the streets, ya know. Books, TV, cell phones, the whole deal.”

The older man frowned as he shifted into a more comfortable position. “Sorry, I know you did. Speaking of that, since you’re here, did you want someone to call your mom? I know you’re eighteen and legally considered an adult, but I wasn’t sure if it was something you’d want.”

Oliver immediately shook his head, instantly regretting the action when pain shot through his injured melon. “She made it clear she doesn’t care what happens to me. There’s no need for her to know any of this. Maybe she’s moved on and is putting together a new family or something….” He trailed off and Richards stayed quiet, apparently not wanting to delve any further into the subject. “There is a problem, though,” Oliver finally said.

Richards leaned forward, elbows on knees and hands clasped. “And what would that be?”

“I don’t exactly have insurance or a job, so uh… what do I do about hospital bills?”

“You don’t have to worry yourself over that. It’s taken care of,” Richards said, leaning back again.

“By… you?”

The side of his mouth turned up. “I don’t get paid that well, but I do have a wife who knows the system, and she got it all handled for you… but know if we could have, we would have covered it if need be.”

Oliver was humbled. “Thanks.”

“Not a problem. Let me go track down someone and see if we can get you sprung from here. I’m dying for a hot shower.” Richards got up and stretched his arms over his head, groaning as joints popped. He patted Oliver on the leg and strode out of the room in search of someone with a clipboard.

The call of nature was banging loudly from Oliver’s bladder, so he threw back the scratchy white blanket and swung his legs over the side. His arm was still in a sling—for the shoulder, he assumed. There was a dull throbbing in his head, but nothing he couldn’t live with. Slowly he edged off the side of the bed until his feet made contact with the cold floor. A shiver ran down his spine, but he’d have to deal, otherwise there’d be an accident for the nurses to clean up.

He was a little unsteady when he stood, his balance thrown off by only having one good arm. The throbbing in his head increased as he shuffled to the closed door he assumed hid the bathroom. After taking care of business, he ran the water, washing his good hand as he took a hard look at himself in the mirror. The circles he had sported while being homeless had returned overnight. Maybe they were brought on by stress more than lack of sleep. There was a bright white bandage on his forehead, held in place with gauze wrapped around his head. He looked like an unraveling mummy. Other than those things, he looked fairly normal, very unlike what he saw when he first looked in a mirror after the accident. Back then he had seen a mere ghost of himself; a feral animal wild with fear and guilt had looked back at him, demanding to see his family.

A soft knock sounded at the closed door. “Ollie? Are you in there?” He was surprised to hear Janette’s voice. He figured she was long gone. He turned off the water and grabbed some paper towels before opening the door. Both Richards and his wife stood on the other side, looking concerned.

“You probably should have waited for someone before getting out of bed,” Janette chided, taking Oliver’s free hand and leading him back to the bedside.

“Sorry,” Oliver said. “I, uh, had to go.”

She smiled knowingly. “Next time push the button so someone can come and make sure you get there safely.”

“Oh… right.” He felt stupid for not thinking of it himself. “Can I go?”

“Soon. We’ve got a couple tests to run before you go. We want to make sure nothing was too shaken up inside that noggin and that there were no torn tendons or ligaments in the shoulder.”

“Tests inside… machines?” The anxiety was already starting to build. Those loud, tight machines were too reminiscent of the crumpled car he had to be pulled out of years earlier.

“They are, but I’ll be right there, and if you need to take something to help you get through them, we can do that too,” she assured him.

“I don’t like taking meds… they make me feel… like someone else,” he admitted.

“I can understand that, but I promise it’s temporary and nonaddictive. If you’re too upset during the tests, they’ll take even longer to get clear images. Trust me?”

If it were anyone else, he didn’t think he would, but after all they’d done for him, how could he not trust her words. “Okay….”

She gave him a hundred-watt smile. “Attaboy. Let me go get things started so we can try to get you out of here as early as possible.” She left the room, her husband watching her go.

“You don’t have to stay,” Oliver told his PO. “You’ve been here all night. I’ll be okay.”

Richards looked skeptical. “I don’t have anywhere to be….”

“Then pick up your kids and spend some time with them. I’m sure they would love that.”

“You’re probably right. If you’re sure you’ll be okay… I can call Tude and Vera and have them come stay with you.”

“Do they know what happened?” Oliver didn’t want them to know he was almost pimped out to a Columbian drug dealer.

“They know you were involved in some police raid, but I didn’t go into details. I’ll leave that up to you if you want to explain your… uh, relationship with Marcus.”

“I had no relationship with him! I didn’t work for him or anything, he just saw me around the streets. We talked a couple times, but that was it. I swear! I mean… I’ve done some things in the past to get by… things I’m not very proud of, but it never involved him.” Oliver wanted to make it very clear that while he may have sold some of his services, he was never a full-on prostitute, and Marcus was never his pimp.

“I got it… although I have to say I’m sad to hear you had to turn to certain… unsavory deeds while out there. I should have gotten you out of that situation sooner,” Richards said, hanging his head.

Oliver felt awful that he had made the man feel bad. “I wasn’t looking for help then. I wasn’t looking for anything at all. I was trying to prove to myself that I didn’t need anyone to survive because everyone else had left or let me down. I didn’t think I needed help until you tricked me into helping Tude.”

Richards rubbed the back of his neck, chuckling. “Yeah, you’re a stubborn one. I didn’t even think that was going to work.”

Oliver smiled. “I’m glad it did. It’s nice to be able to help and to feel needed.”

Richards nodded in agreement. He stepped forward and put a hand on Oliver’s good shoulder. “No matter how dark your day seems, there will always be someone out there who needs you in some way. It may be to help them from a fall, or to say a kind word, or to hold a door open for them. You have value and I hope you’re coming to believe that.”

“I think it’s starting to become clearer, but there’s a lot of grime I still need to wipe away before I can see the full picture.”

Richards squeezed the shoulder. “I understand, but I’ll tell you what, I’ll bring the Windex, you bring the paper towels, and we can work on it together. You don’t have to be alone anymore.”




Chapter Thirty-seven

 

 

EVEN WITH the medication he was given, Oliver had a hard time with the tests: the tight space, the confining restraints, the loud banging sounds. It was a special brand of torture that made him wonder if Carlos’s treatment would have been easier to handle. He was sweating and shaking by the time it was all over.

A nurse brought him back to his room and helped him to shower. It was rather mortifying but with the bad shoulder he couldn’t do a lot himself. He supposed it would have been worse if it were a male nurse. Then he probably would have had a whole host of other issues spring up.

Tude and Vera had come while he was in testing. They brought him clean clothes and lots of hugs. Tude was surprisingly misty-eyed when she embraced him, saying how glad she was that he was going to be okay. They told stories of the adventures they got into as teens and taught him to play gin rummy while waiting for the all-clear to be released.

Janette stopped in before going home to say she was passing him over to another doctor, but that from what she saw, things looked good, and he should be able to go home soon. She gave him a hug and her cell phone number, saying to call at any time if he had pain or didn’t feel good.

Oliver was overwhelmed by all the care and support from everyone. After years of feeling like no one cared, he suddenly had a support system anyone would love to have. It made him feel all warm and fuzzy inside.

After what seemed like an eternity, Oliver got test results and discharge papers. He might need therapy for the shoulder, but nothing was ripped or torn, so that was good news. Vera gathered all his stuff and got him into the car. Again he was surprised to find his anxiety was under control when he sat in the back. He leaned against the headrest and closed his eyes, tired from the ordeal of the past couple days. The motion of the car must have lulled him to sleep because before he knew it, they were in the driveway at the house, Vera gently shaking him to wake him up.

“Poor thing, you must be exhausted. Let’s get you in and feed you some real food, then you can turn in early,” she said. “I don’t know how anyone survives on that hospital rubbish.”

Vera carried his bag and helped him up the stairs. He looked over at Simon’s house, wondering if the neighbor knew about any of what went on. Oliver wondered what he was and wasn’t allowed to say. They would probably call him back to court to testify or something, so maybe it would be best if he kept his mouth shut about it, at least until he asked Richards if it was okay.

He gorged himself and upon entering a self-induced food coma, he practically fell into his comfy bed. Sleep beckoned him, and there were no bad dreams to interrupt for a change.

 

 

THE GREEN glowing numbers of the clock told him it was 12:00 when he opened his eyes. The bright sunlight streaming into the room told him it couldn’t possibly be midnight. He sat up, the blanket pooling in his lap, surprised he had slept so long without waking up, without the women waking him to do something. They must be taking pity on him.

Very slowly he raised his shoulder, testing how bad the pain would be. He was surprised to find it was quite tolerable. He probably shouldn’t be doing bench presses anytime soon, but he figured he could wash his own hair. A shiver ran through him at the thought of having to ask Vera or Tude to help him in the shower. He’d turn into Pig-Pen before he’d let that happen.

The house was quiet as he made his way down the hallway. He wondered if the women were out or if they were just reading downstairs. He’d find out eventually. Washing his face and brushing his teeth after using the toilet made him feel more human and more presentable. It was a bit of a struggle to get clothes on, getting him sweaty in the process. Maybe he should have asked for help.

By the time he got downstairs, he was ready for a nap. Who knew getting ready could be so exhausting? Tude was waiting for him in the living room, beckoning him to come join her on the couch. He found that Vera was out getting groceries. Oliver felt bad that he couldn’t even run the errands, but Tude waved away his concerns, saying it was more important for him to get better than to get groceries.

Their conversation was interrupted by a sharp knock to the door. Oliver made to get up, but Vera was coming through the door before he could do more than sit up. He wasn’t sure whether she was the one who knocked or if someone else was out there. His question was answered when he heard her having a one-sided conversation.

“Oh, hello, dear, don’t you look nice. Those are just beautiful! Of course, come on in.” Hearing only one side, he had no idea who she could have been talking to.

The flowers came in first, a vivid bouquet of roses: yellow, white, pink, and red. They were swathed in greenery and everything was encompassed in crinkly cellophane. Oliver could smell their unmistakable aroma from across the room.

Arms followed the flowers, and Simon popped his head around the door, eyes searching for something, or someone. When his gaze landed on Oliver, it took in the bandage, the sling and probably the harsh circles Oliver had lamented the day before. He stopped to say something to Vera before stepping inside fully and heading straight for Oliver.

“You look awful,” he said, frowning.

“Hello to you too,” Oliver replied, not liking that someone thought he looked bad.

Simon must have realized he said the wrong thing because he stuck the flowers out as a peace offering. “I just mean I heard you got hurt, but I somehow didn’t expect it to be so bad.”

“It’s not that bad,” Oliver said, arms tentatively out to grab the flowers. “For me?” he had to be sure before he took them.

“Oh! Yes, sorry. I’m, uh… I’m not very good at this kind of thing,” Simon admitted, an adorable blush filling his cheeks.

“What kind of thing?” Oliver wanted to know.

“He’s courting you, stupid,” Tude hissed, smacking him on the arm. Oliver gave her a look that showed he knew that, but wanted to hear it from the other boy’s mouth. He looked up at Simon who gave him a sheepish look in return.

“How about you take these, and I’ll go get the groceries for Vera. Then maybe we can talk… in private.”

“Okay,” Oliver said, before taking the flowers and burying his nose in the sweet scent. He watched over the bouquet as Simon walked in and out, hands full of plastic bags. When he was done, he stood by the front door, just waiting. Vera popped her head out of the kitchen and took in the situation.

“Oh, Tude, why don’t you come in here and make sure I’m putting things in the right spot?”

Her sister gave her a look like she was crazy. “You know where things go, and I’m comfortable,” Tude replied, frowning.

Vera sighed and looked to Simon, mouthing an apology. Tude must have caught it because Oliver saw the light go on. The woman let go her own sigh and grabbed for her crutches.

“No, don’t get up,” Oliver said. “I can move. You stay comfortable.” He stood before she had a chance to collect herself. He grabbed a throw blanket and draped it over her lap before rounding the couch toward Vera. “Would you mind putting these in water?”

“Of course, dear,” she said taking the flowers with a smile. “Why don’t you guys sit on the back porch? I’ll bring out some drinks.”

“Thanks, Miss Vera,” Simon said with a smile, grabbing Oliver by his good hand and leading him through the house to the porch. Oliver could hear Vera chastising Tude for her blatant disregard for their privacy.

Simon held the door open, and Oliver walked out onto the screened-in back porch. He settled on the flower-patterned, cushioned wicker sofa at the far end of the porch, the farthest from the back door. Simon followed his lead and looked for Oliver’s approval before he took a seat next to him.

They sat in silence for a few moments. Oliver wasn’t sure where to start or what Simon was thinking. Did he apologize again for his attitude the other day? Did he let Simon speak first? He sighed and dropped his head back, eyes closed. He felt a hand brush back his hair, carefully avoiding the large Band-Aid that had replaced the mummy-like bandages.

“Does it hurt?” Simon asked, his voice quiet.

“A little. The stitches itch.”

“I bet. Do you have to go back to have them taken out?”

Oliver opened his eyes and glanced over at Simon, surprised by the amount of concern on the other boy’s face. “Naah. They dissolve or something.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Simon turned so he was leaning into the corner of the couch, his knee pulled up as he looked at Oliver.

“I’m… not sure how much I can say,” he admitted. “I guess I can just say I got caught up in the middle of a police thing.”

“That’s awful,” Simon said, frowning. “Wrong place at the wrong time?”

“Not exactly,” Oliver said. “It had to do with someone I knew on the streets. I guess you can say he pulled me into it and then the cops used that to their advantage.”

“Why would they pull a kid into something like that?” Simon’s anger was evident.

Oliver smirked. “I’m hardly a kid, and I’ve been involved in illegal activities in the past.”

“So they figured it’d be a walk in the park for you?”

He shook his head. “No, they were stuck and I could help. I agreed to it, and I’m glad I could do good for a change.”

Simon leaned forward and squeezed Oliver’s knee. “You’re a good man, Ollie.”

Oliver shrugged, cheeks flaming. “Not really, I just have a lot to repent for.”

Simon sighed and leaned back again. “I wish you would open up and share with me, but I realized I overreacted the other day. You were right, I don’t understand what you’ve gone through but only because you haven’t shared. I don’t want to be pushy or demanding, and I don’t want to lose you as a friend… as possibly more. Maybe we can take our time and work on it?”

Oliver sighed as well. “I’m not sure I can make promises, but I’m willing to give it a try, so long as you can understand if I push back, it’s not personal. It’s just my own issues I have to work through.” He ran his hands through his hair. “To be blunt about it, I’m fucked-up. I’ve got a lot of issues, and I’m not sure I’ll ever get past them. I know you deserve better than what I can offer, but at the same time….” He leaned in closer to Simon, taking his hand in his own. “I’m selfish, and I don’t want to give you up as a possibility, even though I know how broken I am.”

Simon duplicated Oliver’s actions with their other hands, mindful not to pull too hard and hurt Oliver. “Broken doesn’t mean you can’t be repaired. I get it’s going to take more than a couple pieces of tape, but I think it’s worth working on, if you want to.”

“I do.” Oliver nodded, leaning in even closer.

Simon flashed his beautiful smile. “Then let’s get started.” He leaned in even more, sealing the deal with a kiss.




Chapter Thirty-eight

 

 

OLIVER FELT the lust licking up his body as he opened his mouth and deepened the almost-innocent kiss Simon had initiated. The other boy moaned and welcomed the intrusion before sending his own tongue to dance with Oliver’s. Hands intertwined as best they could and bodies got as close as possible without being completely obscene. There was panting and soft moaning as they lost themselves to the passion, forgetting where they were until, of course, Vera came out the back door, tray in hand loaded with sweating glasses of iced tea and madeleine cookies. They abruptly broke apart their embrace when the sweet old lady gasped and started making apologies.

Oliver felt his face flaming while other parts of him screamed for attention in order to settle down. Simon, his face equally red, patted Oliver’s leg as if to say he understood.

“We’re the ones that should be apologizing, Miss Vera. We got a little… caught up in apologies,” Simon explained.

“Oh, dear, you don’t have to apologize. I was young once. I understand all about raging hormones. Maybe the tea will help cool you boys down so you can continue your talk.” She walked forward and placed the tray on the wicker and glass table that sat low in front of them.

Oliver let out an embarrassed chuckle. “Can I dump it over my head?”

She laughed along with him. “Oh, to be young and in love.” She patted his shoulder before leaving them alone with their tea, cookies, and hunger for something other than the latter.

“Well, that wasn’t at all embarrassing. Nope, not in the least,” Simon said, his face still resembling a ripe tomato.

“At least she wasn’t all ‘eww, two boys kissing,’” Oliver said before taking a gigantic gulp of his cold, sweet tea.

“True,” Simon said before picking up his own glass.

Oliver quenched his physical thirst before putting his glass down and turning toward Simon. “Can I ask you a question?”

Simon followed suit, putting his glass down and turning to face his companion. “Sure.”

“If we’re going to do this thing, I mean really give it a try, are you going to come out to your friends? I feel like it would be a hard thing to hide if we ever go out together like we did last time.”

Simon was quiet for a long time, and Oliver got a sinking feeling in his stomach. He didn’t want to be anyone’s dark, dirty secret anymore. He didn’t want to push Simon, but he definitely felt it would be better for him to be upfront with them. They were at a point in life when one had to start weeding out those who weren’t really friends.

“I… I guess I should. It wouldn’t be fair to you for me not to,” Simon finally said, his head hanging.

Oliver put a hand on Simon’s knee. “While I appreciate you are willing to do that for me, I’d rather you decide to do it because you need to be honest with yourself and know who your real friends are and aren’t.”

Simon nodded. “I get it and you’re right. I probably should have done it a long time ago but… I was worried I’d lose them all.”

“If they’re not down with it, then they’re not really friends.”

Simon was quiet again. “There’s a party on Friday. Nothing big. Just the guys and their girls, maybe a few others. Do you want to come? I… might need some support to tell them.”

“Sure, so long as you’re okay with the guy who hasn’t been to a party in years.”

Simon laughed. “It’s not like they’ve changed. Same ole types of people. Food. Liquor. Loud music. You’ll be fine.”

“If you say so,” Oliver replied with a small smile. He was lost in thought, twirling one of the yellow, spongy cookies between his fingers. “That day I came over,” he started, “were you going on a date?” Simon gave him such an odd look he felt he had to jump in and say more. “I mean, it’s totally cool if you were. We’re nothing official or anything, but you were dressed so nice and in such a hurry I just wondered….” He trailed off, feeling stupid for having even asked.

Simon looked puzzled, but then his mouth opened in a silent O of understanding. “No! No date. Well, okay, yes it was a date, but not that kind. After our conversation about the importance of family, I called my sister and asked if she could have guests. Turns out she could have one guest a week for a very short period of time. I had to hurry to get there to talk to her. We had a good heart-to-heart, and I understand her situation a little better. We both promised each other we’d work on the relationship because she needs the support and I don’t want to lose a sister.”

Oliver felt a happy sort of warmth in his chest. “That was good of you,” he said, trying not to get choked up. “I know it couldn’t have been easy for you, but I hope it continues to work out for you guys. Sisters are… special.”

Simon smiled at him before leaning over and resting his head on Oliver’s good shoulder. The two of them sat there and just enjoyed the presence of each other and having someone to lean on.

 

 

OLIVER SPENT the rest of the week rotating between sleep, keeping Tude company, and catching a few moments here and there with Simon. He was a little concerned about the upcoming party, worried it wasn’t quite the right place for Simon’s reveal, but the boy was so into the idea that Oliver didn’t have the heart to put a damper on the situation.

Richards and Janette and the girls stopped by one night to check on Oliver, and the twins talked them into staying for dinner. It was a fun, lively evening, and he was surprised how much he enjoyed it. He had forgotten how nice a family-type dinner could be with all the chatter and discussion of their days and lives. They fawned over Oliver, not letting him do much, even though he was feeling much better. It was an odd experience, to be waited on, when he spent so much time during the past few years fighting and fending for himself.

The next night he agonized over what to wear. How did people dress for parties? Jeans and a tee? Cargo pants and a polo? Shorts? Thanks to the sisters, he had all the options but was still clueless. Did he call Simon and let on how out of touch he was by asking what to wear? That wouldn’t be cool, but at the same time he didn’t want to appear over- or underdressed and sticking out like a sore thumb. The last thing he wanted was to draw undue attention to himself. He would much rather blend in and observe rather than be the one on display. He finally settled on khaki shorts and an aqua-colored polo shirt that brought out the blue in his eyes. He wore his low-top sneakers with no socks and borrowed some mousse from the ladies to try and tame his curls a bit.

Satisfied he looked presentable, he said good-bye to the twins who both beamed at him like proud parents, before walking over to Simon’s house. He rapped sharply on the door and then fidgeted with his collar, hoping he hadn’t chosen wrong.

The door swung open, and Oliver was surprised to see that it wasn’t Simon who answered his call. The man who so closely resembled his date for the evening was obviously Simon’s father. He was immediately nervous and felt his anxiety start to rise.

“You must be Oliver. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Mr. Green, but you can call me Marty, everyone does.” Marty gave Oliver a welcoming smile. “Come in. I apologize Simon isn’t quite ready yet, but that’s my fault. I sent him on an errand that took longer than I thought it would.”

Oliver entered the home and followed him into the kitchen. He motioned to a chair before pulling one out himself.

“You’re looking well,” Marty commented gesturing to the much smaller bandage on his forehead. Oliver had gotten the okay to ditch the sling, so at least he wasn’t going to look like an invalid.

“I’m feeling better, thank you,” he said politely.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

Oliver shook his head. He was a bit nervous about the car ride and the party and thought it best not to have anything in his stomach should the worst happen. Nothing like meeting new people with puke breath.

“No thank you,” he declined.

Simon’s father smiled at him. He could see the tired sadness Simon had talked about, but the smile was genuine.

“So,” Marty said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table, hands clasped. “This is a date, huh?”

Oliver blinked several times, unsure if Simon told him that or if he figured it out himself. “I, uh… is that what Simon said?”

He leaned back, still smiling. “I know my boy, and he’s been chattering about you nonstop lately. He’s upstairs worried about his hair and what he’s wearing. If it wasn’t a date, he’d be wearing grease-covered jeans and a tank top.”

“Oh,” Oliver said, coloring slightly. “Then, uh, yeah, it’s a date.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that. I was concerned he was still worried about what we would say if he brought a boy home. Either that or he was afraid it would cause another problem on top of everything we’re going through with his sister. It makes me happy to see you here, Oliver. He needs something good in his life right now, and I think you just may be it.”

Oliver was surprised by the words and unsure how to respond. “I… thank you.” He was saved from having to say anything else by Simon stampeding down the stairs into the kitchen.

“Hey! Sorry. I was running late,” he explained.

Oliver thought it cute that he was out of breath, obviously hurrying to get ready and see him. He stood, unsure how to greet him, especially in front of the father. “No worries. I was just having a nice talk with your dad.”

Simon looked back and forth between the two of them as if trying to figure out what the conversation was about. “That’s cool. Are you ready to go?”

“Sure,” Oliver said before turning to Simon’s dad. “Nice to finally meet you.”

The older version of Simon nodded. “Likewise. You boys have fun. Be good.”

Simon rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, Dad. Be back late.”

His dad walked over and patted him on the back before waving to Oliver and leaving the room.

Simon watched him go and as soon as he was out of sight, he rushed forward and gave Oliver a hard, quick kiss.

“Hi,” he said again, looking adorably excited.

“Hi,” Oliver echoed, smiling. “Ready for this?”

Simon nodded, suddenly serious. “Ready as I’ll ever be, I think.”

Oliver linked hands with him and gave a tight squeeze. “Okay, then, let’s go drag you out of that closet and into the starlit night.”




Chapter Thirty-nine

 

 

THE PARTY was in full swing when they arrived and dubbing it a small gathering was an out-and-out lie. The house was small, and it had already burst at the seams, spilling people out into the hot night air. They were throbbing and swaying on the front lawn, the bass-heavy music thumping loud enough to wake the dead. The house was outside of the city and had enough land so that the neighbors wouldn’t be annoyed by the noise and call the cops.

Oliver managed to survive the car ride with Simon’s soothing voice distracting him the whole trip, but now that they were parking, the anxiety threatened to choke him. Had he known there were going to be so many people, he probably would have tried to talk Simon out of the whole ordeal. He turned to look at his date and found Simon watching him already.

“Sorry. They told me small….” He looked worried.

Oliver decided he could suck it up and try to deal for Simon’s sake. Thankfully the weather was nice enough that they could stay outside. The air would keep him calmer than the tight throng of people inside.

“It’s cool,” Oliver said, forcing what he hoped looked like a natural smile. He opened the door and proceeded to get out and show he was okay. Simon did the same, rounding the car to meet him. They walked side by side toward the house. Oliver was surprised by the number of people who stopped Simon to exchange a greeting, handshake, or bro hug.

“Things changed a little after high school,” he said, as if reading Oliver’s mind. “I guess people grew up? Who knows. Still don’t trust most of them….”

As they entered the house, Oliver wished they were already out to everyone. He’d give anything to be holding on to Simon, to be pulled through the crowd by him. But since it couldn’t be, he just tried shouldering through, mumbling apologies he was sure no one heard over the cacophony. They made their way to the kitchen and somehow both ended up with drinks in their hands. He watched, surprised, as Simon chugged his and found another. Liquid courage, he guessed. Oliver didn’t even bother to try his. Beer was unappealing and he’d never take it from someone he didn’t know. Who knows what was in it.

They slowly but surely made their way through each room: through the writhing, sweaty, dancing bodies, into rooms of couples getting it on and not caring if others were watching or cheering them on, into rooms where drugs were openly displayed and being passed around. Most of the people looked underage, and Oliver worried about a raid. Thanks to his prior, the cops would haul him in even if he didn’t drink a drop or take a puff. It all made him very uncomfortable.

During their long journey through the maze of people, Simon picked up and put down random drinks, finishing them before Oliver could even ask where he got them. He lost count of the red plastic cups and was sure Simon had too. When he saw Simon start to dance his way through the crowd, Oliver knew he was drunk. The somewhat stoic boy was laughing it up with everyone they passed, stopping to shake his ass with them, forgetting that Oliver was standing there, waiting for them to move on.

After a good sixty-minute search, they finally made their way out the back door and onto the lawn. Simon danced by himself, making futile attempts to grab Oliver’s hands to get him to join in. Oliver was busy scanning the lawn for Simon’s friends when suddenly his date’s face was the only thing in his view. Simon had gotten very close and the cheerful smile had slid off, replaced with an expression of desire and longing.

“I wish I could lay you down right here and have my way with you, not caring what anyone else thought.” He raised a hand, presumably to touch Oliver’s cheek, but Oliver intercepted it, not wanting Simon’s secret to get out in that manner.

“You are so beautifully broken and haunted,” Simon slurred, his eyes going glassy. “I just want to fix you.”

Oliver forced a smile, unhappy with the declaration, even if it was alcohol fueled. “There’s no fixing me,” he said. “Let’s find your friends and then get you sobered up.”

With another scan he spotted a familiar face in the far corner of the yard. The three were smoking cigarettes, their girls nowhere to be found. Oliver steered Simon toward his friends, dread growing in his stomach. He should talk Simon out of this plan. They could do it another time, when he was sober, when there was more privacy, in a place where he wouldn’t have to yell over the music.

Oliver stopped him while they were still several feet away and out of earshot. “Are you sure you want to do this now?” He had to make sure.

Simon nodded, looking a little more focused. “Now or never, Ollie. It’s now or never.”

Oliver sighed but stepped out of the way so Simon could continue the walk to where his friends had congregated. There were happy greetings all around, the guys laughing at Simon’s obvious drunkenness. They nodded and exchanged hellos with Oliver as well. He responded in kind but hoped his nervousness for his friend didn’t show through. They found out the girls were there but inside shaking their asses. None of the guys were interested in dancing and had moved outside to smoke.

Simon stood close to Oliver, almost shoulder to shoulder. He opened his mouth several times but nothing came out. His friend Adam laughed and said he looked like a fish out of water, gasping for air. The other guys laughed and agreed.

“I have something to say!” Simon declared, flinging his arms out and hitting Oliver. Oliver gently lowered Simon’s arm to his side and rubbed the side of his own head where he had gotten hit.

“Well, then say it, man. Don’t keep us in suspense,” his friend Josh replied. Adam nodded in agreement, but their other friend Chris stayed silent and motionless, his keen eye taking in the whole situation.

“You… you guys are like brothers. We’ve been through it all, right?” Simon said, calming down a little.

“Yeah, man, like brothers,” Josh agreed.

“Through thick and thin,” Adam added.

“No matter what,” Chris spoke up, his gaze never leaving Simon.

Simon took a deep breath and looked over at Oliver. Oliver nodded his chin to push Simon along. If Simon was going to go through with it, Oliver would have his back, literally and figuratively.

“So, uh, know how you guys always tease me about not having a girlfriend?” Simon started, looking everywhere but at his friends, his nervousness sending up a red flag to set his friends off.

“Yeeeaaah,” Josh dragged out, his eyes narrowing. Adam nodded, and again Chris stayed silent.

“That’s, uh… that’s because I prefer guys,” Simon said barely audible.

“What was that?” Adam asked, leaning forward. “I thought you said that’s because you like guys.”

“Yeah, that’s what I heard too,” Josh said, his lip curling.

Simon took another deep breath. “That’s right. I prefer guys. I like their hard chests and their hard cocks an—”

Oliver put a hand on Simon’s arm. “I think they get it without the details, Simon.”

Josh turned an angry glare in Oliver’s direction. “Was this your doing? You’re one of them too, right? A faggot?” His voice rose with every accusation.

Oliver felt his anger start to bubble. “That’s an ugly word, and I didn’t do anything. You can’t make someone gay. They’re born that way. Trust me, I know.”

“So you are one,” Adam stated.

“Yeah, and?” Oliver could feel Simon starting to crumble at the reaction from his friends. He would stand tall for Simon’s bravery to come out, even if Simon couldn’t do it himself.

“That’s so gross,” Adam mumbled to Josh, who nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, well, I think vaginas are gross, but you don’t see me judging you heterosexuals, do you?” Oliver said.

“Please,” Josh said. “You just don’t know what you’re missing.”

Oliver flashed back to a one-time occurrence where he was involved in a threesome with the same friends who had gotten him arrested. It was not a pleasant experience at all. All in the name of trying to fit in and please others.

“You don’t know anything about me, so how do you know I missed out on anything?” Oliver spat, stepping closer to Josh as his anger boiled over.

Chris finally stepped up and got between them. “I think you should probably just take Simon and go.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say?” Oliver asked, hurting for Simon.

“For now,” Chris replied, looking tired.

Oliver reached behind him to grab Simon’s hand. “Let’s get out of here, Simon.” He started pulling him toward the parking lot to leave the angry friends behind.

“I love him, and I don’t care what you guys think!” Simon drunkenly called out over his shoulder as he was being dragged away. The words pierced Oliver’s fragile heart. He knew Simon was drunk and probably wouldn’t remember what he said in the morning, but those weren’t words one just threw around lightly.

People pointed and whispered as Oliver shouldered his way through the small crowd that had gathered during the argument. He ignored them all, intent on getting Simon out of there. He could hear the sniffles coming from behind him, and all he wanted to do was hug and soothe him in private where no one would bother them.

A path opened up, and Oliver was quick to get Simon to the cars. He found Simon’s mom’s car at the back of the pack. He leaned Simon up against the side and used a thumb to wipe away a stray tear. Simon sniffled but was keeping it together better than Oliver had expected.

“We need to go,” Simon mumbled, his head hanging.

“I know, but you’re not exactly in any shape to be driving,” Oliver said, wondering what they would do.

“I can’t stay. I… I can’t be around these people. Did you see the hate in their eyes? The disgust? They think I’m foul.”

Oliver sighed, longing to hug Simon but unsure of how those milling in the distance would act. “We could walk I guess….”

Simon looked up at him with an expression that said he thought Oliver was crazy. “It’s miles away. We’d never make it.” He leaned forward and grabbed on to Oliver’s shirt. “Please, Ollie, you have to get me out of here. I’m begging you. Please, just drive me home.”




Chapter Forty

 

 

OLIVER’S JAW dropped. “You want me to… drive? A car?” He shook his head back and forth so hard he felt like he knocked something loose inside. “No. You don’t know what you’re asking of me. Please, Simon, there’s got to be another way.” He was on the edge of tears himself, just thinking about it.

Simon leaned forward, his head resting on Oliver’s shoulder. “Please, Ollie, I’m begging. Do you want me to get on my hands and knees? I can’t stay here where everyone’s pointing and whispering. It’s middle school all over again.” He lifted his head and started to sink, as if he was really going to get on his knees.

“No, no, no,” Oliver said, putting his hands under Simon’s arms to get him back into a standing position. “Please don’t do that.” He looked at the man who had just declared his love, no more than mere moments ago, the boy whose glassy eyes threatened to let loose more fat, salty tears.

Oliver felt his resolve crumbling, looking at Simon’s pleading gaze and quivering bottom lip. He released his hold on Simon and held out a shaky hand, a silent gesture for the car keys. Simon read the action right and dug in his pocket, the keys jangling ominously as he held them out in an equally shaky hand that Oliver figured had more to do with the alcohol rather than any fear.

He wrapped his hand around the mass of clanging metal, surprised at the warmth of them. Bringing them up to his nose, he closed his eyes and sniffed, the metallic tang making his stomach turn. It was the same gesture he had made that fateful day, but back then his stomach was a jumble of excited butterflies, ready to be set free. Warm hands on either side of his face brought him out of the momentary flashback.

“Thank you,” Simon said before planting a moist, salty kiss on Oliver’s lips. He let go and turned to climb into the passenger seat, leaving Oliver standing outside with his fear.

Slower than a sloth, Oliver rounded the car, daring to trail his hand along the trunk. He was surprised by the coolness of the metal that had been sitting in the night air. His fingers trailed over the windows, the darkness obscuring what was on the inside.

When his hand landed on the door handle, his breath caught as his heart beat wildly in his throat. He let the familiar panic claw its way up, threatening to take him over, mind and body. Oliver squeezed his eyes shut tight and tried to focus on his breathing. In. Out. Through the nose. Out the mouth. Slow and steady. Bring down the heart rate. Overcome the fear. The mantras of his therapist whispered out from his subconscious.

He could do this: for Simon’s sake, to do something good for someone else, someone he cared about. He could do it. The door was open, and he was sliding in the driver’s seat before he even realized it. A shaky hand fumbled getting the key into the ignition. It took two hands to turn it, reminding him of the time he helped Simon with the other car.

Surprisingly, it was all coming back to him. Buckle the belt, adjust the seat and wheel, check the mirrors, turn the lights on. The panic was still there in the background, waiting for a chance to make its move to the forefront, but he could handle it for the moment. When his hand landed on the middle console shifter, Simon covered it with his own, giving Oliver the support he needed to put the car in gear and slowly back up.

He was thankful the skies were clear and there was no threat of rain. The car lurched a couple of times as he got used to the temperamental brakes. Barely down the road and Oliver’s hands already hurt, knuckles white with the strain of gripping the wheel. His chest was tight, but his vision was clear, eyes alert. He barely held the panic at bay, but he was doing it.

“Ollie…,” Simon said, his voice loud in the silence.

Oliver refused to look over. No way was he taking his eyes off the road. “Yeah?”

“You might want to step on the gas a little. A cop will pull you over for going too slow, you know.”

Oliver risked a quick look down to see he was doing twenty in a fifty zone. Definitely too slow. He sighed and applied slight pressure until the landscape began to go fuzzy around the edges as the car sped by.

Simon reached a hand out, presumably to put the radio on. Oliver caught the movement out of corner of his eye. “Don’t!”

“Oh, sorry. I wasn’t thinking…. Can I talk or will that be too distracting?” He sounded so sad that Oliver couldn’t tell him no.

“Go ahead….”

Simon sighed. “Ya know, I never expected them to react like that. I mean, Chris didn’t even say anything, he was so disgusted. So much for friends, I guess.”

Oliver dared a quick glance over at him, the sadness on his face obvious in the light of the dash. “Give it time,” he said. “They may come around. Remember it’s something you’ve known for a while, and they’re only just finding out now.”

“I guess….”

The roads were blissfully empty, short of the occasional car going the opposite direction. Oliver tried not to be blinded by the oncoming headlights. He knew when they got closer to the city it would be much more difficult, so he was thankful for the easy drive to get him accustomed to driving again.

The interior of the car was quiet as they traversed the straight expanse of blacktop, bright yellow lines leading them on their way. The occasional streetlight left illuminated puddles below them, giving Oliver a bit farther range than his headlights allowed. He wished there were more, though. Beyond the lights was the black, black forest, housing who knows what. The lights did nothing to show what was beyond the sentinel line of trees.

Simon had grown quiet, his breathing the heavy and even sign of slumber. Oliver dared a glance and saw Simon’s head tilted at an awkward angle, resting on a raised shoulder. His neck wouldn’t forgive him for that. His arms were wrapped tightly around himself as if he was giving a hug without having someone else to hold. Those full lips were turned down, indicating he was probably not having pleasant dreams, probably reliving the scene they had just left.

Oliver sighed, glad Simon was resting. He was going to have a rough couple of weeks, trying to come to terms with the fact his friends weren’t really friends and that was okay. Oliver hoped he didn’t feel too poorly about himself. He knew one couldn’t help what they were. Being gay wasn’t a bad thing. Love was love. People just chose to look at it as different, and different equaled bad to the undereducated and closed-minded. He sighed again, at the situation, at Simon’s friends’ reactions, at life in general.

A flash of yellow caught his eye, and Oliver saw a sign warning of a sharp curve ahead. He slowed a bit, wanting to take it at a reasonable speed so he could be in control of the heavy machine that carried them. Surprising himself, he took the curve like a pro, barely breaking a sweat. A big grin bloomed on his face, pride in handling the situation calmly. As he was figuratively patting himself on the back, a blurred being darted out of the dark woods and directly into the car’s path. Eyes wide Oliver slammed on the brakes, holding on to the wheel so hard he thought he thought he’d break it.

Just like the time before, the back of the car fishtailed, spinning toward the shoulder that housed a tall aluminum street light. Oliver was paralyzed with fear, images of Amelia, his dad, and Simon danced in front of his eyes.

“Please, oh please, let it take me. Let Simon live. He’s the good one. He deserves to live. Please. If anyone up there is listening, please, I beg you, help,” Oliver pleaded moments before the sound of crumpling metal drowned out his words.




Chapter Forty-one

 

 

HISTORY WAS repeating itself. Sirens woke him, and he found himself stuck in his seat, unable to command his shaky hands to unbuckle the belt. Whipping his head wildly, he looked for Simon, only to find him still buckled, his head lolled to one side, a thin line of blood running from his hairline.

“Simon? Simon!” Oliver called his name over and over until he saw the other boy’s eyelashes flutter and open to reveal large pupils in dazed-looking golden eyes. “Oh thank God, you’re alive.” Oliver felt all his adrenaline leak out his pores, his bones like jelly as he slouched down in his seat.

“What… what happened?” Simon asked, struggling to sit up, wincing and grabbing his neck. “Oww. My neck hurts.”

“Something… a deer? Something ran in front of the car. I had to… had to slam on the brakes. It was like… it was the accident all over again.”

Simon sat up a little straighter after successfully unbuckling his seat belt. “What accident? What are you talking about?”

“Hey! Are you guys okay?” A man appeared at Oliver’s window, hands on either side of his eyes, peering in.

“He’s bleeding. He needs help,” Oliver said immediately, not caring about his own aches or pains or the fact that breathing was becoming increasingly difficult the longer he sat in the damaged car.

The man rounded the car, cutting through the dual beams of light. He struggled but eventually got Simon’s door opened. “I’m an EMT. An ambulance is on the way.” A small Maglite appeared in his hand, and he shone the bright light into Simon’s eyes, one at a time. “Concussion. Keep talking to him, okay?” he told Oliver.

Oliver started a rambling stream of consciousness. Anything he could do to keep Simon safe, he would. He started by apologizing and then started telling stories of his childhood: his early art classes and the welcome home banner he made when Amelia was born, about trips to the museum and the wonders he saw there, about how his dad would let him sit for hours to try and recreate the masters with a No. 2 pencil and a well-worn sketch pad.

He vaguely noted that the ambulance and several cop cars had arrived, but he would keep talking until they told him to stop or they took Simon away for treatment. When his door was opened from the outside, he ignored it, continuing to tell his story, happy to see Simon’s gaze following his movements.

“It’s okay, son, you can stop. We’ll take it from here,” a voice at his ear said. Oliver was about to protest, but he saw Simon’s door open and two men in blue uniforms helping to get him out. He slumped back, closing his eyes.

“Will he be okay?” he asked, unsure if the person was even still there.

“He will be. Have you guys been drinking tonight?” the voice asked, not accusing, just… curious.

“He had a lot… that’s why I had to drive. I didn’t want to. I don’t drink, but I didn’t want to drive. I had no choice,” Oliver rambled.

A hand landed on his shoulder. “It’s okay. Accidents just happen sometimes. Did you fall asleep?”

Oliver slowly shook his head from side to side. “Animal. Deer maybe. Ran in front of us. It was a blur. I had no choice but to slam on the brakes.”

“It’s a bad time of year for the deer. You’re lucky you avoided it. I’ve seen them go through windshields. People don’t typically survive those. You did the right thing. Your friend will be okay.” When the hand squeezed his shoulder, tears leaked under tightly closed lids. Simon would be okay. That’s all that mattered. That was the important thing.

He remained in a daze as the EMTs checked him over and the cops asked questions. They deemed him physically okay but said he’d probably experience some shock and gave him a blanket to wrap around him. Simon’s parents were called, and Oliver got a hug from his mom after telling him not to worry about the car. The damage to a car that wasn’t even his hadn’t crossed his mind until she mentioned it.

One of the cops on the scene realized who he was and contacted Richards, who showed up in pajamas looking frazzled. He kneeled in front of Oliver who had been leaning on the bumper of an ambulance.

“Are you okay?” Richards asked, obviously concerned.

“Fine,” Oliver mumbled, not wanting to let on that his insides were still a twisted angry ball of memories and guilt.

“I checked with the EMTs. Simon is fine. A mild concussion. He’ll be home in the morning, okay? Being drunk probably saved him from having worse injuries.”

“Okay.” Oliver wasn’t up for anything more than one-word answers at that point.

Richards stood and helped Oliver to stand, the blanket sliding off his back in the process. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

Oliver followed wordlessly, not fighting when Richards held the back door open for him to get in. They rode in relative silence, broken only by the occasional question “How are you doing?” Oliver would manage to get out that one-word answer, but it took great effort considering his stomach was churning something fierce. He was sure he was going to throw up, and he didn’t want to do it in front of anyone else.

He was surprised to see the twins were up and waiting when they arrived. It hadn’t occurred to him that someone would have called them, maybe Richards himself. They hugged him tight and fretted over him until Richards pointed out that Oliver needed some sleep. He made his monosyllabic good-byes and slowly climbed the stairs. Once in the bathroom, he threw on the shower full blast and climbed in fully clothed before violently emptying the contents of his stomach.

He slid down under the stinging hot needles of water, arms wrapped around his knees as he sobbed. Oliver rocked back and forth, cursing himself for being such a horrible person, for almost killing someone else who loved him, for being a worthless waste of space.

He decided right then and there that he couldn’t stay. He hated to break his promise to Tude, but they would all be better off if he weren’t around. He couldn’t be trusted. All he did was hurt innocent, beautiful people. He should be taken out back and put down like Old Yeller. Knowing he was too much of a coward to take his own life, he figured the best thing he could do would be to leave everything behind and go back to the streets. Eventually hunger or the weather would take him out. It would be a long, painful process, but he needed to suffer. He needed to repent. He needed to be the one in pain, not those around him.




Chapter Forty-two

 

 

VERA HAD been waiting with a clean towel when he stepped out, dripping from head to toe. She didn’t mention his state, just remarked that the drier was open and waiting for his stuff. She surprised him with a hug, not caring that he was drenched and bid him a good night.

He would miss them when he left, but it just solidified his decision. He’d rather be cold and hungry than risk hurting those great women.

Padding down to his room, he left small puddles in his wake. He would run the towel over the wood to clean it up on his way down. Unbeknownst to her, Vera had given him an excuse to go back downstairs without them wondering why.

Quickly he threw on dry clothes, wrapping the wet ones in the towel. He grabbed his backpack and threw a couple of changes of clothes in there. His gaze slid over to the easel and the plethora of art supplies that lay awaiting use. He wished he could bring it all, easel and canvases included, but he knew it was best to travel with the bare necessities and while he lived and breathed art, he felt as if he didn’t deserve the escape it allowed.

He approached the easel and removed the painting that had been drying there. Without looking he reached for a clean canvas, pristine and untouched, blindingly white. His hand found a tube of paint, appropriately blood red. He squeezed some out onto the palette resting nearby. He grabbed a brush from the easel tray, and he dipped it in the red paint. He scrawled a quick Thank You on the canvas, marring it with the garish color before dropping the brush back into a cup of water.

A few more toiletries and articles of clothing were shoved in the bag before he zipped it up and threw it over his shoulder. He scooped up the wet clothes and headed down the stairs, drying the floor as he went. His first stop was the laundry room. Depositing the wet stuff, he turned the machine on, knowing the repetitive thumping of the spinning clothes would help mask any other sounds he made when he left.

Back in the living room, he took a look around, trying to commit every little item and picture to memory. He ran his fingers over the couch, remembering how nice it felt his first night there. Oliver might be leaving with a heavy heart, but he’d have a few good memories to take with him.

On his walk to the front door, the porcelain seahorse once again caught his eye. The small white tag that hung from it now had a familiar delicate scrawl on one side. Looking close he was surprised to find it was his own name. He didn’t know when she had done it, but he knew Vera had seen his interest and wanted him to have it. Would she mind if he took it while they were still around? Somehow he thought they would understand. With gentle hands he took it off the shelf before unzipping his bag and removing a T-shirt. Very carefully he wrapped the breakable figure and packed it in the bag between other pieces of clothing. He hoped it would survive his journey and that he could get some comfort out of looking at it during the lonely nights.

A few long strides had him at the front door, hand on the knob. He turned to give one more look at the place before lifting his hand in a silent good-bye. The cool knob twisted in his hand and the night air rushed in, beckoning him to come frolic in its crispness. He welcomed it with open arms, inhaling deeply.

The streets were where people like him belonged, under the light-polluted sky, in the elements. Oliver and his guilt-ridden heart didn’t belong in gingerbread houses with kind old ladies who didn’t know his devious past. The longer he stayed, the more he endangered them. It was high time he left. They would understand he didn’t belong. They might miss him, but they’d understand. Bad people like him didn’t belong with good people like them.

“It’s as simple as that,” he told the night as he closed the silent gate behind him, leaving the lovely fairy-tale world behind.




Chapter Forty-three

 

 

HE HAD taken unfamiliar paths and kept off the main roads in the daylight, not knowing if anyone was looking for him. Somehow his feet led him back to his old neighborhood and his childhood home. Standing in the shadows he watched his mom through the windows, moving from room to room almost aimlessly. Oliver wasn’t close enough to see her face, but body language alone showed how unhappy she was. That made two of them.

Wandering the town, he found a hole-in-the-wall pub that was looking for a dishwasher. It paid under the table, lower than minimum wage, but they asked no questions. He could work in silence and was able to eat on occasion. It wasn’t a bad exchange.

The weekly calls to Richards had stopped. Oliver figured if he checked in, the cop would find him and drag him back, demanding answers. He knew no one understood why he had to leave. They could understand basic guilt, but not to the extent that he suffered through. It was a gamble because he was breaking probation, but he figured he was causing no trouble and no one would ever think he would come back to his hometown.

His only regret was that he didn’t know how Simon was. Everyone had told him that Simon would be okay, that it wasn’t serious, but it kept Oliver awake at night, wondering if it was true, wondering if Simon hated him for almost killing him.

As he headed to the pub, he spotted a pay phone at the gas station. Oliver did a double take. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen one. Since everyone had cell phones, he figured pay phones had gone the way of the dodo. Reaching in his pocket, he fumbled for some change. Could the phone possibly still work? Did he remember Simon’s number? There was only one way to find out.

With long strides, he crossed the street, making a beeline for the relic. The metal was corroded and the receiver had numerous layers of gunk built up. Pulling his sleeve down over his hand, he lifted it off the base and put it up to his ear, close enough to hear but not close enough to touch his skin. His heart skipped a beat when the familiar sound of a dial tone reached his eardrum. Hurriedly he fed change into the machine, hoping it would take. He punched in the numbers, praying they were right and held his breath while the phone rang. His whole body was tense, expecting to hear a robotic voice tell him his call could not be competed at this time. When a woman’s voice asked hello, he nearly stumbled back in relief.

“May I speak with Simon?” he asked, hoping he was disguising his voice enough not to be recognized. Simon’s mother didn’t ask who it was but told him to hold on. Oliver paced the small circle the phone cord allowed him. When Simon finally answered, his breath stopped as well as his feet.

“Hello… is someone there?”

The sound of his voice sent relief flooding through Oliver’s body. Maybe he could finally get a good night’s sleep knowing Simon was okay.

“Hello…? Oliver? Is that you? Oh God, please say yes. We’ve been looking for you for weeks.” Simon’s voice was husky over the phone line.

Oliver couldn’t bring himself to respond. He didn’t know what to say. An apology didn’t seem nearly enough. He opened his mouth several times, but nothing came out.

“Oliver, I know it’s you. Please… if you won’t talk, just listen, okay? Don’t hang up,” Simon said in a hurry, sounding like he had just run a race. “I don’t know where you’ve been, but please, come back. Everyone is worried about you. Vera has aged overnight. Tude won’t even snap at me anymore. Officer Richards has been combing the streets day and night for you… I mean, he needs you for that trial, but I know it’s more than that. I know he’s concerned about you. And me…? I miss you. I have so much to tell you, but I need to see you.” There was silence for a moment while Simon took a breath. “I’m fine, you know. I’ve got a hard head, and it’s good as new now. What happened was an accident, and I’m fine. You’re fine. The car, not so much, but it’s okay. Mom wanted a new one anyway. No one blames you and no one is mad, just please, come back to us. I miss you so mu—”

Simon’s voice cut off as the robotic voice made its appearance to say that Oliver only had thirty more seconds.

“You’re at a pay phone? Where are there still pay phones?” Simon asked, trying to figure out Oliver’s location. “Do you have any more change? Please, if you do, put it in. I need to talk to you.”

Fifteen seconds.

“Please, Oliver, I’m begging you. Say something… anything to let me know it’s you.”

“I’m sorr—” Oliver finally managed to spit out as the phone cut him off. His arm dropped to his side, receiver in hand. His heart felt as if someone were using it for acupuncture, each word Simon had said like a needle being shoved into the delicate muscle. Was he glad he made the call? Yes. He could rest a little easier knowing Simon was okay, but there was more guilt laid on his already heavily burdened shoulders, thinking about the twins and skipping out on that trial. He finished the walk to his job, head hanging and hands in pockets, cursing himself for making the call.

 

 

THE SHIFT at the pub dragged. A never-ending stream of glasses and small white plates were dumped into his scalding soapy sink. The owner, who was working the bar that night, kept coming back to nip at his heels, trying to hurry him along. Oliver worked in a daze. Dip glass. Wipe inside with sponge. Wipe outside. Dip in clean water. Rinse. Put in drying rack. It was repetitive work that allowed him the freedom to think about things he shouldn’t have been.

“Hey, kid, finish it up, huh? I need to close up and get out before that storm hits.” The boss was standing in the doorway frowning at the pile of dishes that were still piled up for Oliver to wash.

“I’ll do the best I can,” Oliver mumbled, trying to hurry up.

“You live far from here?”

Oliver was surprised at the question. The guy who ran the place was gruff and never asked anything personal. That was one of the perks, in Oliver’s opinion.

“Not too far….” Oliver felt obligated to reply.

The guy nodded. “Good. Good. You’re going to have to hustle. They’re saying that hurricane changed course and is heading our way. This rain is going to get ten times worse.” He looked off out the one window in the backroom. Oliver wasn’t sure how he could see anything through the thick, warped-looking glass. His boss walked to the back door and used his shoulder to nudge it open. Oliver could see the fat, heavy drops coming in sideways through the small opening he’d made.

“Damn that’s cold,” the man said before letting the door slam. “Dump all that stuff in a soapy sink and agree to come in early tomorrow and you can go.”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind staying,” Oliver said, preferring to be inside washing dishes instead of outside in the elements. He didn’t know where he was going to go for protection.

“Then I would have to stay to close up behind you. I want to get home too.”

“Oh… okay, no problem. Just give me a minute,” Oliver said as he ran the hot water to fill the sink further. Carefully he started loading dishes into the sudsy water, trying to keep the water from sloshing over. The lights started flickering ominously, and he could hear the wind picking up.

“Come on, hurry it up.”

Oliver wondered if his boss was scared of the oncoming storm, or maybe he was scared of the dark. It was kind of funny to think a guy who looked like an ex-member of the Hells Angels would be scared by some wind. Regardless, Oliver picked up the pace until all the dishes were soaking in the sink.

The boss hustled him out of the back room and into the bar area. The only other worker—a haggard-looking woman in bright pink lipstick and a short skirt that probably got her less in tips instead of more—was piling chairs up on the tables.

“Come on, Shelia, leave those things and get that cute ass of yours out the door and safely home.”

The woman flashed her boss a smile that almost made her pretty before reaching behind the bar for her purse. She wiggled her fingers with their long talon-looking fake nails before heading out into the elements. Oliver followed, his boss right behind him.

Oliver was immediately pelted with driving rain, the wind whipping the droplets, causing them to sting something fierce when they made contact with his skin. He regretted not putting on a jacket before leaving. He wouldn’t risk getting all his things wet by opening his bag now.

His boss called a good-bye before climbing into his car and driving off, leaving Oliver alone in the rain. Head down, he walked against the wind, trying to think of a place where he could find some shelter. The storm had helped to drop the temperature, something Oliver wasn’t used to having to worry too much about. A plastic garbage bin fell over in front of him, blocking his immediate path. Oliver stepped around it, not picking it back up, figuring why make it continue to fight with the wind that was going to keep winning?

He wrapped his arms tight around himself, trying to keep warm as he walked along the empty streets. When he finally looked up, he realized he was back in his old neighborhood. For a brief maddening moment, he considered going to knock on his mother’s door. Maybe she’d have a change of heart and let him in, forgiving him for the horrible deaths of her husband and precious golden-haired girl. No. He was too scared she would slam the door in his face, telling him he deserved to be beaten and bruised by the wind and rain and that it was nothing compared to being dead.

No. He definitely couldn’t go home… but where else did that leave him? An old memory chose that exact moment to resurface, giving Oliver an idea. He turned and headed around the back of his mother’s house and into the dark woods with its deafening rattling limbs. He hoped the spot he remembered was still there and that it could be used. Otherwise, he might as well find an old dead tree to lie under and just wait for the hurricane to bring it down on top of him.




Chapter Forty-four

 

 

TRAIPSING THROUGH the dark woods was a hazard even without the gusts and waterworks. Oliver tripped several times over exposed roots and branches that had already fallen. By the time he got to the clearing, he was covered in mud, scratches and leaves, his right ankle on fire. Fighting against the ever-quickening wind was exhausting and the stinging rain left red welts on any skin that was bare. He almost sank to his knees when he saw the gleaming ribbed metal sticking out of a tall rocky expanse.

Oliver spent a lot of time hanging out in the storm drain as a kid. It had been blocked up elsewhere years ago, so there was never more than a small trickle of water in it and often not even that. He would curl up with his sketchbook and for hours draw the creatures that would pass by or the images he’d see in the clouds.

He hobbled over, pain radiating up his leg with every step. Peering in he saw that there was some water in the bottom, but not enough to cause him any alarm. It wasn’t the ideal place to be in a storm, but it was better than under the trees where he’d probably get impaled by a falling branch. He managed to use the last of his strength to pull himself up and into the drain, settling his back against the cold metal.

It wasn’t as big as he remembered, but of course he had grown quite a bit since the last time he had hid in the cylindrical cubby hole. He wrapped his arms around his knees to try and conserve body heat before laying his head on his own shoulder and falling asleep.

 

 

THE WORLD was still dark when the rush of frigid water woke him. Oliver was unsure if it was because it was still night or if it was the storm raging on. His ass and his feet were numb and when he reached a hand down he found that the drain had filled with a good deal of water. Whatever blocked the drain must have come out, or a piece of it anyway.

The way the water was rising had to be an indicator of how bad the storm was. As if nature wanted to give him solid proof of how awful it was, a huge branch was slammed against the entrance of the drain, splintering into pieces, pelting Oliver with twigs. He guessed leaving the tube was not a viable option. Besides, he probably wouldn’t get far on his ankle.

The quick-rising, breath-stealing frigid water in the drainage tunnel probably should have concerned him, especially since he didn’t know how to swim, but Oliver felt it was karma finally coming to exact its revenge. Others would argue he didn’t deserve it, but he felt it was long overdue. Sure he had suffered in different ways over the years, but not in any one way that lived up to his guilt or equaled the horrendousness of his crime. They were just the precursor, the appetizer, so to speak, to the main course.

Coldness, like he couldn’t have imagined, seeped into his bones, seemingly bypassing the barriers of his clothing and skin. It wrapped itself around the calcium-laced supports and settled in the very marrow, spreading from extremity to extremity.

Oliver tipped his head back until it rested on one of the metal wrinkles of the tube. There was no longer feeling in his feet, and he knew it was only a matter of time before that numbness crept up his legs, over his stomach, and into his chest to finally lay to rest his broken heart. His eyelids fluttered, closing on their own as he welcomed his impending doom.

A lighthearted joy suddenly skidded through him as he realized that his ending would reunite him with those he lost. Oliver only hoped that if they met him at the gates, they wouldn’t turn him away, making his afterlife as painful as the earthly existence he would be leaving behind. How does one survive a tortured eternity?

Maybe it would be his ultimate penance.

Maybe he wouldn’t even get to go to the place he imagined they were.

His head dropped forward, chin meeting chest. It would be what he deserved. There was no forgiveness, only pain.

Never-ending pain.




Chapter Forty-five

 

 

OLIVER THOUGHT he heard his name carried on the wind. Was it his father or sister calling him home? Maybe it was finally his time to rejoin them, where he should have been all along. His eyes remained closed, hoping the end came swiftly. They popped back open when he heard his name again, louder this time. Was someone out there looking for him? In this storm? He struggled to pull himself closer to the edge of the drainpipe to take a look.

His cold, wrinkled fingertips closed around the lip of the metal, water rushing by so fast it was hard to keep a grip. Before he could pull himself forward to be able to look out, a hand and arm appeared, latching on to his own hand, pulling him out with relative ease.

Oliver blinked several times before he realized he was engulfed in a tight embrace with someone chanting thanks to a divinity in his ear. The wind whipped around the pair, yet neither made a move to get out of the storm, not until Oliver was hit in the leg with a good-size branch, making his knees buckle.

“Shit, we need to get out of here,” his savior said.

“We can’t be out in this,” Oliver argued, bending to rub his injured calf. “Besides, I can’t get very far on this ankle.”

“This is the worst possible hiding spot you could have picked, Ollie,” Simon said, bending to look inside the drainpipe.

“It was blocked up for years so I thought it might stay dry.”

Simon just shook his head. Oliver took a moment to drink in the sight of him. His hair was several shades darker and plastered like a helmet to his head, thanks to the rain. A windbreaker covered his upper half but didn’t look like it did much to keep him dry. The jeans on the lower half looked painted on. As Oliver was taking in the view, Simon slowly turned and started to crouch down.

“What are you doing?” Oliver asked, his ankle burning.

“Giving you a ride. Get on.”

“What? You can’t carry me out of here. I’m too heavy! It’s too dangerous. Just leave me.” He stumbled back until the mouth of the pipe bit into his back.

“Are you kidding me?” Simon turned and shouted. “I have been looking for you for weeks, and I’m not going to leave you out here to die, even if you do seem to have a death wish. If you want me to go, you’ll have to come with me, otherwise I’m just going to stand out here and maybe have a house dropped on me.”

“Who are you, the Wicked Witch?” Oliver mumbled.

“No, I’m the Fairy Godmother, no pun intended,” Simon said with a surprising smile. “Now stop bitching and get on so maybe we can both survive this.” He turned around again and looked over his shoulder, urging Oliver to get on.

Oliver shook his head at the wonderful boy who braved the storm to find him. The boy who thought he was worth saving. Oliver certainly didn’t deem himself worthwhile, but he couldn’t let anything happen to the beautiful boy who had hunted him down. He bent forward, precariously on one leg like a flamingo, until he could wrap his arms around Simon’s neck. Simon reached behind him and hooked his hand behind the knee of the good leg. When he had a good grip, he stood and steadied himself after grabbing the other leg that dangled. Simon did a little hop to get Oliver into a better position before heading out into the dark woods.

“Be careful! I tripped over a root and hurt myself,” Oliver warned, hoping Simon didn’t meet the same fate.

Simon managed to hold on to Oliver with one hand and reach into his pocket with the other. He brought out a small flashlight and handed it to him. “You can light the way.”

Oliver did his best to keep the narrow beam of light on the ground in front of them, but between the wind and rain and flying twigs, they had several close calls. Oliver breathed a sigh of relief when the lights of a house came into view. That breath got choked off when he realized what house it was. He wanted to tell Simon to stop, to turn and go another way, but he wouldn’t risk the guy for his own fears and anxieties.

They broke through the last of the trees and into Oliver’s childhood backyard. He looked up and saw two figures standing at the large sliding glass doors, looking out at them. As they encroached on the lawn, getting closer and closer to the house, the doors flew open and both the figures came flying out at them. The darkness and the driving rain made it hard to figure out who they were until they were practically on top of them. Richards, sans uniform, took Oliver from Simon’s back, cradling him as if he were a baby. The other person stood near but not too close.

“Take him inside. I’ll run a hot bath and get a change of clothes.” The voice was one Oliver hadn’t heard in years, but one never forgets the sound of their mother’s voice.

“No,” Oliver said, looking up at Richards, shaking his head. “I don’t want to go back in there.”

Richards gave him a sad look of understanding. “You’re like ice, Ollie. We need to get you warmed up before we do anything else. She is offering. Just accept.”

“Please…,” she said, her voice shaky, with cold or emotion, Oliver wasn’t sure. “I’ll stay away if it will help.” His teeth were chattering at that point, and he didn’t have the energy to deny them. He just laid his head against Richards’s chest in defeat.

Walking back into the house he hadn’t been in for years was an odd experience. It smelled like stale air and sadness. Oliver was surprised to find the place was no longer immaculately clean like his mother used to demand. Empty Chinese food boxes littered the counter and piles of mail were precariously teetering on the edge of the table. As they moved through the house, he spied a small tower of seemingly unread newspapers next to the front door, as if she brought them in each day and just deposited them without even looking at it. The couch was covered with blankets and pillows indicating that she was probably sleeping there, unable to handle the bed she had shared with her husband.

“Take him up to the master suite. There’s a big soaker tub up there that should work. I’ll… I’ll find him something to wear. He’s… thin, but probably too tall for his old clothes. Something of my husband’s should fit him, though.”

She started up the steps without waiting for an answer. Oliver watched the journey, noticing she was shaking but taking very determined steps up the grand staircase. Richards followed with Simon at their heels. Oliver tried not to notice the pictures on the wall but was struck with how similar it was to the twins’ house. Photos starting at his parents’ wedding progressed to pregnancy photos, baby Oliver, baby Amelia, and group photos from throughout the years. He thought it would be hard to look at them, but he was surprised at the wave of happiness that came over him to see their smiling faces, even his mother’s.

When they reached the landing, his mother called from the end of the hall. She was standing there, looking small, holding a bundle of towels. She held some out to Simon as he got close.

“You should shower and get warm too. I’ll put your stuff in the dryer.” Simon thanked her and patted Oliver’s shoulder before he left in the direction of the other bathroom.

Richards walked them into the master bedroom. It was neat as a pin, but the layers of dust on all the furniture showed she hadn’t been in there for ages.

“I… don’t use this room anymore. It doesn’t seem right,” she explained in a hurry as if reading Oliver’s mind. She gestured toward the master bath. Richards followed her lead and gently sat Oliver on the edge of the tub once they were inside. The steam wafting from the placid water was heavenly and started to work its magic, chasing the chill from Oliver’s bones.

“Can you, uh… undress or do you need help?” Richards asked, looking pained but willing.

“I think I can handle it… thanks,” Oliver said and started to unbutton his shirt to show he could manage.

“All right, I’ll be right outside the door. Call if you need me.” Richards closed the door behind him, giving Oliver some privacy.

His shirt weighed a ton, but it was easy to get it off since he just had to slide his arms out. His jeans wouldn’t be as easy but before he could even try, he had to get his sodden shoes off. Bending forward he tried to reach the lace, hoping he hadn’t double knotted it. On the third try he managed to grab an end. He pulled and pulled, but it was no use. He attempted to lean forward some more so he could use both hands, but he almost toppled over. Quickly, he grabbed the edge of the tub and righted himself. The shakiness of his limbs was definitely a deterrent. He’d need help.

“Umm, can someone help me with my shoes?” he called out expecting Richards to come back in. He was surprised when his mom answered the call instead.

“The officer is getting some warm clothes for you and your friend,” she explained. “I… I tried, but I found I couldn’t make myself go into the closet….”

Oliver was quiet as she kneeled down in front of him and started to work on the knots. She patiently picked at it, not seeming to care that she was getting mud all over her hands. Finally she was able to get it loose and gently slip the shoe off his foot. The sock followed, making a haphazard pile on top of the discarded shirt. She moved on to the other and made quick work of that knot as well.

“Can I… can I help you get the wet jeans off?” she asked, not looking him in the face.

“I can probably do it.” He didn’t want to accept any more help from her than absolutely necessary. He grabbed the towel rack and struggled to get to his feet, mindful of the injured ankle. It was not a quick process. His mother stood back and watched but didn’t offer again. He moved his hands to undo the button and stopped, looking up at her.

“I know you don’t remember, but I changed your diaper for years. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before,” she said.

“I thought Dad did all of that.” It popped out of his mouth before he could stop it.

She barked out a laugh. “Your father did his fair share of taking care of you guys, but diapers were one area he would not touch, no matter how much I begged. He actually only really started doing more when Amelia was born. He saw how I was struggling, and he would take you out to give me a break. He never once changed your diaper, though, and I can probably count on one hand the number of times he did so for your sister.”

Oliver was surprised. He couldn’t recall any time his mother really took care of him. It was always his dad, front and center.

He was able to undo the button on his wet jeans after only two tries. Getting them down was a bit more of a struggle. He had to hold on to something or he’d topple right over, but it was hard to pull down soaked denim with only one hand. His mom stepped forward and pulled them down until they pooled around his ankles. She grabbed a hand towel from the bar and before he could protest, she had his boxers join his jeans, the towel held in front of him to protect his modesty. Oliver took over holding the small towel as she helped him to sit back on the ledge of the tub. Taking his time, he swung each leg around, putting them into the almost scalding water, his back to his mother. Letting the towel lie across his lap, he used shaky arms to lower himself off the ledge and into the water.

It was hot, but it was the best sensation he had felt in a long time. An unrestrained groan of pleasure left his lips as he sank in up to his chin, the towel floating on the surface. He didn’t even care anymore if his junk was out for all to see. All he cared about was getting his blood flowing and banishing the cold from every nook and cranny.

“I’ll try to dig up some aspirin and make you some tea. That will help warm up your insides to match the outside,” his mom said, looking down on him. She turned to walk out the door.

“Thanks,” he said, figuring she deserved that much. She paused, midstep, as if she were going to turn around but then continued on her way without another word.

Richards entered after she left, clothes in hand. “Hope these will do.” He set them down on the counter before putting the toilet lid down and taking a seat.

Oliver made a futile attempt to drag the hand towel down to cover himself. “Don’t look, man.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, I don’t want to see.” He sat quiet for a few moments before leaning forward, hands clasped in front of him. “So you know you’re in some trouble, right? For skipping town and not calling in. You can’t do that when you’re on parole.”

“I know… sorry.” Oliver never considered what would happen if Richards found him. “Am I…. Will I have to go back to jail?”

Richards leaned back, rolling his shoulders to relieve tension. “It’s possible. I’ll talk to the judge and see if we can at least make it a short stint, especially since you’re going to testify for us, right?”

“Right.” There was no use in fighting it anymore.

“Why did you run?”

Oliver was silent, memories of the accident with Simon flashing in front of his eyes. “I’m a danger… to those who love me,” he finally said. “It was safer for me to go away.”

“That’s bullshit,” Simon said from the doorway. “You ran because you were scared and because you felt guilty, when you had no reason to be either. An accident is an accident. They can happen to anyone at any time.”

Oliver turned his head toward the door, heat flooding his cheeks. While he certainly wouldn’t have minded Simon seeing him naked someday, this definitely wasn’t the way he had expected it to play out. To say he was feeling vulnerable would have been an understatement.

Richards looked back and forth between the boys. “I think I’ll go see what your mom is up to and give you guys some privacy.” He vacated his spot before Oliver could even open his mouth and ask him to stay.




Chapter Forty-six

 

 

SIMON ENTERED the room, wet hair slicked back and smelling like Irish Spring. He took Richards’s spot and mimicked his position, leaning forward, clasped hands dangling between knees.

“I was right, right? You ran scared?”

Oliver turned to look at the wall, unable to make eye contact. A hand grabbed his chin and turned it until he found himself face-to-face with Simon. Simon had left his spot on the toilet seat and was kneeling in front of the tub, demanding Oliver’s attention.

“Don’t think I can’t see you running away in your mind. We are going to talk about this,” Simon said, his voice stern and his eyes steely.

“I… can’t,” Oliver whispered, his throat clogging with emotion.

“You can. You just have to try. I am not going to judge you. I just want to understand. I thought we were going to try to make this work. Instead you just ran away. Do you know how much that hurt?” Simon looked away for a moment, but Oliver could see the glassiness of his eyes.

“Sorry,” Oliver said, his voice barely a whisper.

Simon sighed and let go of Oliver’s chin before he settled on the edge of the tub. “Can we start at the beginning? Can you tell me what happened with your family and how it landed you in jail?”

Oliver pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. Simon deserved to know why he was the way he was. Maybe it would help him to understand why he left. He didn’t want Simon to think it was something he had done.

Laying his head on his knee and looking away from him, he told the story of the night he killed his family. Simon was respectfully silent throughout, allowing Oliver to continue unfettered. He went on to explain how he had tried to live at home for a while but the guilt of the accident and the way his mom would look at him forced him out of the house and had him running with a bad crowd. Anything to keep his mind off the tragedy and the guilt that was eating him alive. While he didn’t partake in a lot of the things the new crowd did—drugs, drinking, petty theft, et cetera—they did talk him into helping them with a job. All he had to do was play lookout while they went into some empty house and checked it out for abandoned valuables. If he saw a cop patrolling, he just had to send a mass text message and then run. Oliver figured it was harmless to break into a place if no one lived there anymore. In an effort to fit in and make his new friends like him, he agreed. Little did he know that while the house was a bit rundown, it certainly wasn’t abandoned; an elderly man lived there with a veritable horde of cats.

“Oh no,” Simon broke in, eyes wide as he started to realize the direction the story was taking.

“Yeah….”

Oliver explained he was standing on the side of the house, watching for cars known to patrol the area. When he finally spotted one, he sent the group text and turned to run, except that there were two patrolmen standing at the corner, guns aimed at him. He immediately dropped the phone and stood like a statue until they told him to put his hands in the air. Oliver complied without a fight.

It turned out the house had an alarm system, and when his friends broke in, they set it off, which sent the cops running. The two men detained Oliver while another pair checked out the house. When Oliver heard the men inside radio the ones outside to call for an ambulance and the coroner, his heart sank.

“Who… who died?” he dared ask the men, thinking one of his friends had gotten shot.

One cop sneered at him and turned away to make the call. The other answered his question by saying it was the homeowner.

“But… the house was supposed to be abandoned. Why would someone have been there? Why would they be dead?” Dread filled his gut and the guilt boiled, fueled by the responsibility of the death of another.

“That’s a question for your friends. Speaking of which, they ditched you, ya know. That pretty much means you’re going to get the book for this. Pick better friends next time, kid.”

Oliver stood there, tears running down his face as they cuffed him and read him his rights. He was in too much shock to even ask for his mother or an attorney. He was booked and eventually tried as an adult as an accessory to murder.

Thankfully, he had a good lawyer who got him a very light sentence because he had no idea what was going on inside and because he ratted out those who had actually committed the crime. He figured they didn’t care about him so why shouldn’t he squeal? He was sentenced to three years but could get out in one for good behavior, which he did.

He tried going home after he got out, but his mother was so disgusted with him she couldn’t do more than open the door a crack and tell him he wasn’t welcome there. Oliver found himself alone and homeless at the tender age of seventeen. He took on random jobs, typically only lasting a day, to make some money. On good nights he got a cot in a shelter. On bad nights he found park benches and newspapers to keep him warm. Picking through the trash found him a backpack and some decent changes of clothes. He’d wash up in gas station bathrooms and use his meager paychecks to buy art supplies. He found he made more selling his art on street corners than busing tables or mowing someone’s lawn. When he was broke, he would take on the occasional “client,” providing services of a sexual nature. It was hard to admit that to Simon, but Oliver figured if he was spilling his guts, he might as well get it all out there in the open.

When he was done telling his story, Oliver was exhausted and his fingertips prune-like. He kept his gaze focused on light blue tiles with their gleaming white grout that seemed to mock his lack of innocence. He was scared to look and see the expression of disgust he expected Simon to be wearing.

A pair of arms appeared around his neck, pulling him in close for a tight hug. “Oh, Oliver. I’m so, so sorry.”

Oliver refused to hug him back and shook his head. “I deserved it, every last bit of it.”

Simon broke free and leaned back. “I can understand you feeling some guilt; I think anyone would, but you don’t deserve all the heartache and horror you’ve had to live through since the accident. You were just a child. You needed to be nurtured and hugged and told that everything would be okay, not pushed away or made to feel worse. I get that your mom was hurting too, but it was no one’s fault. It was an awful accident and instead of losing two loved ones, she lost three by pushing you away.”

Oliver continued to shake his head. He knew Simon was trying to make him feel better, but everything was absolutely his fault and he knew it.

“He’s right, you know. I was an awful mother to you.” Oliver’s head swiveled to find his mom standing at the door, tray in hand. He had no idea how long she had been standing there. Had she heard the whole story?

She walked in and set the tray on the counter before crossing her arms tightly over her chest. “I was grieving and looking for someone to blame. You were just a child. I shouldn’t have placed my anger and my own guilt on your shoulders. Look what my actions have driven you to….” She hung her head and silent tears rolled down her cheeks.

Oliver didn’t know what to do. Instinct wanted him to hug her, but his shattered heart was too afraid she would reject even his comfort.

She sniffled and wiped at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Maybe… if you wanted… we could, talk or something. Maybe… you can come see my therapist. It may not seem like it, but she’s really helped me recently. I think maybe she could help you too.”

The idea that his mother was willing to talk warmed him more than the hot water he was sitting in. “I… I couldn’t pay. I don’t make a whole lot at my job….”

An expression he couldn’t read played across her features. “Oh, Oliver, I wouldn’t make you pay. I’m your mother, and I have a lot to make amends for. I don’t know if it will be possible to fix this awful rift I’ve made between us, but you’re the only family I have left. If I don’t even try… well, that’s not even an option. I hope you’ll let me at least do that much. I don’t expect things to be easily righted, but I’m willing to try if you are….”

There was a lump in his throat caused by something other than anxiety for a change. Oliver swallowed hard. “I’d like that,” he managed to get out, “to try that is. I… can’t make promises, but I can try.”

She gave him a watery smile. “That’s more than I could have hoped for.” She wiped at her eyes again. “You should probably get out of that water before you turn into a raisin. I’ll leave the tea and aspirin and give you some privacy.” She padded out of the room closing the door behind her. Oliver was surprised she didn’t tell Simon to leave too. Maybe she really had been changing.

“Could you hand me that towel,” Oliver asked a quiet Simon. He got up without a word and grabbed the towel off the rack, holding it out. Oliver wondered how he was going to stand up and cover himself at the same time with a bad ankle.

“Do you need a hand?” Simon asked.

Oliver gave a sheepish smile. “Please.”

Simon put the towel within reach and wrapped a strong hand around Oliver’s wrist. Oliver braced himself on the side of the tub and slowly stood while Simon pulled him up, keeping him steady. Oliver was grateful that Simon averted his eyes. It would have been easy for Simon to take a quick glance, but he was being respectful, which Oliver appreciated.

Once standing, he wondered how he was going to get out without putting weight on the injury. He could sit on the edge of the tub and swing his legs over again. Before he could explain his plan, Simon swept him up in his arms like a baby—a wet, naked baby.

“What? I’m all wet! And naked! Oh my God, you’re going to drop me,” Oliver exclaimed, squirming in the tight grip.

Simon grinned at him. “Careful, all that wiggling might turn me on.” Oliver turned into a statue, not daring to move a muscle. Simon laughed and gently set Oliver down on his feet before grabbing the towel and wrapping it around Oliver’s waist. Simon led him to the toilet seat and sat him down before looking down at his clothes.

“Huh, I guess you did get me all wet. Maybe I have to take these wet clothes off so I don’t catch a cold.” He grabbed the hem and started to pull it over his head before Oliver’s hand snaked out and stopped him.

“Please…. Not that I wouldn’t love to see, but I’m just not sure I can handle that right now,” he pleaded with Simon who just smiled at him.

Simon released an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, all right. Another time, I suppose.”

Oliver squeezed the other boy’s hand tight. “Please.” He really did want it another time, and he wanted Simon to know he was serious.

Simon knelt down and took Oliver’s face in his hands. “I promise, there will be another time. We said we were going to try to make this work, right?” Oliver nodded as best he could when his face was being held captive. “Good,” Simon said before closing the gap and sealing the promise with a slow, sensual kiss.

Oliver groaned and threaded his hands through Simon’s damp hair. He pulled the other boy closer so they could deepen the kiss. Simon settled in between Oliver’s legs and lost himself in the moment, nipping and sucking at his mate’s swollen bottom lip. Oliver trembled at Simon’s not-so-tentative touches, goose bumps rose on his damp skin. As his body grew hot, he began to think this treatment would have worked a million times better than the bath he just exited. All that now-heated blood ran south, and Oliver knew his towel would barely conceal his excitement. As Simon leaned in, he brushed up against the evidence of Oliver’s enthusiasm. Oliver’s head swam with lust and the euphoria that love brings. He longed to take things further, to lay Simon down on the cool tile floors and have his way with him, but it really wasn’t the right time. He had had plenty of heated, fumbling exchanges in the past couple of years. Oliver wanted things with Simon to be perfect. The man who tracked him down in a hurricane and was willing to accept his past, transgressions and all, deserved better.

He put his trembling hands on the damp fabric that covered Simon’s hard chest and gently pushed back, breaking the steamy kiss. He watched Simon blink away the fog of hunger, questions replacing the desire.

“When the time comes, I want things to be just right,” Oliver explained, stroking Simon’s hair. “I, uh… I obviously want you,” Oliver chuckled glancing down quickly at the proof, “but you deserve more than a quick romp on a cold bathroom floor.”

Simon quickly leaned in and placed another hard kiss on Oliver’s already throbbing lips. “I can wait,” he said with a smile before standing and adjusting his own pants.

Oliver grabbed and squeezed Simon’s hand. “I promise it will be worth that wait.”




Epilogue

 

 

RICHARDS DID his best, but Oliver wasn’t able to completely escape his bad choice. Thankfully the judge was lenient, and Oliver only had two months to spend in a minimum-security institution. No big house. No being someone’s bitch again in order to keep himself safe. Three squares a day and a teacher he saw five times a week to work toward his GED. It was a hell of a lot better than the conditions he faced when he was on the streets.

Simon came to visit when he could, but visitation was only once a week and for a very short window of time. Simon tried to make it a couple times a month but couldn’t always get out of work. It was lonely; Oliver didn’t want to get too close to anyone there because he remembered how the last group of delinquents got him into trouble in the first place. His time was spent studying and writing letters to Simon and the twins. The days were long, but he was content to get through them the best he could.

Lawyers came in and out frequently to discuss the case about Marcus and Carlos. It would be a while until it went to trial, but all involved were sitting pretty behind bars in a maximum-security prison, so Oliver would be safe when he got out.

Simon let him know that the coffee shop had been raided and they found a whole mess of drugs hidden in bags of coffee beans. He also let Oliver know that Tude was elated to see the place get shut down. “Got what they deserved,” she had said. Oliver was glad to hear that.

His mother stopped by on occasion as well. It was the only time Oliver was grateful for the short visitation times. It’s not that he was unhappy she was making an effort; it’s just that it was stilted conversations and awkward silences. He could see her covertly checking the time on her watch when she thought he wasn’t looking. It didn’t bother him, though, because he was typically watching the clock on the wall behind her as well.

During their most recent visit, they talked about what would happen when he got out. She offered him a room back home, but Oliver wasn’t ready to take that step yet. His mom nodded, as if she had anticipated that answer. She let him know she had taken time to visit Tude and Vera and had come to like them very much. They had said Oliver always had a home there with them and that his things would be waiting for his return. When his mom said that, Oliver felt a weight lifted off his chest. He wanted to be able to make amends for leaving them when he had promised Tude he would stay and help. They deserved that, and he told his mother as much. She seemed proud of his decision and said she understood.

Finally the day of release came, and Oliver shifted his weight back and forth, nerves building in his stomach as he waited in the lobby for his ride to freedom. Last time he was there, Simon had said there was a work issue he couldn’t get away from, so he wouldn’t be able to come get Oliver when he was released. It was disappointing, but Oliver tried not to let it show. So, instead of warm hugs and maybe a steamier kiss, Oliver waited for a blue PD bus that was sure to smell like dirty sweat socks and urine. Thankfully it would only be a short ride.

The bus finally pulled up and Oliver and three other former inmates were ushered out the door, their meager possessions in hand. They shuffled along, heads down, as if they were moving on to a worse destination than where they had just been. Oliver was at the end of the line, his own head hanging.

When he lifted his foot to climb into the bus, a loud honking horn caught his attention. He swiveled his head to the left, and his eyes grew wide when he located the source of the noise. Standing there leaning against the hood of a gleaming mustang, looking like a Greek god, was Simon. The beautiful boy waved him over. Oliver was quick to lean into the bus to tell the annoyed-looking driver he wasn’t getting on before striding over to his boy. He tried to keep his cool, taking his time as to not show just how happy he was, but Oliver couldn’t resist breaking into a jog, a huge smile on his face. Simon rounded the hood, arms out to greet him.

They embraced, not caring who saw or what they would say. Being in Simon’s arms felt like coming home. Oliver squeezed him tight as tears filled his eyes.

“Sorry I was a little late,” Simon said in Oliver’s ear. “It looks pretty, but it still has trouble turning over sometimes.”

Oliver sniffled. “It could be falling apart with four flat tires and it would still look like Cinderella’s coach for bringing you to me.”

Simon chuckled and gave Oliver one more tight squeeze before letting go and stepping back. “Ready to go home?” He opened the passenger side door and ushered Oliver in with a sweep of his arm. Oliver hesitated for a moment before sliding in. He dropped his bag at his feet and took his time pulling the seat belt over. Simon shut the door, mindful of elbows and feet, before rounding the car to get in on his own side.

“Okay?” Simon asked, grabbing a pair of sunglasses that sat on the dash.

Oliver was quiet for a moment, waiting for the oh-so-familiar wave of anxiety to overcome him. He was surprised when it never came. He looked over at Simon who had concern and worry written all over his beautiful face. Oliver leaned over and surprised his chauffeur with a quick, hard kiss before leaning back into the plush seat, a blissful smile on his face.

“I’m happy, in love, and I’m going home,” Oliver said, leaning over to rest his head on Simon’s shoulder. “That beats okay any day.”




More from MB Mulhall

 

[image: ]

 

Secrets. Their weight can be crushing, but their release can change everything—and not necessarily for the better. Ian is no stranger to secrets. Being a gay teen in a backwater southern town, Ian must keep his orientation under wraps, especially since he spends a lot of time with his hands all over members of the same sex, pinning their sweaty, hard bodies to the wrestling mat.

When he’s trying not to stare at teammates in the locker room, he’s busy hiding another secret—that he starves himself so he doesn’t get bumped to the next weight class.

Enter Julian Yang, an Adonis with mesmerizing looks and punk rocker style. Befriending the flirtatious artist not only raises suspicion among his classmates, but leaves Ian terrified he’ll give in to the desires he’s fought to ignore.

As secrets come to light, Ian’s world crumbles. Disowned, defriended, and deserted by nearly everyone, Ian’s one-way ticket out of town is revoked, leaving him trapped in a world he hates—and one that hates him back.
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