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For John B, my rock, my heart, my best friend
 



One

DILL BROWN stared at himself in the mirror for so long the bar of morning sunshine stabbing through the bathroom window actually crawled an inch across the floor. He wasn’t thinking about anything in particular. He wasn’t contemplating world events. He would leave that to the experts. He wasn’t plotting a novel, either. Not at the moment, anyway. Although he would have to start plotting one soon enough. He hated being between projects. When a writer isn’t writing, they are miserable little shits, and that’s a fact. At least I am, Dill thought. And just to prove his point, he struck a belligerent pose and glowered at himself like Ebenezer Scrooge.
No, what he was doing standing in front of the bathroom mirror for so long was simply staring mindlessly at his own naked reflection. Studying the spray of freckles across his nose. Contemplating the light blue eyes staring back at him from behind his own pale lashes. Those eyes looked a little bloodshot this morning after Dill read far too long into the night, lying in bed with a book propped on his chest. But what else can one do in a king-size bed when there is no one there with whom one can chat during the quiet times, or jump on and partake of wild monkey sex with during friskier moments?
He cast a critical eye at his thick mop of butch-cut strawberry-blond hair. He had just styled it with a fistful of goop so that it stood straight up off the top of his head like porcupine quills. It made him look as if he had been zapped with electricity. He idly wondered if maybe he should let it grow longer and wear it a little less funky. It would mean more work, longer hair. He might actually have to comb it now and then. Still, his hair was his best feature, or so everyone always told him. The fucks.
More freckles were scattered across Dill’s shoulders. Damn things. He didn’t have much of a tan, but then, he never did. Usually, he was either as red as a lobster or as white as Wonder bread. At the moment, he was a lobster. He had spent a little too much time at the beach last weekend.
A scattering of strawberry-blond chest hair, looking all clean and fluffy since he was fresh out of the shower, billowed across his chest from one sturdy brown nipple to the other. A line of ginger hair meandered south from his neatly puckered belly button until it was lost in the swirl of red pubes surrounding his dick. Said dick was currently in a state of repose, resting its little pink head on the rim of the bathroom sink, rather like a sixth grader hanging from the edge of his school desk, trying to keep one eye open during geography class.
Dill had to find some action soon. The little guy needed to rumble. Then he wouldn’t be such a little guy. He stretched himself out quite impressively when the right stimulus was applied, thank you very much. That stimulus being another dick, of course. And the nice human male attached to it.
Yes, dear reader. This is that kind of book.
Dill studied his lean waist and long fuzzy legs, looking for any signs of flab. He stuck both arms out to either side, bent them upward at the elbows, and flexed his biceps like Charles Atlas. His upper arms weren’t as bulging as good old Charlie’s, but they weren’t piffling either. He twisted his torso and gave each bicep its own moment of glory. He hunched over and flexed his pecs, his abs, and his biceps all at once. Then he stuck his tongue out and made a face at himself. If anybody could see him now, he would die of shame.
Dill grabbed the hand mirror, and with a little strategic lining up of the mirror in his hand and the one on the wall, peered over his shoulder and took a critical gander at his naked ass. At that precise moment the phone rang. He had just enough time to see that, yes indeedy, his ass was still there, and it didn’t look too bad either, before he gave in to the incessant electronic caterwauling and snatched his cell phone off the toilet tank, where it was clanging and vibrating like a bumblebee suffering an epileptic seizure. With a sigh, he pressed it to his ear.
“Dill here.”
“Oh, Dillard, honey. Your dad has piles.”
It was his mother, of course, frantic, as usual, with another morning installment in her never-ending series of news updates. She had been giving Dill morning news updates since he left home twelve years ago at the age of eighteen. “Bingo has worms.” “The slut next door is getting divorced.” “I have a yeast infection.” “It’s raining cats and dogs.” “The president is black.” “The lawn mower exploded.”
“Your dad has piles” was one he had never heard before.
“Piles of what?”
“Hemorrhoids, dear. Lumpies.”
Dill could hear his father bellowing in the background, “The kid don’t care about the condition of my ass! It’s probably the only male ass in the country he’s not interested in! Ask him if he’s getting laid!”
“Oh, Harry, hush!” his mother screeched, almost bursting Dill’s eardrum. He thought he could actually feel the face of his cell phone swell outward. His mother’s voice was a powerful entity.
“What are you doing, dear?” his mother asked, a bit more softly.
“Looking at my dick.”
“Dick who?”
Dill had to smile at that. “Never mind, Mom. What’s up?”
“Miss Gillish down the street read your last book. She said there was far too much sex in it.”
“How would she know? Miss Gillish has only been laid once in her life. She told you so herself. And that was on V-J Day in the middle of the last century. People were so glad the war was over they would screw anything, although I don’t imagine she told you that. Anyway, my point is, how would she know what constitutes ‘far too much sex’ in a literary masterpiece?”
“Don’t be snooty, Mr. Steinbeck. And don’t say ‘screw.’ It’s vulgar. She can’t help it if she has all that facial hair. Or those moles.”
Dill laughed. “Yeah, well, so did her sister, and she was a trollop until she was eighty-five and keeled over dead in a bar on Market Street with a martini in her hand. You told me so yourself.”
“Oh, I never said any such thing. And I’ve never used the word trollop in my life.”
“Actually, Mom, you said she was a fucking slut. You were well into your third bottle of cheap champagne when you said it. Your fifty-fifth birthday party I think it was. Lord, that was a black day.”
“Oh, don’t be silly. I don’t swear. And I hardly ever drink. And I never gossip. Much.”
Dill thought he heard his mother stifling a giggle. She didn’t like Miss Gillish. Had liked Miss Gillish’s sister even less. And no matter what his mother said, give the woman two or three cocktails and she could swear like a pissed-off sailor who’s just discovered crabs in his moustache. Stone cold sober, however, Dill’s mom did a masterful impersonation of the Virgin Mary. Masterful, but not masterful enough to fool her only begotten son, Dill.
“You know, Dillard, when you come for dinner on Saturday nights, you are always welcome to bring a nice girl with you. We’d love to meet some of the women you’re dating.”
Well, that shouldn’t take long, Dillard thought. Since I’m not dating any women. Unfortunately, I’m not dating any men either.
“Sure, Mom.”
“What’s her name?”
“What’s whose name?”
“The girl you’re bringing to dinner, silly. What’s her name? What does she do? Where does she live? How old is she? She’s not divorced, is she?”
“Ma, I was being facetious. There is no girl. I’m not bringing anyone to dinner. I may not even come myself. I’m just starting another book and—”
“Oh, really, Dillard. How much money did you make off your last book? Forty-seven cents?”
“A little less, actually. But I did get two boxes of complimentary copies.”
“Well, you can’t eat those, dear.”
“Actually, you can,” Dill said. “But they’re awfully dry. They need gravy. Or marinara sauce. You can also soak them for three days in a mixture of Bombay gin and vermouth, and then after you’ve sucked the booze out, you don’t give a shit that you can’t really eat them. There is something about the gentle blend of printer’s ink, stock paper, and a shitload of gin that is really quite enticing.”
She ignored his feeble stab at humor. “This writing thing is a nice hobby, but you need to get a job. A real job. You can always work for your dad at the plumbing business.”
Dill could hear his father bellowing again in the background. “I can’t afford to hire him! My business is going down the toilet!”
His mother whispered into his ear. “I’ve been listening to that joke for thirty years. If he tells it one more time, I’m going to shoot him.”
Dill laughed. God, his parents were nuts.
“What time is dinner?” he asked, resigned. He only lived a few blocks away, after all. And his fridge was so empty he kept thinking he heard a cricket in there. A decent meal wouldn’t kill him. Although his mother’s mouth might. Besides, if he didn’t go over there under his own steam, she would probably come and fetch him, dragging him through the neighborhood by his ear, kicking and screaming like a misbehaving brat.
“Seven,” she said. “As always. Don’t forget to bring a girl.”
His father roared in the distance, “For Christ’s sake, Edith, the man is gay! Stop pushing women on him! Leave the lucky bastard alone!”
“Oh, you boys. Always making queer jokes.”
Dill watched himself roll his eyes in the bathroom mirror. Then he formed a pistol out of his fist and index finger and shot himself in the head. When his brains didn’t fly out the other side of his skull, as he had hoped they would, he said, “Well, I can’t promise I’ll be there, Mom, but I’ll try. And if I am there, I’ll be there alone. No need to set an extra place. Or cook a mountain goat or anything. Don’t go out and shoot a gnu just for me and my nonexistent girlfriend.”
His mother sounded a bit stiff when she said, “It’s meatloaf, dear. You know we have meatloaf on Saturday night. We always have meatloaf on Saturday night. That way your father can have his stupid meatloaf sandwiches on Sunday afternoon while he watches the game. Lord, that man is spoiled.”
And in a softer tone, a tone meant to carry no farther than Dill’s ear, and certainly not to his father’s, his mother whispered, “Grandpa will be here for dinner. He’s moving in for a few months. He’s arriving tonight. I haven’t told your father yet. They don’t get along, you know.”
Dill groaned. He knew. “Ah, God, Ma. Dad’ll have a conniption fit. They’re oil and water, those two. Putting grandpa in the same room with Dad is like throwing gasoline on a fire. Or tossing dynamite down a volcano. Or crashing a jet liner into a nuclear reactor. Or—”
His mother droned, “Really, Dill, do you have to be creative all the time? I get your point. They hate each other. You don’t have to beat me over the head with it.”
“How long did you say he’s staying?”
“A few weeks. Well, no. That’s just what I’m telling your father. Actually, he’s moving in permanently.”
“You mean permanently, as in forever?”
It was his mother’s turn to sound resigned. “He needs looking after. He’s been doing strange things lately.”
“Oh, really? How can you tell?” Dill’s grandfather was a character even with all his faculties intact. Doing strange things was a way of life with him.
“Oh, hush. It’ll be fine. You’ll see. He can have your old room. You don’t seem to be chomping at the bit to move back in.”
“No shit.”
His mother chose to ignore that. “Besides, your father wouldn’t toss a senile old man into the street.”
“No, but he might strangle him.”
“Well, then, with one dead and one in prison, that would take care of both my problems. Him and him.” She gathered up the wherewithal to sound chipper and determined. “Now, don’t forget, Dill. Seven sharp. And do try to bring a date. Your father will be on his best behavior if you have a nice girl with you. Maybe he won’t murder your grandfather at the dinner table. Don’t bring a bleached blond, Dill. You can’t trust them. And make sure she’s not divorced. Divorced women will do anything.”
“That’s why they’re so popular!” his father bellowed in the background.
His mother sighed. “Lord, that man.”
“Mom, I’m gay.”
“Yes, dear. We all try to be happy, don’t we?” And she gently hung up the phone.
 
 
DILL set the phone back on the toilet tank, heaved a massive sigh, and resumed perusing his naked self.
As of two weeks ago, he had managed to survive long enough to turn thirty. Maybe that’s what he was looking for in the mirror. Age lines. Or droopage. Sagging globs of Dillard Brown’s ass dribbling down his ankles and pooling at his feet. Or maybe he was just looking for a purpose to it all. Or something to explain how anyone could spend thirty years on this planet and never once have stumbled into love. Or been the recipient of love, either. Not that he knew of, anyway. He had lusted after countless individuals, of course, and he might even have been lusted after himself a few times, but it wasn’t the same as love, was it? Lusting was just hormones. Lusting was just a normal bodily function. Like taking a dump. But loving. Loving was, well, loving. Giving, taking, sharing, caring. It was celestial, eternal, cosmic. Nothing celestial or eternal or cosmic about taking a dump. Unless it was a really good one.
And another thing. Why did he always feel like he was the one boring character in an endless cast of weirdoes, oddballs, eccentrics, and total whack-jobs? His own family not excluded. It was a distinction he wasn’t crazy about. He wanted to be eccentric too. He wanted to be interesting.
Maybe his mother was right. Maybe he wasn’t gay. Maybe he wasn’t anything. Could a person be a total non-entity?
As in “nondescript.” As in “not much of anything?” As in “nothing?”
Well, he wasn’t absolutely nothing. Double negative, he immediately told himself with a cluck of disapproval. Then he gave another disgruntled cluck, just because he had clucked at himself. He had to stop editing his thoughts like that. It wasn’t normal. Might even be a symptom of a more dire psychosis for all he knew. But correcting words, be they in his head or on paper or coming out of other people’s mouths, was what he did. Continually. And don’t think it wasn’t annoying, either. To himself and everybody else. Especially everybody else, he imagined.
But words were his life, dammit. He was a writer. He’d had three novels published. All totaled, they had earned him just about enough money to stave off starvation. Well, no. His books earned him just about enough to pay the rent on his apartment and keep his car going. His mother was the one who kept him from starving to death.
That and a string of humiliating part-time jobs, which he kept telling himself were research. A writer needed to know how the other half lived. Well, he was the other half all right. He was the half nobody in their right mind would ever want to be.
He glanced at his watch. It was almost time to leave for one of those humiliating part-time jobs right now.
He took one last lingering look at his naked body, decided it was still looking pretty good even if he had passed the big 3-0 two weeks earlier, and even if he was most likely certifiably insane. Then he took another look at his watch. Well, crap. He had been hoping for a little one-on-one with his thirty-year-old dick, just to ease the tension a bit, but he was going to have to forgo that. Not enough time.
How pathetic was it when a person couldn’t even organize his day well enough to whack off once in a while? He could find time to write. He could find time to put in the hours at a series of low-paying jobs just so he could afford to write. He could find time to put up with his mother. So why couldn’t he find time to jack off?
God, he was so disorganized.
 
 
DILL’S current part-time job at the Plucking Delicious chicken franchise was pretty simple. You take the fifty-pound box of frozen chicken parts out of the big walk-in freezer, wrestle it to the counter, break the block of chicken into sizable chunks with a hammer, dump the individual chunks into the vat of boiling, bubbling, hotter-than-hell vegetable oil, and wait until you and the chicken are both crispy brown and so goddamn greasy you can’t walk uphill without sliding two blocks backward.
Then you, oh so carefully, pluck the chicken from the seething hot vat and dump it into the tray for the servers to glom onto when somebody actually orders this crap. Then, still sweating like a field hand, you toddle off to the freezer and drag out another fifty-pound box of frozen chicken parts and do the same thing all over again. Then you do it again. And again and again and again. For eight fucking hours a day. Four days a week.
Thank God his mother served meatloaf every Saturday night. If she even once dared to haul out a plate of fried chicken, Dill would probably snap, hauling out his trusty hammer and pounding her serving platter to smithereens while his mother looked on in horror. Well, he wouldn’t really. But it was a nice thought.
In Dill’s eyes, the only redeeming factor about this particular job was Sam. Sam was the nineteen-year-old kid standing at the counter beside him, working the fries.
Sam had beautiful fuzzy forearms, a dimple in his left cheek, a lock of black hair that kept sliding out from under his Plucking Delicious chef’s hat, which all the Plucking Delicious employees had to wear to prevent their hair from oozing out of their scalps because of all the grease in the air and landing in someone’s Plucking Delicious Family-Pak, which, in turn, would bring the city restaurant inspector down on their backs, and that could only result in closing this hellhole up forever because of a host of sanitation violations that had gradually become, over the years, normal fucking business practices—wait a minute. Somehow that sentence had gotten away from Dill. Best to start over.
Sam had beautiful fuzzy forearms. Period. End sentence. Much better.
Most of the time, Dill wasn’t watching what he was doing with the chicken parts he was hammering because he was too busy ogling Sam’s beautiful fuzzy arms next door as the young man fiddled around with his frigging french fries.
Occasionally, Dill managed to drop a frozen drumstick on the floor just so he could bend down and take a peek at the bulge in the front of Sam’s brown Plucking Delicious uniform trousers. Sam probably had a nice Plucking Delicious hunk of man-meat stashed away in those trousers somewhere, and there was probably a nice fuzzy patch of Plucking Delicious pubic hair surrounding it. Dill loved pubic hair. Loved the way it tasted. Loved the way it crackled between his teeth. Loved the way it tickled his nose.
Sam might be only nineteen, but he wasn’t an idiot. He knew why Dill kept dropping those chicken parts on the floor.
“How’s the view down there, Dill?” he’d ask, turning his crotch toward Dill’s happy face when he said it. Or “I’ve got me something hard inside my trousers, Dill. Maybe it’s one of your chicken legs. Wanna grab it for me?” Or “Maybe on our break we can go into the freezer and have a quick fuck. With all this chicken grease in the air, God knows we’re already lubricated.”
Dill should have been embarrassed that the kid saw through him so easily, but the truth was, Dill rather liked the easy way the kid fed Dill’s fantasies. And one day, when he was really horny and his sense of propriety had snuck out the back door to take a break, Dill might just surprise the kid by taking him up on one of those ribald offers of his. That was Dill’s fantasy anyway.
Unfortunately, unbeknownst to Dill, the owner of this particular Plucking Delicious chicken franchise had just spotted Dill retrieving a fat frozen chicken thigh off the greasy kitchen floor after he had deliberately dropped it there ten seconds earlier so as to take another gander at Sam’s nether regions. Then the owner watched Dill toss it into the vat of boiling, bubbling, hotter-than-hell vegetable oil without so much as even pretending to dust it off. For some reason, the employee, whom the owner remembered was named Dillard Something-or-other, also had a most inappropriate leer on his face when he stood back up after practically sticking his face in the crotch of the young man working the counter next to him.
It should be mentioned that the owner of this particular Plucking Delicious franchise was a man named Asa Moosakhanian. Asa was an Armenian Mormon, believe it or not, and he did not hold with any sort of h-o-m-o-s-e-x-u-a-l shenanigans taking place anywhere near his place of business, or his place of worship, or even his place of piddling around, which was his house, where he lived with a woman who was so fat from eating fried chicken all day long that she hadn’t gone through her front door for three years and who hadn’t piddled around with Asa’s own particular drumstick for even longer than that.
Put simply, Asa didn’t like queers. Probably because they had way more sex than he did. He also didn’t like the fact, nor could he explain the fact, that he had an enormous Armenian erection creeping down his own Plucking Delicious pant leg at this very moment after watching the sexy little tableau between Dillard Whatever-his-name-was and the handsome young man working next to him. And frankly, Asa didn’t understand why. That’s how dumb he was.
All he knew was, he was offended. He thought he might even feel the flames of hell snapping at his own lusting ass, and that he could not abide.
Consequently, two minutes later, Dill found himself out on the street with his final wages, paid to him in greasy cash straight from the till, and a hand-written letter of termination crumpled up and thrust into his greasy little hand.
Asa Moosakhanian was pointing his finger down the street toward an indeterminate beyond, telling Dill that’s where he should go, and pronto, and to never darken this particular Plucking Delicious doorway again.
Dill told the man he certainly wouldn’t, and that his Plucking Delicious chicken sucked anyway. After wadding his paper chef’s hat into a greasy ball and tossing it into the owner's startled face, Dill skipped off, happy as a clam that he would never again in his life have to break apart another block of frozen chicken parts with a fucking hammer.
The only sad aspect of the whole fiasco was the fact that now Dill would never have his way with Sam and those beautiful fuzzy forearms. He would never explore the wonders of the young man’s mind or ferret out the secrets of Sam’s extremely intriguing crotch, either.
But hell, you can’t have everything.
As so often happens in life, Dill never saw Sam again.
But that was okay. At least now Dill knew what his next book would be about. Maybe.



Two

DILL was always happiest when he was sitting at home, parked in front of his computer, coaxing his words to life and watching them fill up the screen. Line after line. Page after page. Writing was what gave him peace. It took away any loneliness or dissatisfaction he might momentarily feel about the way things were going, and it satisfied his continual itch for that illusive blanket of contentment he was always hoping to shake out and burrow under, if only he could just once find the goddamn thing. His writing was what gave him the strength to confront all the asshole employers and the endless boring hours he was forced to spend in pointless undertakings, such as pounding chicken to pieces with a hammer just so people he didn’t care about could suck up eight times their required daily allowance of calories and fat and usually be rude about it while they did.
Dill wasn’t a big fan of people. Most of them were simply—mean. Or annoying. They were forever barging into lines in front of him, yet never moving forward when the line moved, wasting his time and not caring one little whit that they did. They parked their cars across the sidewalk, blithely ignoring the fact that people had to walk around. They stuck birdbaths in their front yard and then were too lazy to keep them full of water for the poor birds. Or even worse, they were creatures like Sam, the french fry guy, who were placed in his path for Dill to long for and lust after, but to never really get close to, to never really touch.
To Dill, Sam was just a beautiful song; a song he got to know pretty well and was so entranced with that he memorized the melody of it note for note. He analyzed its lyrics, tapped his foot to its silent memory, maybe even hummed a few bars now and then as he wended his way through his boring daily routine. Sam was a song that played on a continuous reel of sound inside Dill’s head, but in the end, it was a song that was beyond Dill’s talent to perform except in his own imagination.
Put simply, Sam was just another great song that Dill would never be able to sing. But hey, someday Dill would find the song that fit his voice. Or the man that fit his heart. And then, by God, he’d be Pavarotti, Jolson, Garland, Piaf, Lennox and Spears, all rolled into one f-a-a-bulous crooner of love songs.
Yeah, right. And someday he’d win a Pulitzer.
The truth was, Dill didn’t really care all that much about living the Great American Romance. At least he didn’t think he did. He just wanted to get laid a little more often. If love came into it, he supposed that would be fine, although never having been in love, he wasn’t sure if it would make things better or worse; be an improvement or a detriment. From all he had gleaned from the people around him, relationships were hard enough to maintain, but when there was love there, too, real love, relationships were excruciating experiences. Most of the time, people barely survived them at all.
So Dill wrote. And while he was writing, he managed to forget about it all. That was one of the perks of doing what he did. And actually, now that he thought about it, maybe it was the only perk. The creation of extra income certainly didn’t seem to be working out the way he’d hoped. His second book cost him more in cartridge ink for his printer than he ever reaped in royalties. How fucking pathetic was that?
Dill lived about a mile and half from his parents’ house in a second-story apartment in an area of San Diego known as Hillcrest. To Dill’s way of thinking, he was perfectly located. Hillcrest was San Diego’s answer to the Castro District in San Francisco. You couldn’t trip over a curb without hitting a homosexual, and that was just fine with Dill. He liked homosexuals. Most homosexuals do.
He didn’t have a view, but he had a tree outside his living room window, which gave him the semblance of a view; the illusion of a view. Sometimes the tree even had a squirrel in it. And not the illusion of a squirrel, but an honest-to-god real live squirrel. That was nice. Sometimes the squirrel would even sit on a branch and stare in at Dill through the glass. Dill wondered if the squirrel felt that Dill offered him the semblance of a view, offered him an imaginary broadening of his squirrelly horizons. Or maybe the squirrel was just doing the same thing Dill was doing: trying to live his life as best he could and not fall out of his tree and break his neck in the process.
What mattered most to Dill was that he was far enough away from his folks to be out of vocal range of his mother. Yet he was still not so far away that he had to waste gasoline to join them for a free meal, which he did with more frequency than he cared to admit. Hell, in a pinch he could even walk to his parents’ house. Not that he ever did. More times than not, dinner with his folks required a hasty retreat, or as they say in the military, a determined withdrawal. Walking wasn’t nearly hasty or determined enough. Shooting himself out of a cannon would have been good, but he didn’t have a cannon, so that’s why he took the car. Always.
Dill’s apartment complex was built in the same year that Miss Gillish, his mother’s ancientass neighbor, had had her one good romp with sex. At some point in time, during a century other than the one Dill was presently existing in, his building had been painted a baby-shit brown. And so it stayed. The little patch of lawn in the front was as dead as disco. It was so dead that the building manager didn’t even pretend to water it any more. Oddly enough, the lawn had gradually morphed into the exact same color as the building. Baby-shit brown. Most of the tenants were students at the law school just down the hill, with a few retirees doddering through the complex to give it texture and to gripe about the younger ones.
Dill had two bedrooms, one of which he slept in and another which he used as an office. He had a tiny kitchen that was so small you couldn’t fall down in it if you tried, but was actually plenty big enough for Dill, since there was never any food in it anyway. His living room sported a couch from Goodwill and a handsome leather recliner he was afraid to sit in because the back kept falling off. In the corner, in a blond cabinet, stood a console TV that was almost as old as Dill. His folks had dragged it out of their basement and given it to him three years back. It was as ugly as sin, as big as a station wagon, and worked like a charm. Dill hated TV and never turned it on.
While he hated TV, he did love books. He had stacks of books. Heaps of books. Books on bookshelves. Books on the TV set. Books piled on every available surface. Books under the sofa cushions, which he kept there to bolster the sagging sofa frame. Books propping up the windows in the summer and books lying splayed open here and there and everywhere in varying stages of being read and pondered over. Dill did not read one book at a time like most normal people. Dill read countless books at a time. And while he was reading those, he was usually writing another.
For a person who couldn’t organize his time very well, Dill’s thoughts were remarkably centered and neatly arranged in categories. Alphabetically, numerically, chronologically, preferentially. Everything inside his head was in apple pie order. This explained his reading habits.
Everything outside his head was a mess. This explained his apartment and his life.
He had a closet filled with fast food franchise uniforms, which he kept as a sort of humiliating shrine to his own weirdness. Just for the hell of it, he kept the uniforms neatly arranged in alphabetical order, beginning with Arby’s and ending with Wendy’s. He had yet to be employed in an establishment beginning with X, Y, or Z. But hey, he was still young.
Sometimes Dill would stand in the door of that closet and ponder each differently colored uniform and each differently styled hat with all the different fast food logos stuck here and there. He had hung the hats on the inside of the closet door in alphabetical order too. He would stand there reminiscing about the mindless job he had once performed while wearing each particular outfit, and recalling, more times than not, what it was exactly that had pushed each particular boss into firing his ass from ever doing so again.
Dill remembered his mother once saying, “You’re the only person I know who has made fast food a career choice! And you can’t even manage to do that right!” She had not said it with any great sense of motherly pride, he’d noticed.
But what the hell. Dill figured if this is what he had to do to be able to write, then this is what he would do. Period. If it wasn’t too humiliating for him, he didn’t see why it should be humiliating for anyone else. And she was a fine one to talk, his mother. She had spent the better part of her adult life scrubbing the hash marks out of his dad’s Fruit of the Looms. What kind of career choice was that?
Dill wasn’t worried about finding another crap job to replace the one he had just lost. Crap jobs were everywhere. All you had to do was show up, fill out the paperwork, and leave your pride at the door. Crap jobs and pride were not happy bedfellows. But if you could master the art of letting your self-respect die a miserable and excruciating death without it bothering you too much, then, hell, you had it made in the shade.
Dill didn’t really think of his closet of old uniforms as a monument to his own personal failure. He thought of it as a memorial to his tenacity in dedicating his life to the craft of writing. That was the reason for all these dead-end jobs. It wasn’t because he couldn’t do any better. It wasn’t because he enjoyed flipping hamburgers and hammering chicken and putting up with assholes. It was because he did not want a career that occupied all his time and energy and imagination until there was nothing left for his stories.
His stories were everything. Even if they did suck. Which, thanks to his lack of any financial success in the publishing business, was beginning to look like a real possibility. He admitted it was a fine accomplishment to be published at all. But the fact that there was very little money changing hands in the process, and by this he meant changing hands in his direction, did seem to take the top off it a bit.
Anyway, Dill had other things to think about at the moment. He was free, white, and well over twenty-one. He was single, it was Friday night, and he had his greasy Plucking Delicious severance pay burning a hole in his pocket. The fact that he would never have to look another frozen chicken in the eye didn’t hurt much either.
Plus, he was feeling lucky. Sexually lucky. And that didn’t happen too often.
In other words, it was time to hit the bars. He would worry about any residual hangover tomorrow. He would be putting up with his parents at dinner anyway. A little extra misery from a hangover wouldn’t kill him. In fact, comparing a hangover to his mother was like comparing a head cold to a flesh-eating virus. His mother being the virus. And anyone who had ever spent any serious time with the woman would not dispute that analysis for a second.
So off to the shower he went.
To remove the last vestiges of Plucking Delicious from every pore and every strand of hair on his head and body, he lathered himself up three times with the same dish soap that oil spill conservationists use to remove crude oil from pelicans. If that didn’t get rid of the chicken grease, nothing would.
He resisted the urge to beat off in the shower. With any luck he could recruit some outside assistance for that job later. He toweled off, worked some goop into his hair on the off chance it would reduce his appearance of being thirty, donned a pair of ratty blue jeans and a T-shirt with a picture of Lady Gaga on the back, also in the hope of making himself look younger, and headed out the door. At the last minute he remembered to stuff his back pocket with the obligatory stack of index cards and a pen, which no writer worth his salt ever, ever, ever goes through the door without. You never know when a great plot device or descriptive turn of phrase might pop into your head. If it popped into your head when you had nothing on hand with which to jot it down, you can rest assured it would pop back out of your head before you could say Jack Fucking Sprat, never to be seen again.
There was no shortage of gay bars in San Diego, but Dill had his favorite. Bourbon Street. It was within walking distance of his apartment, so he wouldn’t be drinking behind the wheel, mowing down innocent pedestrians, and making a public nuisance of himself. The last thing he wanted to do was call his folks to bail him out of jail after being hauled to the hoosegow for drunk driving. His mother acted like she had donated a kidney when she gave him the damn TV. If he owed her bail money, he would never hear the end of it.
So four minutes after leaving the apartment, he was walking through the dimly lit bar, trying to look nonchalant but feeling that familiar nervousness he always felt when he walked into a gay establishment without the benefit of alcohol coursing through his system, easing the way and soothing his qualms of paranoia. As music throbbed in the background, filling the air with promise, Dill ordered a scotch on the rocks with a twist (and make it a big fat double, please), and two minutes later, he was leaning on the meat rack on the patio out back checking out the possibilities. There were a few other meat rackees lounging against the wall, but it was still early, so the pickings were meager. Not that Dill was a snob when it came to these things. He wouldn’t drag a troll home, or any World War I veterans, but he never set his sights too high. He might be insane, but he was still a realist. He was no Brad Pitt himself. He couldn’t expect a Hugh Jackman to toddle off home with him, eager as pie to satisfy his every fancy.
Not that it wouldn’t be nice.
Dill smiled at a brunet in the corner, and wonder of wonders, the guy smiled back. Then the guy stuck a cigarette in his mouth, and Dill looked away. He hated smokers.
A rather interesting redhead sitting at the little table by the brick wall looked intriguing, although redheads were not Dill’s fantasy of choice. But just when Dill thought he might have caught the guy’s eye, the man’s lover, or date, or incestuous cousin, came along and swept the redhead off to dance or drink or canoodle inside. The lover, date, or incestuous cousin shot Dill a nasty look as he walked past with his partner protectively in tow. Dill offered up an insipid grin and a sportsmanlike shrug by way of apology. How was he supposed to know the guy was spoken for, his shrug seemed to say. Or at least he hoped that’s what it was saying.
Then Dill got the feeling he himself was being watched. Sipping his scotch, he nonchalantly cast his eyes here and there around the patio. There were maybe ten or fifteen young men scattered about, most of them on their own. Two lesbians were smooching and laughing in the corner, but Dill ignored them. Not that he had anything against lesbians. Like his father might say, he just didn’t like their plumbing.
Some of the young men striking various poses around the place were obviously just there to drink and show off their twenty-eight-inch waists and their spanking new spray tans; some were sitting all hopeful and eager-eyed waiting for Mr. Right to come along (and good luck with that). Dill supposed the others were simply looking for a little one-on-one distraction, not unlike Dill himself; just a momentary sexual diversion to brighten an otherwise dull and uneventful evening.
At six three, Dill was used to towering over most of the people he ran across. So when the Mexican kid who couldn’t have been over five foot four suddenly materialized at his side, Dill looked down at him in surprise, rather like a Great Dane glancing down at a Chihuahua who has appeared out of nowhere and sidled up to say hello. Or maybe to hump his back leg.
On second glance, up-close and personal, Dill saw the kid wasn’t really a kid at all. It was just his size, or lack of size, that made him look like one. He was probably twenty-fiveish, slim, small-boned, and with a luxurious mop of black hair Dill immediately wanted to run his fingers through. His complexion was the color of a mocha Frappuccino. Gorgeous. That was a skin color a pale guy like Dill could really appreciate. Envy? You bet. The kid couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and thirty pounds soaking wet, and when he smiled up at Dill, a dimple appeared in one cheek and a gorgeous set of snow-white teeth flashed in the dark like a row of Chiclets suddenly hit with a black light. The guy’s choppers positively radiated health and happiness.
And to top it all off, those choppers were resting inside a very cute smile comprised of luscious full lips that gave a secretive smirk every now and then that Dill found extremely intriguing.
The man was holding a bottle of beer. It was almost empty.
“Need a refill?” Dill asked, by way of breaking the ice.
“No, I’m good,” the guy said, never taking his eyes off Dill’s face. He pretty much had to crane his head back to do it, like a tourist studying the tippy-top tip of Mount McKinley.
“Umm,” Dill ventured. “Whatcha staring at?”
“You.”
“Mind telling me why?” Dill asked, but he was smiling when he said it.
“I’m not sure. I just like looking at you.”
The young man had no Mexican or Spanish accent Dill could discern. His English was flawless. Obviously a native.
“You’re not from Mexico, are you?” Dill asked.
“Actually, I am. Chiapas. Down south. I came here when I was four.”
“On your own?” Dill asked.
And the kid laughed. “On a donkey, you mean? With a sombrero warding off the sun and a serape thrown across my shoulder and a pocket full of peppers? No. With my parents. In a Buick. With a teddy bear under my arm. They sort of dragged me along with them. Parents have that right.”
“What do you do,” Dill asked, “when you aren’t polishing those perfect teeth?”
Dill could have sworn the kid blushed. “I’m a student. And I work in a bookstore. And I play with my dog. And I stare at handsome strangers in bars.”
“Like who?”
“Like you.”
“You think I’m handsome?” Dill asked, although he really didn’t want to know. He never thought of himself as handsome. He couldn’t imagine anyone else thinking of him that way.
“I think you’re stunning,” the kid said, and they both laughed at the sound of the word. Stunning. How gay was that?
“What’s your name?” Dill asked.
Rather than answer, the young man reached out and took Dill’s glass out of his hand. He took a cautious sip of the amber-colored scotch and made a face. He handed the glass back to Dill and said, “I think I’ll stick to beer.”
Dill blinked. “And your name?”
“Hector.”
“I’m Dillard. Dill, for short.”
“Must be the only thing short about you,” Hector said, and Dill couldn’t help wondering if there was maybe a smidgeon of sexual innuendo in the observation.
Dill was suddenly very aware that he was extremely attracted to this person. My God, unless it was his imagination, he was getting a boner just talking to the lad. He wasn’t sure if that had ever happened to him before in his life. Hard-on by conversation.
When the kid took hold of Dill’s belt buckle and pulled him close, Dill knew his boner wasn’t imagination at all. By the way the kid’s eyes popped open, Dill was pretty sure he knew it too.
“What are you doing?” Dill asked. They were so close now that Dill could smell Hector’s sweet breath wafting up to make him even dizzier with desire than he already was. It smelled like Juicy Fruit gum, his breath. And just like that, Juicy Fruit was Dill’s brand new favorite flavor of the month.
The top of Hector’s head was even with Dill’s Adam’s apple. Dill could smell the shampoo the kid had washed his hair with, and it must have been done recently. Something with apples in it. Lord, between his Juicy Fruit breath and his apple-scented hair, Dill wondered if the kid smelled like fruit all over. Would his ass smell of lemons? His dick of bananas and tangerines?
Dill was getting hungry. And not particularly for fruit.
A torrent of voices, laughing and squawking inside the bar, threatened to draw Dill’s attention away from his new admirer. The threat was a failure. Nothing short of a nuclear strike on the dry-cleaning establishment next door could have drawn Dill’s attention away from the young man in front of him.
Hector stood on tiptoe and pressed his lips to Dill’s cheek. “I have to run,” he said, as his lips brushed Dill’s skin. Dill felt his toes curl at the sensation of it. Hector still held Dill close by the belt buckle. His knuckles felt hard and hot against Dill’s bare stomach. Their knees were touching. Dill longed for more contact. Then the kid’s words soaked in.
Before Dill could think about what he was saying, he blurted out, “No! Don’t go!”
Hector grinned. “You’re going to miss me, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” Dill said. “I certainly am. Please don’t go.”
“I’m sorry. Hear that extremely noisy group of people who just came into the bar? Those are my cousins. We’re going to my sister’s surprise birthday party. I’d ask you along, but it’s kind of a family thing. “
“Maybe we can meet up later,” Dill said, praying to God the kid would agree.
But before he could find out, Hector’s cousins stormed through the patio door, looked around, spotted Hector, and swooped in like a pack of condors descending on a defenseless rabbit. Before Dill knew what was happening, the guy was swept away. Hector cast Dill one apologetic glance backward as he was being hustled through the door leading into the bar. Dill heard them in there, all those cousins, their voices growing dimmer as they headed out the front door to the street, still laughing, still squawking, and then the bar was filled with the same old boring sounds it had been filled with when Dill first stepped inside. Music. The drone of voices. The tinkle of glass.
Those sounds didn’t sound so filled with promise any more. Now they just sounded boring.
Dill couldn’t believe it. He didn’t even get the kid’s phone number. He was so depressed by that fact, he downed his drink in one gulp and headed off to order another. And another after that. And then another.
Dill found himself out on the street at closing time so drunk he couldn’t have located his head if both hands were manacled to his tongue. His jeans were unzipped, but he didn’t know it, and somehow or other, he had managed to lose a shoe. He reeled off toward his apartment, and within three blocks he had lost a sock as well. Oddly enough, it was not the sock on the foot without the shoe, but the other sock. The shoe was still there. He presumed he would find his apartment by the same process that birds find South America in the winter. God knows it wouldn’t be by conscious thought or careful navigation. It would be by blind homing instinct and sheer fucking luck.
“Hector,” he sang for all the world to hear as he stumbled along the darkened streets, hopefully in the right direction, while a gibbous moon shone down upon his drunken head like a deformed spotlight. He sang surprisingly on key in a very sweet baritone. Or else he was just so drunk he thought he did. “I just met a boy name Hector. Say it soft and it sounds like—Hector. Say it loud and it still sounds like—Hector. Hectorhectorhector.” And then he got the giggles. And while he was giggling, he puked on a tree.
Dill awoke the next morning on his ratty old sofa with the corner of Moby Dick poking him in the back and his mouth tasting like he had just eaten a box of stink bugs. There was a Juicy Fruit wrapper stuck to his cheek and a wad of chewing gum in his hair. His head, when he finally did locate it with both hands, seemed to be the size of a watermelon. A throbbing watermelon.
Thundering through that watermelon head was the granddaddy of all hangovers.
His skull ached so horrendously, Dill was pretty sure he was experiencing some sort of explosive cerebral meltdown. He was afraid to glance in a mirror for fear of seeing blood squirting from his ears and eyeballs. He had no recollection whatsoever of the young man in the bar who kissed his cheek and told him he was handsome. He wouldn’t notice that one of his shoes and one of his socks had gone AWOL until the day was almost over and he was getting dressed to go to dinner at his folks’ house. And he had no idea why he bought a shopping bag full of Juicy Fruit gum on the way home from the bar.
Not until later that night, when he was holding the savaged dog in his arms and tripping through a patch of nettles with his mom’s apple pie sloshing around in his stomach and blood dripping into his eyes, would he remember any of it at all. And by then, of course, his priorities would be pretty much centered elsewhere.



Three

DILL could smell his mom’s apple pie before he turned off the ignition. He figured it must be a Hillcrest tradition by now; the neighborhood at peace on a gentle Saturday evening, a long-dead Lawrence Welk still spitting champagne bubbles out of every TV set in St. Paul’s Nursing Home and Retirement Complex two blocks over, desert breezes blowing across a somnolent city of 1.3 million San Diego residents winding down from their work week, and the heavenly aroma of Mrs. Brown’s homemade apple pie and extra zesty meatloaf making mouths water all the way from Quince Street to Robinson Avenue.
Then there was the other tradition. The blat-blat-blat of Mrs. Brown’s no-good thirty-year-old son driving up in his beat-up Kia sedan that could sure as hell use a new muffler, to scarf up the apple pie and ravage the meatloaf, and then without so much as a how-do-you-do or a thank-you-mum head off to one of his no-account, no-future, no-reason-not-to-shoot-yourself-in-the-head-and-be-done-with-it-all jobs, not to be seen again until the next apple pie and meatloaf are bubbling in the poor woman’s oven.
Far and wide, people were thinking, “What a waste of carbon that kid turned out to be.”
Or at least Dill imagined they were.
Dill always had self-deprecating thoughts like that when he was hung over. Thank goodness he wasn’t hung over all that often. He didn’t haunt the bars like some people he knew. He didn’t guzzle spirits like the proverbial fish, or like his dad’s brother, Uncle Frank. Now there was a drunk. No, Dill rarely drank at all, actually. That was why, when he did drink, he usually made a complete and unmitigated ass of himself.
And speaking of drinking, Dill still felt like Death was tapping him on the shoulder with his fucking scythe, trying to get his attention. God knows how many aspirins Dill had chewed up during the course of the day, but his head still throbbed. He must have brushed his teeth twenty times since rolling off the couch that morning and still his tongue tasted like it was dipped in sewage and battered in sawdust. Plus his fingernails ached, which was not only a medical mystery, but disconcerting as hell. Dill didn’t know if people ordinarily died from being hung over, but if they didn’t, they probably wished they could.
And now he had to compound the suffering by spending time with his family. Lord, the things he put himself through for a decent meal. Don’t misunderstand. He loved his folks. He truly did. But it was the same kind of love people have for peeling off scabs and ripping out hangnails. Both practices feel good—but in an agonizingly horrid, teeth-grindingly painful sort of way.
As Dill sat in the car, he mindlessly tapped the steering wheel while listening to the anguished strains of a Creedence Clearwater tune playing on the radio. He didn’t much care for the song, which was recorded before he was even born, for God’s sake, but it did postpone the inevitable moment when he would have to confront his family. It also drowned out the sound of his own thoughts.
In particular, it drowned out the bothersome thought that kept niggling at his brain, the vague impression something had occurred last night that was very important. Something that would have changed Dill’s life, if only he could remember what it was. An opportunity missed. A fate interrupted. A destiny destroyed, drowned in scotch. Had he done something horrible? Had he done something great? Had he met someone? Had he had a novel idea for a novel? (Boy, that sentence sucked.) Had he broken the world record for the consumption of booze in an eight-hour period without exploding a human liver? Were the Guinness Book of World Records people looking for him at this very moment?
Dill’s musings were shattered by the sudden appearance of a face in his driver’s side window, two inches from his own. It startled him so, it was all he could do to stifle a scream. He jumped straight up into the air, almost emasculating himself with the seat belt, and banged his aching head on the roof of the car. Geez!
By the time Dill calmed down enough to look again, he saw a bony little skull with big, flapping ears and a wisp of snow-white hair poking up off the top of it like a clump of chicken feathers. A toothless grin was aimed in Dill’s direction and a bulbous old nose was pressed against the glass like a woman’s breast being smooshed by a mammogram machine.
“Boo!” the mouth beneath the smooshed up breast said.
It was Gramps. Dill hadn’t seen him for a while, and at this point in time, there didn’t seem to be much left for Dill to look at. Just some gristle, a fatty tumor here and there, an occasional bony protuberance around the joints, age spots, scattered flaps of limp skin, rheumy eyes, and nose hair. Lots of nose hair. If Dill had to describe him to anyone, he would have to say his grandfather looked like a turkey carcass discovered in the back of the fridge three weeks after Thanksgiving. There simply wasn’t much left of the man to chew on. And what was left was bent permanently forward into the shape of an arthritic question mark.
Dill couldn’t remember exactly, but he thought his grandfather was about a hundred and fifty years old. Give or take. Right now the old guy was pawing at the Kia’s door handle, trying to figure out how it worked. Dill assumed he wanted to reach in and drag Dill off to the Coliseum to throw him to the waiting lion. Or the waiting mother. Whichever.
Dill waggled his fingers in a shooing motion, trying to get Gramps to step back so he could open the car door. He didn’t want to tip the guy over and break his hip on the curb. Then Dill would have to deal with guilt, on top of this crushing hangover.
When Dill was finally able to step out onto the sidewalk, the two men eyed each other up and down like a couple of Sumo wrestlers getting ready to rumble.
The top of Gramps’s work pants were tucked up under his armpits so that his belt buckle was directly under his chin. Dill could see several inches of pale, shiny shinbone gleaming between the man’s pant legs and the top of his socks. One of the socks was white with little red and blue stripes around the top, and the other was white with little yellow and green stripes around the top. The second sock drooped down around the ankle because the elastic was shot. The first sock looked like it was three sizes too small and by the way it was strangling his grandpa’s leg, Dill figured it would probably create an embolism sometime in the next seven or eight minutes that would kill the old man dead. The shoes were brown-and-white saddle shoes, the sort you usually see in old pictures poking out from under a poodle skirt. The laces were missing. The trousers were brown and shiny, and the lumberjack shirt the man wore was a horrendous green and orange plaid and big enough to hold three grandfathers. It was without a doubt the ugliest plaid Dill had ever seen in his life. If it was a tartan emblem for a particular clan of Scottish Highlanders, then they must have been a clan of color-blind, troglodytic morons.
There was a fat pocket watch in one of the shirt pockets which dragged the left side of the shirt down lopsided from the way it was supposed to hang, making his grandfather look as if half of him was doubly affected by gravity, and the other half wasn’t affected by gravity at all. He wore a woman’s wristwatch on one arm and a man’s wristwatch on the other. Even with three clocks, Dill would have bet his life if you asked Grandpa what time it was, he wouldn’t know. To top it all off, the man’s fly was wide open. Dill kept expecting a moth to fly out. Better that than a hundred-and-fifty-year-old dick.
Wrap a feather boa around Gramps’s neck and slap a derby on his head and he would look like the poster boy for cognitive dysfunction. Dementia’s Hunk of the Month.
Ignoring the persistent throbbing of his poor hung-over head, Dill scooped his grandfather, or what was left of him, into his arms. “Hey, Gramps. It’s great to see you.”
Dill released him when he heard a bone pop. He wasn’t sure if it was one of his bones or one of the old man’s. Gramps didn’t scream out in pain, so it must have been one of Dill’s. His bones were probably eaten brittle by all the scotch he had consumed the night before.
“Your mother’s a witch,” Gramps said without preamble, “and your father’s an asshole.”
“It’s good to see you, too,” Dill said with a grin. “Staying long?”
“I hope not. You still a faggot?”
Dill’s mouth fell open. Then he closed it when he saw a sneaky little smile creep across his grandfather’s face.
“Yeah,” Dill said. “I’m still a faggot. You still pooping your pants?”
His grandfather shrugged. “Not so much. Metamucil stopped working. Ain’t that just the way? No quality control. That’s what’s wrong with this country. For me to have a satisfactory poop now requires an act of Congress, and you know damn well that Congress ain’t done shit lately. No pun intended.”
“Life sucks,” Dill commiserated.
“Well, you do, anyway,” Gramps said, and chuckling, the two headed arm in arm toward the house where Dill’s mother was waiting on the front porch with a wooden spoon in her hand that was big enough to stir a cauldron full of newts. Dill bit back a laugh, remembering his grandfather had just called her a witch. Maybe the guy wasn’t so senile after all.
“Woman is determined you’re straight,” Gramps whispered out the side of his mouth. “Been trying to tell her all afternoon you’re a limp-wristed sissy-boy, not that there’s anything wrong with that, but it’s like talking to a tree. Just doesn’t want to think about her little boy whomping a wienie. Especially one that ain’t his own.”
“Jesus, Gramps. Whomping a wienie?”
His grandfather’s eyes got big and round and innocent. “What? I know how young people talk. Popular colloquialism. Whomping a wienie.”
Dill rolled his eyes. “If you say so.”
Dill’s mom had worn a wig on her head every day of her life since she was thirty-five. She experimented with colors like a kid experiments with pudding pops, testing every flavor that comes down the pike. Today her wig was styled with a bigass flip on one side like Ann Landers and it was the hue of a typhoon cloud. Slate gray. Considering the possibilities for a stormy evening ahead, what with the lot of them sitting around the dinner table screaming at each other, Dill figured the color selection was perfect.
At the moment, the woman was looking suspicious, seeing her father and her son with their heads together, whispering. She plastered a desperately determined smile on her face, rather like a schoolgirl dutifully thumbtacking a poster of Justin Bieber to her bedroom wall when what she really wanted was a poster of Channing Tatum. Dill’s mother was obviously hell-bent on making the best of a horrible situation, but she wasn’t about to brook dissension in the ranks. If they were plotting against her, Dill imagined she was thinking, then she would kill them both and eat the pie herself.
Dill almost felt sorry for her.
His grandfather had been in the house less than a day, and already his mother looked like she was regretting her decision to move him in. As well she might. She wasn’t used to having her dad around, and God knows the old coot could be a strain at times. She was tapping the big wooden spoon against her thigh like she was just itching to bop one of them in the head with it. Dill hadn’t seen her look this suspicious since he was six years old and she caught him and the kid up the street hiding behind the oleander bush comparing peckers. She should have figured out he was a fruit cup then. The woman was blind.
She also had a twitch in her left eye, and her slate gray wig was sitting slightly askew. Dill prayed to God she hadn’t run out and bought a firearm recently.
“What are you boys talking about? You’re not talking about sex, are you?”
Gramps barked out a laugh. “Good God, woman. I’m older than the internal combustion engine and the kid here has been old enough to vote in the last three presidential elections. I porked your mother, for Christ’s sake. I porked her a lot. How the hell do you think you got here? UPS? If the boy and me want to talk about sex, we will. Just because you’re not getting any from my ignoramus son-in-law who’s probably hung like a triple-A battery—”
“Dad!” Dill’s mother turned a brilliant shade of crimson and her wig slipped a little more to the left. She cast a humiliated glance at me, then stormed off into the house, disgustedly shaking her head and trailing a string of half-heard obscenities behind her like Gretel tossing out a trail of rancid bread crumbs. Dill had a mental image of Yosemite Sam running around in circles, slapping himself in the ass with his hat, and screaming, “My biscuits are burning! My biscuits are burning!”
Then he heard his father yell from somewhere inside the house, “When’s dinner? I’m starving. And how long is that old fart staying?”
Gramps created turmoil wherever he went. It was one of the things Dill most admired about him. He had been that way since Dill was old enough to tie his own shoelaces, and now that he thought about it, Gramps was the one who had taught Dill how to tie his own shoelaces.
This was going to be a combustible evening. Combustible evenings could be either fun or a living hell. Dill would have to wait to see how this one turned out, but already it didn’t look promising.
His parents lived at the edge of a broad canyon. Dill had spent his childhood playing in that canyon, and he knew every square inch of the place. As he always did when visiting his folks, before entering the house, Dill stepped over to the edge of the yard and looked out across the jumble of pepper trees and scrub that meandered down the hillside. It was one of his favorite spots in all the world. So many wonderful memories rushed through his head every time he looked down there, he couldn’t even begin to sort them out.
In the lowest parts of the canyon, the shadows were already deepening with the approach of evening. Off to the left among the trees, Dill heard a coyote let loose with a plaintive howl. A hawk flew overhead, screaming like a banshee, and Dill knew that somewhere in the underbrush a ground squirrel was diving for cover.
At his side, his grandfather watched the hawk as it skimmed across the treetops, looking for dinner. “Good to know there’s still wild critters around. It’ll be a sorry planet when there’s nothing but asshole people left.”
Dill couldn’t agree with him more.
Arms slung across each other’s shoulders, the two gave a last look at the beauty spread out before them. Then, with a sigh of resignation, they trudged into the house for dinner.
 
 
THE meatloaf was delicious. The apple pie, and the hand-churned ice cream, which his mother liberally dumped all over the pie, was a dieter’s wet dream. The conversation, on the other hand, was enough to curdle milk. They could have been chowing down on manna from heaven and their chitchat would have pretty much guaranteed Dill’s indigestion. Several topics were discussed. None pleasantly. And none quietly.
The Brown family did not have quiet conversations. They did not lob balls of fluffy sentiment at each other designed to appease and flatter and mollycoddle. With them it was a full barrage of deadly missile fire aimed directly at vital organs. Ordinarily, this was just fine with Dill. He had been known to return fire with his own deadly volleys of destruction now and then, thank you very much. But his hangover seemed to have dampened his gunpowder. A lot of his shots on this fine Saturday evening were misfires. Plus his aim was off. He was scrambling for cover more often than shooting back.
“What do you mean, you’re unemployed! What, again?”
That was Dill’s mother. She could not have looked more appalled if Gramps had taken one of his legendarily rare poops at the dining room table. It should be mentioned that, by the time they got to the apple pie, Dill’s mother had already consumed three glasses of wine. Having her dad around seemed to have that effect on her. That was three glasses of wine she drank at the table, mind you. Dill didn’t know what she was drinking in the kitchen between courses, but the way she smacked her lips and her eyes lost focus every time she tottered back through the kitchen door, it must have been something potent. Arco high-octane maybe. Or superunleaded.
By this time in the evening, her wig was practically off her head and sitting on her shoulder. Dill was slightly alarmed to see that his mother’s real hair, as evidenced by the patch of scalp exposed by the slipping wig, was extremely thin and wispy white. She had twisted what few hairs she had into little white corkscrews that were anchored to her head with a crisscross of black bobby pins. There looked to be about six hairs in each corkscrew. Lord, no wonder she wore wigs. The woman was damn near bald.
“Getting fired wasn’t altogether my fault,” Dill explained, calmly, rationally, trying to ignore his mother’s balding head and the eyes snapping at him like lobsters. “The boss was homophobic. Or queer as a three-dollar bill. I never quite figured out which. Armenian Mormons are always hard to read.”
His mother leaned over her plate and glared at him. “What does that have to do with you? You’re not Mormon. And you’re not homosexual. You dated Effie Winters in the third grade!”
Effie Winters. That was always his mother’s last gasp when it came to defending her son’s sexuality. Oddly enough, Effie Winters was now a bull dike who rode around town on a hog and had more body piercings than an archery target. Sometimes Dill wondered if dating him had had anything to do with that.
Dill’s father and grandfather both guffawed in unison at the mention of Effie Winters. It was the first thing they had done in unison all night. And it was probably the last thing they would do together all night. Dill’s dad felt the same about his father-in-law as the high muckety-mucks of the Taliban feel about fuck flicks. He was offended to the core by the man, but in a fascinated sort of way. He couldn’t take his eyes off Gramps. His face held the same horrid fascination as a man watching a train wreck. Or a spitting cobra. The only difference between him and his father-in-law, and the Taliban muckety-mucks and fuck flicks, was that Dill’s father wasn’t playing with himself while he watched.
Apparently the only thing they truly had in common, Dill’s father and grandfather, was the good sense to know Dill was indeed a wienie whomper. As gay as the flowers in May, tra la. But they didn’t care. They loved him anyway.
His mother, on the other hand, was bewildered at the mere suggestion that her son might be one of those. And frankly, she was getting a little tired of hearing about it.
“I’ll never eat at Plucking Delicious again!” she declared to the chandelier. Like it gave a shit. The fact was, she had never eaten at Plucking Delicious to begin with, but she wasn’t about to let that shrapnel of rationale stop her from boycotting the place. She lifted her glass and drained another two ounces of fluid from it with all the finesse of a mechanic draining an oil pan. Then she dropped her fork.
And by the way, it wasn’t because she was homophobic that she didn’t want her son to be that way, she told herself continually. God knows there wasn’t a prejudiced bone in her body against anybody.
“Damned Armenian faggot-bashing Mormon bonehead,” she mumbled, while fishing around under the table looking for the stupid fork.
Dill turned to his dad, and in a voice eight times more chipper than it should have been, asked, “How’s business, Pop?”
Dill’s dad brightened immediately. Nothing cheered him up more than talking about the plumbing business. Drips, clogs, stopped-up septic tanks, faulty bathtub seals, shit dripping from ceiling fans after a really spectacular backup, these were the things that made Dill’s father happy. He could talk about them for days.
Before he could open his mouth to tell Dill about the woman yesterday with the heavy menstrual flow who had crammed all her feminine napkins down the commode at once and flooded out an entire apartment complex with bloody wastewater, Dill’s grandfather stepped forward and grabbed the evening’s conversational rudder. Blithely taking control, he proceeded to steer the Brown’s ship of state toward a different, and far more dangerous, reef.
He had a big blob of piecrust sitting on his collar like a pet bug, but the minute he opened his mouth and started talking, nobody thought about that any more.
“I had sex with a man once. Well, more than once, actually. But it was the same man every time, a’course. It’s not like I went out and latched onto every swinging dick I ran across, like Dill here.”
“Now wait a minute!” Dill sputtered.
Dill’s mother popped her head out from under the table and, ignoring Dill, stared at her father in the same way she might have stared at Bigfoot if he had sauntered into the house and plopped his big hairy ass down at the dining room table and asked for a scone.
“You did what?”
Gramps ignored her. He was watching Dill. “I did. And you know what? No woman ever enjoyed my body more than that man did. That’s the thing about men. Men are motivated when it comes to sex. They work it for all it’s worth. They savor it. They have fun with it. You see what I mean? Women just show up and yawn and wish to hell it was over.”
Dill’s mom looked like she might be on the verge of some sort of seizure. “Dad, I don’t think this is the place to be airing our dirty—”
“I had me a pretty good-sized schlong back then. I was a good looker back then, too, even if I do say so myself. I wasn’t even as old as you are now, Dill. And that man just climbed up one side of me and down the other, burrowing in everywhere he could find an opening, happy as a clam, and when he clamped his lips around me and worked and worked until he hit pay dirt, you would have thought by the smile on his face that I had just shot him with a dose of happy juice. I remember looking up into the tree we were under and seeing my pants hanging up there where the guy had thrown them while I hooted and hollered and he drank me down like a milk shake. Best orgasm I ever had in my life.”
Dill was rapt. Dill’s father was (for once in his life) speechless. And Dill’s mother was beyond any sort of definable reaction. She blinked twice, finally tore her eyes from her father’s face long enough to look down at the fork in her hand like maybe she was considering sticking it somewhere, then she looked back at her dad in a bewildered sort of way. She blinked again, then straightened her wig and said to the gathering at large, “Anyone care for coffee? We’ve got chicory.”
Then she polished off her wine.
Bolstered by that last shot of wine, the good woman turned to her husband of thirty-two years and said, “Dad is moving in with us. He’ll be here until the day he dies, which may not be long.” She glanced again at the fork in her hand, then pushed herself away from the table and left the room. Over her shoulder, she said, “Forget the coffee. Dinner’s over.” And just like that, she was gone.
Dill’s dad turned a spectacular shade of magenta. “What? No coffee?”
His mother called out from the other room. “I’m in the kitchen. I’m doing the dishes then I’m going to bed. Don’t talk to me, Fred, or you’ll be wearing this fork off the top of your head like an antenna!”
Dill’s dad looked at his father-in-law like Gramps was a virulent new strain of virus that had suddenly showed up on his dinner plate. “Wait a minute, did she just say…?”
Gramps gave his son-in-law a serene and totally insincere smile. “Roomie,” he said, spreading his arms wide, a big toothless grin stretched across his face from one humongous ear to the other.
Dill’s father rolled his eyes so far up into his head Dill could have sworn he saw clumps of ganglia and a couple of optic nerves dangling off the back of his dad’s eyeballs like tree roots.
Five minutes later, Dill was out the front door with two bags of leftovers and heartburn. In military circles, it’s called “gathering up your gear and getting the hell off the battlefield before somebody else starts shooting.” With more bucolic folks, it is known simply as “grabbing your nuts and getting the hell out of Dodge.”
Dill hoped to God, the next time he saw his mother, it wouldn’t be in a police lineup after she flatwared her husband and father to death and ran them through the garbage disposal.
Outside, night was just settling in, and streetlights were blinking on across the city. Approaching his piece-of-shit Kia, Dill savored his sudden freedom from kith and kin, and all the insanity that inevitably entailed, by taking a deep relaxing breath of evening air. The cool air felt so delicious inside his lungs he decided to take another one.
It was then Dill heard the dog.
 
 
THE dog sounded small. And it sounded scared. It was somewhere down in the canyon behind the house. Dill tossed his leftovers through the back window of the car and stood there listening. When he heard the dog yelp again, he moved to the edge of the yard and looked down over the canyon’s rim.
Down there, dusk had just about turned to full-blown night. A couple of stars were twinkling overhead, and the moon was sitting on the horizon, yawning itself awake.
A sudden chorus of coyote yips and barks and snarls rent the air. The little dog, wherever it was, let out a howl that made the hair on Dill’s arms stand up. It was a howl of pain. One of the coyotes must have nailed the little guy.
Without thinking, Dill took off down the side of the canyon, slipping on the scree and tripping in the brambles. There was no path, but that was okay. His feet still remembered the way from when he was a kid. As he left the house lights and streetlights farther and farther behind, the canyon got darker and darker, but Dill didn’t slow up one iota.
The dog was still howling and whimpering, and the coyotes were still snarling and snapping and screaming at the poor thing, and Dill began to wonder if he could get there in time to save it.
Burping meatloaf and apple pie, Dill dodged branches as he ran full out, slipping and sliding and trying to stay on his feet. The sudden burst of exertion seemed to have finally cured his hangover. He felt oddly wonderful. Maybe because, for once in his life, he was actually doing a good deed.
Branches slapped him in the face and he heard his pant leg tear on a pricker bush. He cried out when a particularly nasty tree limb scraped across his forehead. A moment later, he felt a trickle of blood dripping down his cheek. Shit.
He caught the scent of a skunk somewhere nearby and prayed to God he wouldn’t run smack into the damn thing, or worse yet, step on it. An owl hooted overhead, or a turtle dove—Dill never could tell which noise belonged to which bird—and as he burst from a stand of pepper trees into a dry streambed at the very bottom of the canyon, with the sound of rocks skittering beneath his feet, he saw the coyotes at last.
He brushed more blood from his eyes and took in the situation.
There were six or seven of the bastards. Two were pups, maybe six months old. The rest were seasoned veterans of the hunt: urban interlopers that knew their way around a city, and their way around humans. No doubt they had been dining on house pets since they were weaned from their mothers’ teats. Dogs, cats, the occasional bunny left over from Easter. They were so intent on tormenting the terrified creature who was backed against the canyon wall in front of them, hidden in shadow from Dill, that they didn’t hear Dill approach until he screamed at the top of his lungs and took off running right into the midst of the pack, scooping up rocks along the way, and chucking them at every coyote he could see.
None of his rocks seemed to make contact, but the coyotes got the message anyway. Scram.
So they did, the cowards. Dill watched them skedaddle through the weeds and bushes, their tails stuck between their legs, looking back over their shoulders now and then, no doubt bitching to each other about the fact that their dinner had just been cancelled due to unforeseen circumstances.
Dill had never felt so powerful in all his life. He gave a whoop of triumph. He was like a superhero, out to protect the innocent and save the world from evil poopheads. All he needed was a pair of tights and a fucking cape. He laughed like a maniac at the fleeing chickenshit coyotes, and he kept throwing rocks and cussing and laughing and whooping until he could no longer see anything more to cuss and laugh and whoop and throw things at.
When the coyotes were scattered to the wind and the canyon was totally silent, Dill turned toward the canyon wall where he thought the little dog was hiding, where he had cowered to make his last stand. Dill hoped he had made it there in time.
It was so dark now Dill could barely see his hand in front of his face. The moon was still positioned too low in the sky, up on the canyon’s brim, to brighten the canyon floor where Dill was standing. But he heard a whimper, and he heard the scrabble of rocks somewhere in the shadows in front of him. The dog was at least alive.
Dill moved forward, treading carefully, afraid he might step on the little guy. He had no idea how badly the dog was injured.
“It’s okay, boy. You’re safe now,” he gently whispered. “Come on out where I can see you.”
He was answered by a rustle of bushes.
“Come on, boy. Come on out.”
And then he saw it. A black snout and two little eyes, peering at him from a tuft of rabbitbrush. Dill could tell it was rabbitbrush by the yellow blossoms that seemed to glow in the dark. Even in the dim light, Dill could see the creature trembling. He was shaking so hard he rattled the stalks around him.
Dill stepped closer and dropped to his knees.
“You okay, boy? I just had dinner with my folks. That’s the kind of night I’ve had. How’s your night going? Not much better than mine, huh?” He swiped another drip of blood from his eyes. “I got bloodied up a little, fella. But I’m a superhero. I’m used to it. How about you? You hurt?”
Dill heard a rattling in the bushes behind the little face, and he knew the dog was wagging its tail. That seemed to be a good sign. At least Dill knew the poor thing wasn’t paralyzed.
Palm submissively down, he slowly placed his hand in front of the creature’s face and waited to see what would happen. He didn’t have to wait long. A pink tongue came out and licked his wrist.
As far as Dill was concerned, that was all the go-ahead he needed. He reached into the clump of rabbitbrush and hauled the creature out. He stood with the little dog in his arms and felt a wet tongue lick his face in greeting. And maybe thanks. Dill smiled to feel a little tail tapping against his arm, a shivering little body cowering down in his embrace.
It was so dark now Dill could barely see the dog. He had no idea what breed it was, but it felt like it weighed about ten or fifteen pounds. The coat felt like medium length hair, and the color of it must have been close to black because the dog blended into the shadows perfectly.
It was like Dill was cradling a little clump of night.
Cooing softly, Dill ran his hands gently over the creature’s body, feeling for wounds. The dog squirmed in his arms and let out a tiny whimper when he stroked the left hind leg. Dill felt a sticky wetness. Matted hair. One of the coyotes must have nipped the dog there. Dill needed to get him home. He had some antibiotic cream he could use on the wound. He prayed the coyote didn’t have rabies, but there wasn’t much he could do about that now, so he pushed the thought from his mind.
Shifting the trembling dog into a more comfortable position in his arms, Dill once again wiped the blood from his own injured face, and set off plodding up the canyon wall toward the car and home.
His new best friend snuggled close to his chest and licked his chin as Dill carried him up the hill. Dill was smiling, and he was pretty sure the dog was smiling, too, both relieved things hadn’t turned out worse than they had.
Dill gave the dog a kiss on the top of his fuzzy little head, and muttered, “Fucking coyote shitbags.”
The dog gave a tiny growl. Apparently he agreed.
At the car, Dill decided he’d had enough of his parents for one night so he would tend to the dog’s wounds at home. Besides, he could hear his father yelling about something. Probably Gramps. Dill surely didn’t want to get in the middle of that apocalyptic showdown.
He laid the dog gently on the back seat next to his two paper bags filled with leftovers, covered him up with one of his jackets so he would be comforted by Dill’s smell, and only then did Dill hustle around to the front seat and buckle himself in behind the wheel.
As he pulled away from the curb, he was already wondering if the dog had an owner.
If he didn’t, Dill decided, he sure as hell did now.
And it was at that precise moment that a memory flashed inside Dill’s head. A memory of a young, gorgeous Mexican lad brushing his lips against Dill’s cheek and telling him he was handsome. Dill felt the young man’s knuckles pressed against his bare belly where he was holding Dill by the belt buckle. It was as if the young man had reached out and glommed onto his belt buckle by way of claiming Dill for his very own. Dill also thought he caught an imaginary whiff of apple-scented shampoo. He wasn’t sure why. Probably some glitch in his memory synapses. A wayward neuron maybe. Still, he was pretty sure the memory of apple-scented shampoo had something to do with the mysterious Mexican. The mysterious cute Mexican.
While Dill couldn’t remember the young man’s name, or exactly what he looked like, he did have the presence of mind to really love the memory of the guy telling him he was handsome. And kissing his cheek. And latching onto his belt buckle. That last recollection brought a smile to Dill’s face; yes, indeed it did.
Dill whistled all the way home, accompanied by the sound of the little dog snoring in the back seat. Thanks to tonight’s excitement, and to the sudden glimpses of last night’s occurrences, Dill’s hangover was all but forgotten. Now he had other things to occupy his thoughts. Happier things.
Now he not only had a dog, maybe. But he also had an admirer. Again, maybe. Or at least he did last night. He wondered what the odds were of going back to the bar and accidentally on purpose stumbling into the guy again. Probably pretty slim. But hey, you never knew. Stranger things had been known to happen.
When he woke up this morning with that god-awful hangover and the chewing gum wrapper stuck to his face, who would have dreamed he would end up laying claim to his very own dog before the day was done?
After that, unearthing an admiring Mexican and laying claim to him, too, didn’t sound so impossible, did it?
Well? Dill asked himself over and over again on the drive home. Did it, dammit? Did it?



Four

AS
IT turned out, it wasn’t the sound of snoring Dill heard on the way home. It was the sound of the little mutt eating every last ounce of his mother’s meatloaf. And the potatoes. And the goddamn pie. Apparently, near-death experiences with packs of wildass coyotes make dogs really, really, really hungry.
In fact, Dill was hungry again, too, after storming the canyon and pulling off his daring rescue, but now, of course, he didn’t have anything to eat, thanks to his greedy little houseguest.
The dog must have been in a real feeding frenzy too. Dill plucked him out of a jumble of crumpled Saran wrap and shredded brown paper and gravy spatters, which he had somehow managed to scatter and splatter and smear all over the back seat. After getting him inside the apartment, Dill finally set the dog on the floor and stood back to take a good long look at him for the very first time.
The poor thing was a mess. For one thing, his tummy was all poofed out from eating all Dill’s leftovers. He was also dirty as hell and rumpled and bloody, with twigs in his hair and mud between his toes. Dill wondered just how long this pathetic creature had been homeless. Quite a while, maybe. It would certainly explain why he was so hungry. But where was his owner? Had the owner been trying to find him, or had he just forgotten about this little guy? Or worse yet, had the bastard actually dumped him in the canyon and taken off like a lazy, sneaking, sniveling coward, tired of the responsibility of caring for a pet and too selfish to worry about anyone but himself?
God, people sucked.
The dog looked up at Dill, as if to say, “Well, what d’ya think? Am I cute, or what?” Then he burped.
And Dill glowered back. “You could have at least left me the pie. And yes, you’re cute. And say ‘excuse me’ when you burp up someone else’s food.”
Then he scooped the little dog off the floor and carried him into the bathroom where he plopped him down on the cabinet by the sink and proceeded to gently wash the blood from the injured back leg. And while he was at it, he washed the rest of him, too. As he was working, Dill caught a glimpse of his own bloody reflection in the mirror, and that stopped him for a minute. Examining his forehead, he discovered a pretty impressive scrape, which was still oozing blood, above his right eye.
He put the dog’s injuries on hold long enough to wash his face and slap a Band-Aid over his wound. Then he went back to work on the pooch.
Once the dog’s hind leg was cleansed of blood and dirt, Dill saw the coyote had indeed nailed the little guy pretty good. There was a two-inch tear on the dog’s thigh, just above the knee. Dill didn’t think he needed stitches, but he did need the leg to be sterilized and wrapped up.
Dill rummaged through his first aid kit, which had never been opened since the day he bought it, which showed how undramatic his life usually was. Happily, Dill found everything he needed, right down to a tiny pair of scissors for cutting the bandages. The dog watched every move he made, but not once did he growl or whimper or seem impatient with the treatment. Maybe he was too worn out and full of food to care about much of anything else. As Dill gently bandaged the back leg, cooing all the while in a soothing monotone to keep the animal calm, the little dog’s eyes were growing heavy. He started eyeing the bathroom sink, like maybe he thought that would be a really comfy place to curl up and go to sleep.
And while the dog studied the bathroom sink, Dill studied the dog.
Obviously, it was of indeterminate breed. A Heinz 57. He was male, and he was indeed black, as Dill had suspected out there in the darkness of the canyon, but he also had a sprinkling of white hairs around his snout which indicated to Dill maybe the dog was not as young as he had originally thought. He was certainly well behaved. And friendly. Not to mention cute. He was about the size of a Jack Russell terrier, but without the lineage.
One of his ears stood straight up off his head pointing north, and the other ear bent over in the middle and pointed southwest. He had a slight overbite, which made him even cuter, and his tail was a rope of fuzz that rarely seemed to stop wagging. The hair on his tail, all the way from his butt to the very tip, which was white, stuck out in every direction imaginable. When Dill tried to smooth it down, it popped right back up.
Along the dog’s spine was another scattering of white hairs buried inside his black coat, and those white hairs seemed to be a different texture, too. They stuck up all over the place, while the darker hairs tended to behave themselves and lay snug to the body.
All the errant hairs sticking up all over the place, on his tail and back and sides and snout and ears, made the dog look about half again as big as he was when he was soaking wet. It also made him look like he had just woken up. In a wind tunnel. Dill wondered if a crème rinse would make him appear a little less—disheveled. Then he decided he shouldn’t try anything creative until the dog’s leg healed.
Dill was already thinking of sleep arrangements. Maybe now his bed wouldn't be as lonely as it usually was. Maybe now Dill would have someone to cuddle with on those long lonely nights.
The little guy had no collar and no name tag. And oddly, the longer he was with the dog, the happier Dill was that he didn’t. He supposed if the owner didn’t show up soon, Dill should probably take him to a vet and have him scanned for a microchip. Not that he wanted to.
Then he was slapped with the reality of the situation. Before he made any decisions about keeping the dog, he had to at least make a cursory attempt to find the animal’s owner. So what if the guy was a selfish, irresponsible putz who hadn’t kept an eye on his pet when he should have and let him wander off to damn near get gobbled up by coyotes? This was still his dog. And who knew, maybe the dipshit really wanted Chester back.
Dill blinked in astonishment. That name had just popped into his head. But looking at the dog now, Dill realized Chester was the perfect name for the little guy. Dill couldn’t exactly explain it, but the dog looked like a Chester. And after all, Dill had to call him something. Might as well be a name that fit.
So, with Chester’s wounded leg securely wrapped over a heavy smear of antiseptic cream, Dill blew the dog’s coat dry with the blow dryer, which Chester seemed to enjoy, and set him on the floor to explore his new home, which the dog did for about a minute and a half. The next time Dill looked, Chester was curled up on the floor in front of Dill’s monstrous TV set, snoring like a lumberjack, worn out from his day’s adventures.
Dill crept around on tiptoe for the rest of the evening so as not to disturb him.
He dug through the trash and found today’s paper. He checked the want ads for lost dogs and didn’t find any that fit Chester’s description. He logged onto his laptop and checked various websites there, again coming up without any leads. Thank God.
He supposed he should advertise. What if the dog belonged to some kid somewhere, and the kid was heartbroken that little Jingles had flown the coop and feeling all guilty about it and was even now digging a coil of rope out of his dad’s work shed to hang himself from the rafters with because he couldn’t live with the guilt of knowing he had let his beloved pet, Ferdinand, or BamBam, or whatever the hell the kid had named the dog, wander off into the wild and get lost and die a hungry, lonely, miserable death without him.
Geez. Sometimes Dill hated his writer’s imagination.
Still, there was no way around it. Dill would have to at least try to find the dog’s true owner.
Tomorrow he would find a vet and have the little guy scanned for a microchip. After that, he’d see.
His mom had a dog, so he called her, told her what had happened, and told her he would be over in the morning to pick up one of Bingo’s extra leashes and maybe some dog chow, and maybe if she had some more apple pie and meatloaf lying around, he’d snog some of that, too.
“Your grandfather ate it.”
“Oh.”
“Then he threatened to strangle your father with an adult diaper.”
“Hmm. So I guess you’ve got your hands full then.”
“What kind of dog is it?”
Dill told her.
“I’ll see what I can do,” she said.
Dill wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but he assumed she meant she would scrounge around and find everything a newly minted dog owner might need. His mother was pretty anal that way.
It wouldn’t be until the next morning that Dill found out just exactly how anal and organized she could actually be.
Grabbing one of the dozen or so books he was in the middle of reading, a gay thriller from Dreamspinner Press, Dill curled up with a pillow on the floor beside the dog and read himself to sleep.
When he woke up, late in the night, the dog’s head was resting on his chest and his little doggy body was curled up into a warm, fuzzy ball in the crook of Dill’s arm. Dill found himself smiling down at Chester, who was still snoring away, looking all comfortable and safe with a little string of drool dribbling onto Dill’s shirtfront. He also looked pretty pathetic, what with the bigass bandage Dill had wrapped around his injured back leg.
Maybe Dill would rethink the whole idea of rushing off to a veterinarian to have the animal checked for a microchip. After all, there really wasn’t any rush, was there? It’s not like the dog was going anywhere. He was safe now. That’s what mattered.
Yeah. Maybe next week Dill would call a vet. Or maybe the week after that.
Or maybe never.
 
 
TO DILL’S horror, the very next morning while he was still in the process of making morning coffee, he had a phone call.
The young man’s voice was pleasant, and rather intriguing, to boot. Dill was almost sure he had heard it somewhere before. It was a really, really nice voice with a sexy little timbre to it that set off some sort of alarm in Dill’s crotch; a rather pleasant jangling of the gonads Dill found extremely stimulating. God, he was a slut. Now wrong numbers were giving him a hard-on. He really had to get laid sometime soon.
After a friendly exchange of greetings, and just as Dill was thinking maybe he might get a little flirty even if it was a wrong number, which Dill was beginning to suspect it was, the man said, “I understand you found a stray dog.”
The moment Dill realized why the man was calling, his air of flirtatious intrigue pretty much exploded in his face like an Iraqi IED. It didn’t matter if the guy had a voice that could inflate dicks from here to Tucson, Dill knew in his heart of hearts he had to be a first-class asshole or he wouldn’t have lost his dog in the first place. Dill copped an attitude right off, proving he could be just as much an asshole as his caller could ever hope to be, although he himself didn’t quite see it that way. People who think they have right on their side rarely do.
“Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t,” Dill said into the mouthpiece. He looked across the breakfast table at Chester, who was sitting on the opposite chair with his front paws on the edge of the tabletop, snorting and snorkeling his way through his second bowl of Rice Krispies. Dill hadn’t bought any dog food yet. But Jesus that dog could eat. He was eating the cereal dry because Dill was afraid milk would make him poop out food with the same alacrity he sucked it in. If he did that, Dill would be up to his ass in dog shit and he would have to recarpet. Or move. And he was still trying to think of a way to tell his landlord he suddenly owned a dog. His landlord frowned on tenants with more than two legs. “What makes you think I found a dog?”
“It was on the Internet,” the man said. “Craig’s List. Didn’t you post it?”
Jesus! That’s what his mother meant! She posted an ad. The bitch. And on the one site he hadn’t checked the night before.
“No,” Dill said. Short and sweet and cranky. God, he could be an ass. He must have inherited that particular trait from his mother. Along with a pretty good dose of insanity. Grabbing at straws, Dill asked, “How old are you?”
The voice on the other end of the line stuttered. “I’m sorry, what? Did you ask me how old I am?”
“Yes. How old are you?”
“Twenty-five.”
Good, Dill thought. He’s not a broken-hearted little kid. I can get out of this.
“Nope,” he said. “No dog here. Wrong number, wrong planet, wrong solar system. See ya.” And he hung up the phone.
It was no surprise whatsoever that the phone immediately rang again. In his imagination, the phone even sounded a little pissed. Was that empirically possible?
“Hello,” Dill blithely answered, as innocent as O.J. Simpson with a bloody knife in his hand and two bloody gloves poking out of his back pocket and blood all over his Bronco, tooling down the freeway at twelve miles an hour.
Lord, he had to stop thinking those longass sentences. No wonder his books weren’t selling.
“Now just a goddam minute, buddy,” the voice on the phone said. “I think you’ve got my dog. The description in the ad fits Noodles perfectly.
“Noodles! You named your fucking dog Noodles?”
“He likes spaghetti,” the man stammered to explain, sounding like a real wuss. Then he got some gumption back. “And what the hell business is it of yours what I name my dog? Are you on the Dog Naming Police Force or something?”
Dill laughed. That was so ridiculous it was actually funny. He was starting to like this guy. Or maybe not.
“What does your supposed dog look like, exactly? If you really had one. Give me a detailed description. You’ve already got the name wrong. His name is Chester.”
“Chester? Then maybe it’s not my—wait a minute! Did you name him Chester, or is the name Chester printed on his collar?”
“He doesn’t have a collar.”
The caller lowered his voice like Hercule Poirot closing in on a suspect in a houseboat floating down the Nile by the First Cataract with a bowler on his head. The bowler was on Hercule’s head, not the suspect’s, Dill’s writer’s mind strove to clear up. Geez, Dill thought, there I go again editing my never-ending sentences. He really had to stop doing that. Besides, it was getting in the way of real life. If you wanted to call what he had going here a “real life.”
“So you named him Chester,” the caller said.
Dill flinched. Damn. He left himself open there. This guy was tricky.
“My dog didn’t have a collar either,” the guy said. “He’s black and white, one ear up and one ear down, he’ll eat anything that doesn’t eat him first, and he has an overbite which makes him so-o-o cute. Plus he looks like someone set off fireworks in his coat. His hair sticks up all over the place no matter what you fucking do to it. Even lard won’t make it lay down. I tried. Sound familiar?”
Dill had a sinking feeling growing in his chest. He was about to lose his dog, dammit. And he was just falling in love with him, too. He looked over at Chester and Chester stopped chewing long enough to give Dill a friendly tail wag. Then he hiccupped and farted at the same time. He was ambidextrous. Dill was surprised he didn’t snap, crackle, and pop after eating all those Rice Krispies.
Dill thought things over. Offense is supposed to be the best form of defense. Dill decided he might as well try that. “How come your dog wasn’t wearing a collar? What kind of pet owner are you? No collar. No leash. Coating it with lard. Feeding it spaghetti. Geez, you should be arrested for animal abuse.”
“And you should be arrested for pet stealing! Where’s my dog? Put him on the phone.”
Dill gave his head a shake. Did he hear what he thought he just heard?
Apparently the guy on the other end of the line was in the process of giving his own head a good shake, too. “Sorry,” he said. “I got carried away. Please, sir, just tell me what the dog looks like that you found. If it’s not my dog, I swear to God I’ll never bother you again. And you can trust me completely on that, because you, my friend, are a fucking lunatic.”
“Ooh. That hurt,” Dill said, sarcastic as hell.
“Yes, sir,” the guy snarled. “I think it was meant to.”
“And don’t call me sir, dipshit. I’m not much older than you are.”
“If you say so.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean you sound old. Really old. Walker and corn pad old. False teeth, Viagra, and colostomy bag old. You know. Older than God old.”
That really did hurt. Clever though. Dill found himself wishing he had said it.
Dill bent down and gave himself a quick inspection in the side of the toaster. It had a nice reflective surface if you ignored the jelly stains and the dent from the time he dropped it down a flight of stairs. Other than the contusion over his eye and the fact that he looked like he had just woken from a two-year coma, he didn’t look that old. At least he didn’t think he did. Time for more offense. The guy was asking for it.
“Yeah, well you sound like you’re about forty. Twenty-five, my ass. Bet you’ve been telling that story for fifteen or twenty years.”
“Are you gay? You sound gay.”
“What?”
“Are you gay?” the guy asked again. He was practically screaming by this time.
“Yes. Are you homophobic on top of being a shitty pet owner and in dire need of anger management classes?”
“I’m not a shitty pet owner. And I don’t need anger management classes! It’s you, you numbskull. You’d piss off the fucking pope!” The caller stopped ranting long enough to take a breath. A deep breath. “Noodles went out a window. It’s not like I just let him wander off. I was at work, see, and—wait a minute. I don’t have to explain myself to you, you old queen. I have your address. It was in the ad. I’ll be there in five minutes. If you don’t have my dog in a big red box with a ribbon tied around it and a big fucking bow sticking off the top and a letter of apology nailed to the side of it on real honest-to-God parchment when I get there, I’m calling the cops.” There was a two-second beat of silence. Then, he took another deep breath, and said, “I’m asking if you’re gay, because I’m gay, and it seems to me that in this day and age two gay people should be able to get along and solve a business dispute without resorting to calling each other names. We’re not in the sixth grade, after all.”
“Not unless you’ve been held back for the last twenty-eight years,” Dill said before he could stop himself.
“See you in five minutes, dickwad.”
Dial tone.
Well, shit.
Dill stared at Chester across the breakfast table, and Chester stared right back. They didn’t know it, but they both wore the same worried expression on their faces.
“Eat up,” Dill softly said, with an ache in his heart he had never felt before in his life. “Your master’s coming to pick you up, boy. You’re going home.”
 
 
THE guy was as good as his word. Or better. He wasn’t there in five minutes; he was there in four, simultaneously ringing Dill’s doorbell and pounding on the door with what sounded like a baseball bat.
Dill was almost afraid to open it. What if the guy was eight feet tall and built like the Hulk? At six three and not too poorly built, Dill was no welterweight pansy, but still, one never knows what waits for one behind a door that’s having the shit banged out of it.
Finally, he dredged up enough courage to jerk open the door, and when he saw who was standing there, he almost passed out with relief.
The guy barely came up to Dill’s Adam’s apple. Hispanic. He was slim and cute and wearing tiny little shorts and a tank top showing scrumptious brown shoulders and pretty good biceps for a little guy. The man wore flip-flops on his feet. He had nice fuzzy legs and forearms and maybe a four-inch waist, and it looked like he had stuffed a burrito down the front of his shorts. A super-sized burrito. Dill loved super-sized burritos. On the down side, Dill’s caller had dark circles under his eyes like he had maybe been up all night looking for his dog, which Dill was pretty sure he probably had, and his lush head of coal-black hair looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in quite a spell. It was sticking up all over the place, pretty much like his dog’s hair. If it was his dog.
God, Dill thought. This little twerp is gorgeous.
Then with a shock, Dill realized he was pretty sure he had seen the guy before. Dill knew he was right, when he heard—
“It’s you! From the bar. The one who begged me not to leave.”
A glimmer of memory stumble-fucked around inside Dill’s head but couldn’t quite claw its way to the surface, so Dill finally chose to ignore it.
“What the hell are you talking about? What bar?”
“Bourbon Street. Two nights ago.”
And as the guy spoke those words, Dill caught a whiff of Juicy Fruit gum, and by God, the memory kicked in then, don’t think it didn’t. Shit, he had thirty dollars’ worth of Juicy Fruit gum sitting on his kitchen counter at that very moment because of this guy. How could the memory not kick in? The little Hispanic and his sweet, sweet breath had made such an impression on Dill standing in the bar that night that on his way home in a drunken stupor, Dill had bought out every stick of Juicy Fruit gum they had in stock at the corner 7-11. The clerk, Abdul, thought he was nuts, Dill remembered now, and why the hell wouldn’t he?
Dill snapped his fingers. “You were going to your cousin’s birthday party.”
“My sister’s.”
“Your brothers came and swooped you away while we were just getting to know each other.”
“My cousins.”
“You had your hand clamped onto my belt buckle.”
At this, the guy narrowed his eyes. “Yeah. And you had a hard-on. Where’s my dog?”
“Herman, was it?”
“Hector. Where’s my—Noodles!”
Dill blinked. “Where’s my noodles?” Then he heard the patter of tiny running feet. “Oh. That Noodles.”
Dill flew straight up into the air like Apollo 11 when his visitor screamed, “Aaieeah! What did you do to my poor Noodles? He’s all bandaged up. Did you hit him with your car? Did you shoot him? Did you throw him off a cliff? What’d you do?”
Dill looked down at Noodles—Chester—wondering what the guy was getting so upset about. It was just a little bandage. Of course, by now Noodles—Chester—the dog—had the bandage all unwound, and the bandage was bloody and a rather bilious green and yellow from the antibiotic cream and looked really disgusting, and it was trailing three feet behind Chester’s hind leg like the tail of some filthy, abscessed kite, making Chester look even more like the walking wounded than he already did.
“No,” Dill tried to explain, “I found him in the canyon. He was being attacked by coyotes. One of them bit him on the back leg, but it’s okay. I treated it and wrapped it up with—”
“Ay Dios mio. Coyotes!
My little Noodles in the mouths of coyotes. Aaieeah!
I can’t stand it.”
Dill watched as the young man dropped to his knees in front of him and let the dog gallop into his arms with a happy yip, tail and tongue going a mile a minute. The dog’s tail and tongue, not the young man’s. Dill couldn’t believe the pang of jealousy that thundered through him when he witnessed their tender reunion. Then he thought, Who am I really jealous of? The guy being so loved by the dog, or the dog throwing himself into those luscious Latin arms?
Dill gave himself a shake and tried to get his mind back on the reality of the situation. “Geez, fella—Hector—you need to calm down. He’s okay. Look at him. He’s fine. I wouldn’t hurt him. I was just trying to help him. To save his life.”
“To save his life! Eres mi heroe. Oh, thank you thank you thank you.”
“Huh? Eros me what?”
Hector ignored the question, and clutching the little dog to his chest with one arm, he reached out with his other arm and hugged Dill’s leg. Dill gasped when the young man kissed his bare thigh just below the hem of his cargo shorts and looked up into his face with the sweetest smile Dill had ever seen in his life.
It didn’t hurt that the sweet, sweet smile was two inches from Dill’s crotch. Or maybe it did hurt a little.
And to think Dill thought his gonad alarm was jangling earlier. Now it was signaling a tsunami warning. And the tsunami was in his pants. Or would be soon enough if the guy didn’t stop kissing his thigh. In fact it wouldn’t even be in his pants. The tsunami would be in the guy’s face. A tsunami of sperm. A come shot for all the ages. The money shot to beat all money shots. And when Dill thought that thought, his gonad alarm really exploded. Now it was a three-alarm fire alarm. And it was loud. And he was beginning to feel the heat of the flames and his hands were starting to shake and his feet were starting to sweat and there goes another one of those long goddamn sentences, Dill thought, with a hint of exasperation mixed in with his sexual frustration.
The guy just kept hanging onto his leg, too, with his hot little hand and his hot little breath, all sweet and sexy and Juicy Fruity, blowing across his knee. Boy, that sure didn’t help.
What was it about this guy anyway? Every time Dill heard his voice or smelled his breath or got a glimpse of his beautiful little body, Dill got a boner. Wonder what that meant. As if Dill didn’t know. Still, it was kind of embarrassing. It’s hard to carry on a conversation when your dick is happily throbbing away and getting bigger and bigger and bigger—
“You should take better care of your dog,” Dill flatly stated, grabbing the first words in his head and spitting them out of his mouth in a last ditch attempt to stave off the burgeoning boner that was about to pop up and whap the guy in the head if he didn’t stop doing what he was doing.
Big mistake. Dill knew immediately he had chosen the wrong eight words to flatly state.
Hector removed his hand from Dill’s leg, although he didn’t want to. He was rather enjoying the feel of it. Still—
“Listen, buddy, I do take care of my dog. I love my dog. It breaks my heart when he runs away, or gets hurt, or is dognapped by a stranger who then lies about it over the phone. You should patch up your own serape before you start nagging about the holes in somebody else’s.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dill had a sinking feeling this visit was about over. He was never going to see this cute guy or his dog ever again, and that was really going to bum him out. And to top it all off, he had no one to blame but himself.
“It’s a Mexican proverb. It means wipe your own ass before you call somebody else a dirty butthole.”
“Lovely,” Dill said. “Just lovely. A lot of proverbs aren’t that poetic.”
“Thought you’d like it.”
Hector hauled himself to his feet, which brought his face about two inches from Dill’s chest instead of his crotch, which in Dill’s mind was either a vast improvement or a miserable fucking shame.
“I didn’t mean to lie to you over the phone,” Dill tried to explain. “I’m glad Chester’s okay—”
“Noodles.”
“—Noodles is okay, and I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I, well, I guess I just fell in love with your dog. I didn’t want to lose him. Geez, I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. I’m not usually such a schmuck. Honest. Please forgive me.”
Dill reached out and gave Chester a stroke under the chin and Chester gave him a lick in return.
Hector watched them both in silence. Then he let loose with a humongous sigh.
“Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry, too, Dilbert.”
“Dillard.”
“Dillard. And thank you for saving my dog. I really mean that. I understand completely that you fell in love with him. I do. Heck, I fell in love with him too. The first time I saw him. I’d be lost without Noodles. Or Chester.” Hector smiled when he called his dog by the unfamiliar name, and the dog actually perked up his ears like he understood it was him.
Without hesitation, Hector put a hand on Dill’s shoulder for a little support, and climbing up on tiptoe, he gave Dill a kiss on the cheek.
“Thank you, Dillard,” he said. “Thank you for saving Noodles’s life. I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.”
Dill forced a smile. “And I’m sorry I tried to swipe your dog.”
Hector laid a hand along Dill’s cheek for the briefest of moments, stood on tiptoe again to reach up and plant a gentle kiss on the scrape over Dill’s right eye. “My hero,” he muttered. Then he turned on his heel and walked out the door. As he walked away, Chester laid his head on his master’s shoulder and watched Dill recede behind him. Dill could swear he heard the dog whimper. Or maybe he was the one doing the whimpering.
Slowly, Dill closed his front door and found himself alone. In a really lonely apartment. With the prospect of a dogless and loverless future splayed out in front of him from one lonely horizon to the other.
To take his mind off the memory of Hector’s lips against his thigh and the memory of Hector’s lips against his forehead and the memory of Hector’s warm, gentle palm against his jaw, Dill dejectedly threw himself on the couch, almost killing himself with the hardbound corner of Jane Eyre, who was still fulfilling her domestic purpose, although no longer at Thornfield Manor, by supporting one of his sagging seat cushions. With a groan, Dill gathered up the newspaper from the coffee table in front of him and, with a miserable sigh, started looking for another part-time job.
After all, the only groceries he had in the house were a bag of chewing gum. That wouldn’t get him very far. Although he supposed he would be blessed with pleasant fruity breath as he lay starving to death in the gutter. It was either that or he would be eating every single meal at his parents’ house for the rest of his life. Dill wasn’t sure which of those scenarios he feared most. Death in the gutter or daily dining with his folks.
Both options provided him with excellent incentives for finding work.
Dill dove into the want ads like a man with a purpose. Hopefully, in the process he would be able to put Hector and Chester out of his mind as well.
It occurred to him that for the second time in two days, he had let Hector escape his clutches without Dill getting so much as the man’s last name or phone number to help track him down, if Dill should ever feel inclined to do so.
And Chester too. Man, he was really going to miss that dog. He really was. The little mutt.
Damn, Dill brain-stuttered. Damn damn damn damn damn.
Heaving another sigh, he reached into the paper bag between his legs, pulled out a stick of chewing gum, and popped it in his mouth. Pretty soon he had six in there, and he could barely control the overflow of spit.
Sometimes life just plain sucked.



Five

TWO days later, Dill was typing away at his laptop, happy as a clam in the way that writers are generally happy as a clam when they are writing. At least when they are writing well. Their life might be shit, but if the words are coalescing in a reasonably entertaining fashion, the shit can be overlooked for a while, the reality of life put on hold. The fantasy, the story, the writing always comes first. Writers are kind of funny that way.
Dill had just reached page nine of his new novel. Oddly enough, even nine pages into it, he still wasn’t exactly sure what the book would be about. His process was to flesh out the main character first, and usually a plot idea would come along later. Generally, out of the blue. Or in a dream. A lot of Dill’s best ideas came in dreams. He was pretty sure that most insane people relied on dreams that way too.
He was still lonely, of course, and it was rather surprising how much he still missed Chester. How could he have become so attached to the mutt in just one night? Yet he was determined to persevere in spite of it all. Strangely enough, it wasn’t just Chester that Dill missed. He had taken to roaming the neighborhood along about sundown every night. He referred to these neighborhood strolls as evening constitutionals, good for his heath and all that, but even Dill knew he was kidding himself. What he was really doing was hoping to run into Hector. Period. The guy must live nearby. He had managed to get to Dill’s apartment that morning in four minutes flat. On foot. At least Dill was pretty sure he had been on foot. Dill hadn’t seen a car anywhere.
There was something about the guy Dill could not get out of his head. The sexual draw of the man, for one thing. Dill had never found himself so turned on by another human being. The fact that Hector was a foot shorter than he was, and Hispanic, and just a little bit nelly, didn’t seem to bother Dill at all. The man was so sweet. His body was so beautiful. His lips were so soft. Dill closed his eyes and felt his heart do a little thud inside his chest every time he remembered Hector dropping to his knees to retrieve his dog, and while he was down there, planting an innocent thank-you kiss on Dill’s hairy thigh. God. Dill was pretty sure that was one of the most erotic moments of his life.
The downside to all this was that when Dill thought about Hector for too long, he inevitably started getting depressed. Dill had been such a jerk that morning. Geez. What kind of person tries to steal another person’s dog? Even if Dill did find Hector on one of his nightly strolls through the neighborhood, the guy would probably refuse to have anything more to do with him. Hell, he might even have a lover already, as far as Dill knew. Hector was way too cute to be alone. What was Dill going to do? Make Hector think he was ever more of a jerk than he already did by trying to steal him away from his lover the same way he had tried to steal his dog?
For the millionth time in his thirty years of life, Dill thanked God for his writing. At least it gave him a place in which to escape; a hidey-hole where he could put all his miseries on hold for a while. He could lose his loneliness there. Just set it up on a shelf and forget about it for a while.
At least, that’s the way it always worked before Hector came along. Now even his writing could not erase Hector from his mind. Not completely. Dill might forget about him for a few seconds as he plugged away at building a story out of pixels and imagination, but then that handsome smiling face with the sparkly white teeth and those brilliant, beautiful eyes would pop back into Dill’s head, and he would be just as smitten as he was the first time he laid eyes on Hector back in the bar that very first night.
Sometimes Dill thought he was getting the flu; that’s how crummy he felt. But then he thought, my God, maybe I’m just in love. And if this was what it was like to be in love, Dill wasn’t so sure he wanted anything more to do with it. It was just too damned painful.
And then he thought of Hector again, and well, the pain sort of went away. And the lust kicked in. And the loneliness. And the longing. And then a grin crept across Dill’s face and he closed his eyes once more, remembering the brush of Hector’s lips against his thigh, the feel of Hector’s fingers touching the sensitive skin behind Dill’s knee as he planted that sweet, simple, insanely erotic kiss on Dill’s poor unsuspecting leg.
God, Dill decided on the second day of feeling this way. Love is like hemorrhoids. It’s a pain in the ass. Somebody ought to make a suppository for it. Preparation L. Give me two boxes. Quick.
Yet life has a way of plugging along. Even Dill’s.
As usual, it didn’t take him long to find another job. Only this morning he had canonized his Plucking Delicious work uniform by hanging it, along with his stupid little Plucking Delicious hat, all freshly washed and grease free, in his Closet of Humble Beginnings, as he sometimes called it. Sticking to the alphabetical motif for his past history of questionable career choices in the wonderful world of fast food, the Plucking Delicious logo now rested securely between O and Q, or Oscar’s and Quizno’s, on his clothes rack of infamy, as his mother chose to refer to it. Sometimes Dill thought she should have been the writer in the family.
After making sure his Closet of Humble Beginnings was all in order—and frankly, it sometimes seemed like the only part of his life that truly was in order—Dill turned away from the humdrum banality of his past to face the giddy excitement of his immediate future. In other words, he stared mindlessly at himself in the bathroom mirror for twenty minutes trying to decide if his new work uniform made him look like a putz or not.
The final determination was, yes indeedy, it sure as hell did. But at least, once he was fired from this job, which he undoubtedly would be one of these days, and probably sooner rather than later, and wouldn’t his mother be happy about that, Dill could rest content in knowing he had finally found a Y for his stupid closet.
Yum Yum Donuts was located across town next to the main police station. Location is everything, so they say. Dill figured whoever made the decision to locate Yum Yum Donuts on that particular street corner was a fucking genius, providing an unending supply of hungry customers and armed security in one fell swoop. Ever see a donut shop without a cop car sitting in front of it, or without three or four fat cops sitting at a table pounding down maple bars and apple fritters and dribbling powdered sugar all over themselves? Ever hear of a donut shop getting robbed? Dill hadn’t.
Yum Yum Donut employees were called Yummies, or so his new boss had informed him when he went in to pick up his uniforms that morning. She was a Vietnamese immigrant with a voice that could etch glass and a mole as big as a chocolate donut hole stuck to her forehead. After seeing it, Dill swore he would never eat another donut hole as long as he lived.
The woman had enough hair for six Vietnamese immigrants, and she wore it piled high on top of her head in a celestial arrangement of blue-black curls and swirls and flips and dips and interwoven ribbons and fluttering metal butterflies and a chop stick or two, and what looked like a windshield wiper from a ’53 Buick sticking out the back. Dill figured the blueprint for that hairdo was so intricately complex that Stephen Hawking and Carl Sagan, working in tandem with fourteen Cray computers at their disposal, couldn’t have figured it out. Hell, I. M. Pei must have been her hairdresser. Maybe he just designed weirdass buildings on the side. This was his true masterpiece.
Her name was Lily, Miss Lily to the help, or so she informed Dill two seconds after their first meeting, and she dressed like a mama-san who should be rolling soldiers in a Hanoi whorehouse rather than sprinkling sprinkles over iced éclairs or squirting custard up a donut’s ass with a squirt gun. Miss Lily never stopped jabbering in fractured Vietnamese from the moment she woke up in the morning to the moment she and her mole fell asleep at night, or so Dill figured. Her voice was so annoying Dill could picture her talking into her cell phone as she strolled through a city park, and at the excruciating sound of her god-awful blathering, trees would wilt around her and squirrels fall stunned from the branches.
Dill’s uniform consisted of a big white chef’s hat that looked like a fat, fluffy cumulus cloud hanging over his head. He had big blossoming white trousers he could take three steps in before they ever moved, and a big white chef’s blouse with a red bandana that had donuts embroidered all over it and that Dill wanted to hang himself with right off the bat.
He looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy, bleeding to death after slicing his own throat with a bread knife upon learning he had a yeast infection caused by everybody poking him in the belly all the time. And who could blame Dill for wanting to end it all? He felt like a fool. A first class nimrod. And worse than that, he felt fat. That uniform would have made Lee Radziwell look chunky.
But he would just have to swallow his pride and bite the bullet and hold his chin up high and carry on despite adversity, and whatever other clichés he could think of that applied, and simply go to work and get it over with. So he did. That’s how badly he needed the money.
Two hours later, he understood why Yum Yum’s uniforms were white. It was because of the fucking flour. It got everywhere. He felt like Jeremiah Johnson in a whiteout with a Vietnamese grizzly bear on his back. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t breathe, the kitchen was four hundred fucking degrees, and Miss Lily just simply would not shut up. Dill was seriously contemplating dipping her in batter and slapping her on a tray and throwing her ass and her mole and her big flapping mouth in the industrial-size oven that radiated heat like a fucking vat of molten metal in a steel mill when he heard his name being yelled from somewhere out front where the money changed hands.
Miss Lily poked her ugly head through the kitchen door and screamed, “You have visitor, Dilly! He buy donuts so you can talk. Take break early. When finished, tell him go back to nursing home and take a nap. He giving me a headache. And if he grab my ass one more time, I dunk his skinny old ass in a pot of coffee and hold him under with a spoon until he drown.”
Must be Gramps, Dill thought with a grin, giving himself a shake that created a white cloud rather like the one that swept away Oklahoma back in the thirties.
He found his grandfather sitting at a table by the front window with his belt buckle under his chin, beaming like he’d just won the lottery. His eyes were bugged out, his knees were bouncing up and down, and he was vibrating. He had two boston cremes, a cinnamon roll, a jelly donut and a french cruller sitting on a paper plate in front of him. And those were the ones that were left. No wonder the man was hyper, what with the sudden infusion of pure sugar coursing through his ancient sewer system. Miss Lily was behind the cash register, glowering at Gramps like she had just caught him squatting in the display case pooping on the maple logs. Tension was so heavy in the air between the two Dill figured he could cut it like cardboard if he had a bigass pair of scissors and room to run afterwards. Leave it up to his grandfather to make Dill’s first day in this hellhole something to smile about. He even managed to flap the unflappable Miss Lily in the process. What a guy.
Choking back a laugh, Dill plopped his ass down opposite Gramps at the little Formica table and helped himself to one of his grandfather’s boston cremes.
“Make you fat,” Gramps said. “Queers hate to be fat.”
“We prefer to be called gay, if you don’t mind.”
“Yeah, right. You’re about as gay as an outbreak of hantavirus.”
Dill talked around a mouthful of heaven, since he hadn’t worked there long enough to learn to hate donuts yet. That would probably take another day. “Anyway, even being fat and queer beats being old and senile and wearing your pants under your chin.”
“Touché,” Gramps said. “Hope you don’t mind me dropping in on your first day of work. Had to get away from your mother. I’m sure you understand.”
“Fuck, yes.”
They settled into a companionable silence while Dill worked on his boston creme and Gramps attacked the french cruller. The guy looked a bit like a french cruller himself, Dill noticed, what with his wrinkled old head covered with sugar from ear to ear and from chin to forehead. Gramps always did eat with gusto, and the only time Dill ever saw him use a napkin was to either blow his nose or dig a booger out of it.
Gramps was leering at Miss Lily again. “She’s a hottie. I’d like to chew on that sexy little mole.”
“Christ!” Dill cried. “Little? It looks like she’s sprouting a second head. Shut up before I barf, Gramps. Please.”
“If she was thirty years younger and had a dick, she’d be perfect for you.”
Dill harrumphed. “She could be thirty years younger and have three dicks and I wouldn’t want her. Have you heard her talk? She sounds like a train whistle.” He saw Miss Lily watching and gave her a friendly wave. The bitch.
Gramps leaned across the table and looked Dill square in the eye. Dill thought he was going to ask for his donut back.
“Son, you don’t look happy. What’s wrong? You got the hots for somebody and the hots are all going out and nothing’s coming back in? Is that what it is?”
“Huh?”
“You having one of those unrequited love affairs like they’re always rattling on about on The Movie Channel?”
Dill just stared at his grandfather for ten seconds. Mute. Finally, he spoke. “Will I be as smart as you when I’m a hundred and fifty years old?”
Gramps licked a blob of custard off his hand like a shriveled old frog lapping up a bug. “Oh, I doubt it.”
Dill heaved a sigh. A big one. “Okay. You got me. Yes, Gramps. I’ve got the hots for somebody, but I think I already blew it.”
Gramps’s eyes lit up. “Really? How was it?”
“No,” Dill hastily explained. “I mean, I blew it. The guy probably won’t want anything more to do with me. Besides, I don’t even know where he lives.”
“What’s his name?”
“Hector.”
“Hmm. Good solid name. Got a big dick?”
“Jesus, Gramps!”
“Sorry.” He didn’t look sorry. He looked intrigued. “I can’t tell you, son, how long I’ve been waiting for this day to arrive.”
Dill blinked. “What day?”
His grandfather reached out and patted Dill’s hand. It was the hand holding the boston creme, and when his grandfather jarred it, a big blob of filling squirted out and landed in Dill’s lap. It was like being splattered by a low-flying condor. Dill went to work cleaning himself up with a fistful of paper napkins and a grumble.
“Those napkins expensive,” Miss Lily muttered behind the register. “Don’t just grow on napkin tree, you know.” Dill chose to ignore her.
Gramps apparently didn’t hear her, or Dill figured he would have taken the opportunity to make another pass at her mushroom-sized mole. “Son, this is exactly what you’ve needed for years. A goddam broken heart. Ain’t nothing sets a person’s priorities in order like a broken heart. Give you something to write about, it will.”
“You sound like Yoda.”
“Your books are properly punctuated and everything, and your page numbers are all neatly sequential, and I particularly like the way you make the first letter of every chapter a big fat flourishy one, but to be honest, every one of your books would bore the fuck out of a hooker.”
“Nicely put. Thanks, Gramps. I live for reviews like that.”
“To write about happiness you need to experience happiness. To write about misery you need to be fucking miserable once in a while. It’s just like when you write about somebody who’s a dog doctor, you have to know a little bit about veterinary medicine, don’t cha’?”
“Yeah.”
“Well then?”
“Well then what?”
“I think you should go find this Hector and tell him how you feel, and if he says he isn’t interested, then slap a chloroform-soaked hanky over his face and drag him home and chain him to the bed and strip off his clothes and make him interested. And then write a book about it. Bondage sells like hot cakes.”
“Jesus, Gramps, is that what they’re showing on The Movie Channel? I need to turn my TV on once in a while.”
Gramps ignored the sarcasm. “You’re a handsome guy. If I wasn’t straight and so fucking old, and if my dick still worked right and you weren’t my grandson, I’d have a go at getting into your pants myself.”
“E-e-e-w-w. Please stop talking.”
“You have to make him fall in love with you, son. Then your problems will all be solved.”
“Yeah, Gramps, but how am I supposed to do that?”
Gramps gave his head a sage tilt. With a wink, he said, “Maybe fate’ll lend a hand. If it won’t, I will.”
Before Dill could ask what the hell he meant by that, they both jumped straight up out of their seats when Miss Lily screamed, “Break time over!”
Twenty seconds later Gramps was toddling off down the street with the rest of his donuts in a paper bag where Miss Lily had unceremoniously tossed them, and Dill was back in the kitchen mixing dough with the bigass electric mixer and imagining what it would be like to throw Miss Lily between the paddles and then just sit back and watch her spin.
Three weeks later, or so it seemed, Dill’s first six-hour shift at Yum Yum Donuts finally ended. More tired than he had ever been in his life, and with his nose so clogged up with donut ingredients that he could hardly suck in a breath of oxygen, he stood in the parking lot and beat himself like a rug trying to get the flour off before climbing into his car and heading home.
When he got there, he was stunned to see Chester, all alone, with a brand new collar around his neck, sitting on Dill’s front stoop waiting for him. A brand new leash lay tangled at the little dog’s feet. The leash was blue. It was the same color as the collar, and it was still attached under his chin. Hector was not at the other end of the leash, nor was he anywhere in sight. Chester was on his own.
The gigantic bandage Dill had applied to Chester’s injured back leg had been replaced by a big square Band-Aid. The back leg was shaved, so Dill knew Hector had taken him to the vet. Obviously, Chester was on the mend, thank God. And feeling chipper enough to come and visit. Dill couldn’t have been happier.
As weary as he was, Dill had just enough energy left to summon up a grin and do a little happy dance. His happy dance created a little white cloud in the street. He guessed he hadn’t knocked all the flour out of his uniform after all. If it was raining, he’d be standing in a puddle of gravy. But to hell with that. Having Chester show up unannounced might be just what Dill needed to get the romance ball rolling again between Hector and himself. If Dill didn’t do something stupid, that is.
“Thanks, Gramps,” Dill muttered to the ether, and to Chester, he called out, “Hey, boy! Long time no see!”
With a little ray of hope blossoming in his heart for the first time in days, Dill laughed out loud as Chester flew down the sidewalk to say hello, trailing his brand new leash behind him.
Together, they tripped happily into the apartment, and while Chester sniffed around to see if anything new had been added while he was gone, Dill poured himself a Diet Coke, poured Chester a bowl of Rice Krispies, kicked off his shoes, tweaked Chester’s nose, and waited for the phone to ring. Dill might not have Hector’s number, but Hector certainly had his.
He figured Hector should be calling in about five—four—three—two—one—



Six

DILL picked up the phone on the fifth ring. It took the first four rings for him to calm his pounding heart and unjitter his jittered nerves. Chester had just finished inhaling his cereal and was now sprawled out in front of the TV, licking his balls. He seemed to be having a really good time doing it. Dill supposed if he could lick his own balls, he would have a pretty good time doing it too.
Dill strove to insert just the right amount of friendly diffidence into his voice when he answered the phone. “Hello-o,” he all but cooed. Deciding that might sound a bit snooty and way too effeminate, he dropped three octaves, hitched up his baggy white uniform pants like John Wayne tugging up his six-guns, and added, “Brown residence. How can I help you?”
The voice on the other end of the line sounded like Miss Lily’s doppelganger from New Delhi, only screechier and with an Indian accent. “Hello, Mrs. Brown, kind madam, I am calling on behalf of your velly nice credit card company. We have a veddy veddy special offer that I know you will be thrilled to learn about. For a veddy limited time—”
Dill slammed down the phone. Christ.
Then he heard a knock at the door. Goddammit. He was waiting for an important phone call here. Couldn’t people leave him alone for five minutes?
He stormed across the room and flung open the door in a cloud of flour dust and screamed, “What?”
Dill was mortified to see Hector standing there, and the poor guy was so startled by Dill’s abrupt greeting, he almost toppled backward off the stoop.
Dill quickly reached out a hand to steady him, and that startled Hector all the more.
He swatted Dill’s hand away and cried, “Are you nuts?”
Horrified by what he had done, Dill slumped in the doorway, and while he was slumping, he looked down at his stockinged feet. He just now noticed they were white from all the flour that had seeped into his shoes. To make it worse the flour had sort of turned to pudding and stuck to his socks because of his sweaty feet. He had never seen two more disgusting looking feet in his life. And just his luck, they were his. And now Hector had seen them.
Dill repeated Hector’s words. “Am I nuts? Yeah, I guess I must be. The doctor said he’d get back to me and let me know for sure.”
“I could save him a phone call,” Hector grumped.
“I know,” Dill sadly said.
Dill couldn’t believe it. He’d blown his chance again. Here he was standing at his door with pudding on his socks while the man he secretly adored was looking at him like he should be in the OR getting prepped for that long-overdue lobotomy. Since Dill had no pride left to salvage, he reached down and tugged off his socks. A little rain of colored donut sprinkles drifted down around his bare toes like some sort of mutant nuclear snow flurry.
Hector stood on the stoop watching them fall. He seemed fascinated, and vaguely appalled. Rather like Willy Wonka finding two Oompa Loompas ass-fucking in the fudge room.
Finally Hector gave his head a shake and tried to yank himself back to reality. He tore his eyes from Dill’s sparkly powdered toes and decided to look down at his own feet instead. It seemed the safest option.
“My dog here?” Hector asked. “I was out walking him and he took off running, yanked the leash out of my hand, and just kept going like a bat out of hell. Figured he was coming here. Can’t imagine why.” Hector was trying to look everywhere except at Dill, and thinking it would be best to get his business out of the way and then maybe this nice man could go back to taking his antipsychotic medicine like a good little patient.
“Thanks,” Dill said.
Hector nodded. Stubbornly silent.
Dill didn’t have the heart to say anything else. He motioned Hector inside without saying another word and pointed to Chester who was still happily licking his nuts in front of the TV.
Hector stuck his balled-up fists on his hips and stared at his runaway dog, who stopped licking himself long enough to stare right back, all wide-eyed and innocent.
“You little shit,” Hector said.
“His leg looks better,” Dill ventured. He was gun-shy now. Almost afraid to say anything. “I’m glad you took him to a vet.”
Hector narrowed his eyes. “Why? Did you think I wouldn’t?”
“No, I—” But it was all just too much for Dill. He just shook his head, slumped over to the droopy sofa, and collapsed into it. The sofa was black before he sat down. When the cloud settled, it was gray. Fucking flour.
Hector found a smile creeping across his face, and frankly, he was surprised to feel it there.
“You look like you’ve gained weight,” he wryly observed, trying not to seem snarky, but unable to stop himself.
“Thanks.” Dill said, studying his sparkling, floured toes. “It’s this fucking work uniform. I look like a cloud.”
“Someone dipped you in talcum powder, didn’t they? Is that like a sexual thing? You know, like with diapers and a baby bottle and a little bonnet on your head? Do they spank you and call you Woogy-Woogums?”
“No, I work in a donut shop.”
“Ah. Even better. That would at least explain the chocolate sprinkles on your ass. And the fact that you dribble powdered sugar wherever you go. And actually, now that I think about it, you smell like a donut. I’m getting hungry.”
Dill took a deep shuddery breath. If you know you can’t swim and you’re going to dive into the pool anyway just to see if you’ll drown, there’s no reason not to stick your toe in first to test the temperature of the water. “Since we seem to have a four-legged mutual friend, I’d ask you to stay for dinner, but then I’d probably say something even stupider than I already have and make you hate me even more than you already do.”
“I don’t hate you,” Hector said. “I don’t love you, but I don’t hate you. Noodles is usually a pretty good judge of character. If he sees something salvageable in you, then he’s probably right. So what’s for dinner? I think I’ll stay.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Dill sneezed and a little cinnamon heart fell out of his hair. Jesus Christ, how long had that been there? Then Hector’s words soaked in. “Wait a minute. What did you say?”
Hector dropped to the floor beside Chester/Noodles (Dill was getting a headache trying to decide what to call the mutt) and started scratching the little dog’s chin. Chester/Noodles rolled over onto his back and begged for a more personal rubdown. Dill wanted to roll over onto his back in front of Hector and do the same thing. “I said I’d be pleased as punch to have dinner with you, Dillard Brown. Maybe we can talk about your talcum powder fetish.”
“I told you, it’s—oh, you’re joking.”
“Am I?” Hector asked.
“I certainly hope so. Would you mind if I go take a shower?”
“I would prefer it,” Hector said.
“And you actually remembered my name.”
“Yeah. Surprised me too.”
For the first time that evening, Dill dredged up an honest-to-God smile. A very handsome one, too, Hector was pleased to note.
“Drinks are in the kitchen if you want anything,” Dill said, and without further ado, he toddled off to the bathroom, his heart skipping wildly, happier than he had been in a month, although he had no idea in the fucking world what he was going to fix for dinner.
He left a little footprint trail of flour and sprinkles in his wake, making Hector smile and shake his head and go off in search of a vacuum cleaner while Dill banged around in the bathroom getting cleaned up.
Hector didn’t find a vacuum cleaner but in a little closet off the kitchen he found a Hoky. He pushed it around the living room while he waited for Dill, scraping up the man’s footprints, and when he was finished, he took a fistful of paper towels, squirted them with window cleaner, and went around the place dusting, which wasn’t easy considering the fact that there were nine million books scattered to hell and back on every surface imaginable. With the dusting finally complete, or as complete as he could get it, Hector decided since he couldn’t get any more intrusive than he already had, he might as well stick his head in the fridge and see what the options were for dinner.
There was nothing in the fridge but a brand new jar of pickles and a case of beer.
He grabbed a beer and sipped it while he looked in the cupboard. There he found another jar of pickles. And that was it.
The man liked pickles. And apparently hated grocery shopping.
Hector dug his wallet out of his back pocket, counted the money inside, looked around for a phone, since he didn’t have his cell phone with him, and when he found it, he ordered a pizza after first running outside to check the street address and the number of the apartment.
Then he sprawled out on the living room rug, using Noodles for a pillow, and waited for Dill to reappear. He felt a little smile tickling the corners of his mouth. Hector wasn’t sure why, but he thought it might have something to do with the man in the shower.
For lack of anything better to do, he picked up a book lying on the floor three feet away and idly glanced at it. Hector was astounded to see Dill’s face on the dust jacket. He grunted his way up to a sitting position and stared at it. Then he read the blurb.
Well, what do you know. The man was a writer.
So why the hell was he making donuts?
 
 
BY
THE time Dill hustled out of the bathroom, still drying his hair with a towel but properly clothed in jeans and a T-shirt, albeit barefoot, he found Hector sitting at the dining room table with a beer and a stack of three books in front of him. There was a beer waiting for Dill on the opposite side of the table.
Chester was still in front of the TV, but he had broadened his repertoire. Now he was licking his butt.
“Uh, about dinner. I’m not sure I—”
“That’s okay,” Hector said. “I ordered a pizza. Should be here any minute.”
Dill’s face lit up. “Really?”
“Yeah. I also vacuumed and dusted. Hope you don’t mind.”
Dill’s face lit up again. “Hell, no. Did you do the windows?”
Hector snorted a laugh. “Don’t push.”
“What kind of pizza?”
“Pepperoni. Thick crust.”
“Yummy.”
Yet again, Dill was floored by how handsome Hector was. He simply could not take his eyes off Hector’s face. The gorgeous brown eyes. The mop of black hair falling over his forehead. The brown neck and strong arms. Hector was wearing a muscle shirt, and it didn’t look to Dill like the man sported any chest hair at all, and that was just fine with Dill. In the throes of passion, if Dill ever got that far, there would be less to get in the way. At that thought, Dill felt his dick lengthen as it bounced around as free as a bird inside his blue jeans. He should have known better than to go commando in a beat-up pair of blue jeans with Hector in the same room. It was simply asking for a boner to jump out and insert itself into the conversation. Dill shuddered at the prospect.
He quickly dragged out a chair and joined Hector at the dining room table. The quicker he had his ballooning crotch hidden beneath the tabletop, the better.
Finally, safe and secure, he tore his eyes from Hector’s body and looked at the books Hector had arranged in front of him.
It was then Dill realized they were his own three published novels. Hector had them stacked in a neat little pile, their corners perfectly aligned with each other, in chronological order going by the dates of their publication. And Dill thought his mother was anal. The top book was open and Hector had his nose in it, reading away.
“Whatcha reading?” Dill asked, his heart doing a nervous tap dance inside his chest, the same tap dance it always tap danced when Dill saw somebody reading one of his books, which didn’t happen often. Or ever. “Anything interesting? Anything Pulitzer-worthy?”
Hector held up a finger for Dill to wait a second while he finished reading. Then he thoughtfully closed the book, looked again at the cover, flipped it over, studied Dill’s photo on the back flap for a second, then placed it atop the other two in front of him, neatly arranging the corners once again.
Only then did Hector look up and smile at Dill across the table. “I’m impressed.”
“You are?” Dill assumed he was talking about the books, not his crotch.
“Yep.”
“Wish the critics were.”
“Why? Did they pan you?”
“Let’s just say, they didn’t proclaim me the new Hemingway.”
“But you’re published.”
“That I am. And you—wait a minute. I remember now. You work in a bookstore. And you’re a student. You told me so in the bar.”
Hector nodded. “I go to night classes. I’m studying to be a paralegal.”
“Pays better than writing, I’m sure.”
“Depends on the writer, I suppose. Stephen King would probably laugh his ass off if you said that to him.”
“True,” Dill admitted.
Hector ran his fingers over the pile of books. “Umm, would it be okay if I take these home to read? You have other copies, right?”
Dill laughed. “Boxes. Stacks of boxes. Sure, take ’em. Maybe your lover would like to read them, too.”
Hector looked startled. “My lover? What makes you think I have a lover?”
Dill did the glance-at-your-fingernails-and-try-to-look-natural thing. “Oh, just thought you might.”
Hector leaned forward and nailed Dill with a glare. There was a hint of a smile in it. “If I had a lover, I wouldn’t be having dinner with you. I don’t operate that way.”
“Oh, good.”
Dill glanced down when Chester rooted his nose into his leg to say hello. Dill scratched the dog’s ears, and said, “Looks like your dog missed me.”
“Yeah, go figure.” Again, Hector picked up the top book and studied Dill’s photo on the back. “If you’re a writer, why do you work in a donut shop?”
“Like I said, writing doesn’t pay much. At least my writing doesn’t. To be able to write, I do other stuff to pay the bills. Right now I make donuts. Last week I pounded frozen chicken parts with a fucking hammer. It’s quite a life I’ve carved out for myself. And as long as we’re asking questions, how come you don’t have a lover? There must be guys scratching at your door and sniffing around every day of the week.”
Hector grinned. “Was that a compliment?”
“Y-yeah,” Dill stammered. “I think it was.” Then he blushed.
Hector laughed, then changed the subject because he thought Dill looked embarrassed. “A writer. And here I thought you were just a dognapper.”
“Not me. I do all kinds of shit. Whatever it takes to get along, you know?”
“So,” Hector asked, “do you have a lover?”
“Never have. My sex life is almost as exciting as my literary life.”
“Maybe things will pick up.”
Dill wasn’t sure what to make of that, so he said nothing. He did, however, get a whole lot redder. His dick was moving again, plus he was getting a funny feeling in his chest. Right around the heart. He so wanted to reach out and pull this guy into his arms, but he continued to make do with scratching Chester’s ears. It was a poor substitute, petting the dog, although in all fairness the dog seemed to enjoy it.
Hector tore his eyes away from Dill’s blushing face and gazed out the window at the tree outside. “There’s a squirrel out there,” he said.
“Yeah. We look in on each other now and then.”
“I had a lover,” Hector said, still drawn to the window, to the squirrel outside, to the shifting leaves dancing in the wind. “We were together for about a year.”
“What happened?” Dill gently asked. He sensed it was a delicate subject.
“He cheated,” Hector said. “Then when I found out and confronted him about it, he beat the shit out of me. Then he begged me to forgive him.”
“And you didn’t.”
“No. I didn’t.”
“Good for you,” Dill said, and meant it. His face was getting red again, but now it was getting red because the thought of someone hitting Hector and causing Hector pain and actually cheating on Hector
made Dill want to throw things and do a little ass-kicking himself. “He didn’t deserve you.”
And Hector agreed. “No, he didn’t.”
“You did the right thing.”
“I know.”
Dill knew there was more to that story than Hector was prepared to tell a total stranger, which Dill pretty much was. So he let the subject drop. He was still afraid he would do something so stupid he would scare the man away forever, and, at any cost, he was determined not to let that happen.
Their eyes met and they gazed in silence at each other for a long, long moment. Dill would drag out the memory of that gaze now and then during the next few days, just because he enjoyed remembering it. He also remembered how that one particular moment made his heart thud wildly inside his chest. It was a happy thud. A scary thud. A thud that made Dill hunger for more thuds just like it.
Hector smiled at him again as their silence grew louder and longer, and finally, just to get away from Hector’s gorgeous brown eyes, and since his dick was in full retreat at the moment, Dill stood and gathered together plates and silverware and paper napkins and laid out the table for dinner. Now all they needed was pizza.
A few minutes later, the doorbell rang, and there it was. Dinner.
Dill paid the delivery boy against Hector’s insistence that since he was the one who ordered the damn thing, then he should be the one to pay for it. Dill said he invited Hector for dinner and what kind of schmuck would invite someone to dinner and then make them pay the tab?
Hector finally agreed, on the terms that next time they had dinner, he would be the one to pay.
Dill took that promise to mean there really would be a next time, and his heart thudded all the louder and all the more wildly.
They ate quietly, both hungry after the long day, enjoying the pizza and the silence of each other’s company and each in his own way wondering if this would lead to anything. At least Dill hoped that was what Hector was wondering.
Dill was beyond wondering.
He was head over heels in love before he scooped up his second slice of pizza and stuffed it into his mouth. It had taken thirty years, but by God, here it was. Slapping him in the head, shaking him by the shoulders, demanding every single soupçon of his attention. Love. And a powerful beast it was too.
Now what do I do, Dill wondered. Now that love has me squarely by the balls?
Just keep eating, he wisely told himself. And try not to do anything stupid.
So while he ate, Dill focused his attention squarely on Chester, scarfing up his little plate of pizza on the floor beside his chair. That was because he was scared to death to look at Hector, because if Hector saw him all googly-eyed and dreamy-pussed with infatuation, and Dill was pretty sure it was transparently plastered all over his face, then that would be the end. Hector would run screaming out the door like a chicken with a fox on its ass.
Dill was nervous enough, fearing that Hector could hear his happily thudding heart.
Dill tried to study Hector’s hands without letting Hector see that was really what he was doing. For a little guy, Hector’s hands were strong and brown and sexy as hell. They were large hands with little tufts of hair at the first knuckle of each finger. Hector’s fingernails were broad and white, the back of his hands heavily veined. Just very capable-looking hands.
Dill wondered how they would taste if he could press his lips into Hector’s palms, or how those capable, yet delicate, fingertips would feel if they were ever to explore Dill’s body, how they would make Dill feel as they sought out every nook and crevice, discovering Dill’s secret places, making Dill gasp. Making Dill come.
He wondered how the little V-shaped indentation at the base of Hector’s throat would feel if Dill could press his lips to it while he came, and Jesus, how hot was that thought?
He remembered what Gramps had said, sitting in the donut shop, and boy was Dill sorry he hadn’t bought a jug of chloroform the last time he went to the market instead of all those damn pickles.
When would he ever learn how to shop?
 
 
THERE was nothing but an empty pizza box left. They had eaten every crumb, and gone through several beers to boot. Hector had kicked his shoes off two beers back and Dill was still barefoot. They had pretty well eaten and drank their way past any jitters that might have still been jittering around between the two of them when they started.
“About that night in the bar when you grabbed my belt buckle,” Dill finally ventured.
Hector tilted back in his chair and groaned. Then he laughed. “I was drunk, but I’m sure you figured that out already.”
That wasn’t what Dill wanted to hear at all. “Well, no. I thought maybe—”
“That I was swept off my feet by your charm and your sex appeal and your seven-foot-tall macho body, and I had to get my fingers in your belt buckle if I could reach that high or I’d just die of frustration? Something like that?”
It was Dill’s turn to laugh. “Yeah. Something like that.” He wished.
Hector gave a self-deprecatory chuckle. “I have to admit, I do like tall men.”
Dill raised his hand in the air and waved it around like he did in second grade when he wanted the teacher to know he had to pee. “I’m tall! I’m tall! Pick me!”
Hector grinned just as a blush crept into his face.
Then Dill blushed, too. And they both started giggling.
“So you’re single now, huh?” Dill asked, because he really wanted to know.
Hector’s grin fell off his face like the last leaf of winter sliding off a tree. “Boy,” he said, “you sure know how to kill a moment.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. But, well, you are, right? Single? Or is the ex still living with you and trying to win you back?”
Hector rested his elbows on the table and leaned toward Dill. His eyes were blazing suddenly. Not at Dill, but at memories. At humiliations. At hurt. “He hit me, Dill. And not just once, either. He pounded the crap out of me. I’ll never take him back. And no, he’s not in the apartment. I threw him and his shit out the same day he hit me. Changed the locks, the whole bit. When I leave somebody, they stay left.”
Dill blinked, humbled. “I’ll remember that.”
Hector peeled a long strip of paper from the pizza box, then wrapped it around his finger, just to have something to do. “I’m sorry. It’s still a touchy subject. The guy’s still bugging me, still—threatening me. If he doesn’t let up, I may have to move. Of course, I don’t know what good that would do. He’s a cop. He could find me anywhere I went.”
“He’s a cop?”
“Yeah. I used to love men in uniform.” He spit up a chuckle that was about as humorless as chuckles can get. “Valdemaro cured me of that. The prick.”
Dill wondered if that included donut makers’ uniforms but was afraid to ask. “He was Latino too?”
“Yeah. Valdemaro Rodriquez. Handsome. Macho. Except for the fact that he was a total asshole who cheated every chance he got, then started swinging when I caught him at it, he was a pretty good catch. He even threatened to kill me if I left him. What a peach.”
Dill. “But you left him anyway.”
“Yeah, I did.”
Dill reached across the table and rested his hand on top of Hector’s. “That took guts.”
Hector shrugged. He was staring at Dill’s hand touching his. He flipped his hand over and their fingers intertwined. It was like their two hands had a life of their own. Like they were making their own decisions without any help from the two men sitting at either end of the table. “I didn’t do it because I was brave, Dill. I did it because I was scared.”
“No one should treat another person like that.” Dill said. He was watching their hands now too. Feeling the texture of Hector’s skin. Feeling the heat of it. The softness. It was funny. Hector’s hands were as big as his. They were dark, where Dill’s were light. They were peppered with dark hair while Dill’s were salted with blond. But they were a perfect fit. They felt right in each other’s grasp. They seemed to belong together. At least, Dill thought they did. He wasn’t sure what Hector was thinking.
“After he cheated,” Hector said, “I had myself tested. For AIDS and stuff. I really hate that he made me feel I had to do that. He made me feel dirty.”
Dill nodded. “And you were okay?”
“Yeah. Everything is fine.”
“Me, too,” Dill said, thinking it wouldn’t hurt to get this information out in the open just in case the opportunity arose for the two of them to do anything besides hold hands and share a pizza and talk about past humiliations. “My mom is kind of nuts. I’m thirty years old and she still makes me get a physical every year. Plays the guilt trip by paying for it first, then telling me about it, knowing I won’t let her waste the money. Anyway, I had a physical three weeks ago and I’m okay too. You know. Sexually speaking. In case you’re wondering.”
Dill figured he should stop talking before his grave got any deeper, but Hector didn’t seem to mind the things he’d said. He simply smiled his perfect smile and said, “I’m glad.”
Again, an easy silence settled over the kitchen, broken only by the sound of Chester’s paw slapping the floor as he scratched himself with a back leg. It sounded a little like Ricky Ricardo pounding his bongos with one hand tied behind his back.
Dill needed to say something. He was afraid to say the words, yet he was unable to hold them back. They came out almost before he knew they were coming. “I hope I can see you again, Hector. I—I’d really like to.”
Hector’s grip tightened around Dill’s hand. He tilted his head to study Dill’s face. “We’ll see each other when I return your books.”
“Oh, yeah,” Dill said. And a beat later, he said, “I hope you’re a fast reader.”
Hector laughed. “Why? You gonna miss me?”
Dill’s eyes opened wide. My God, there it was. The moment of truth. He had to place his other hand across his chest because his heart was beating so hard it felt like it would fly out of his body and flop around on the floor if he didn’t. “If I say yes, will it scare you away?”
A tiny furrow formed between Hector’s eyebrows. He looked down at Dill’s hand in his, then back at Dill’s face. When he smiled, Dill thought maybe the setting sun had just exploded in the sky outside the kitchen window, screaming light across the heavens. Across the world.
“No,” Hector said, an awareness suddenly sparkling his eyes that hadn’t been there a moment ago. An awareness of Dill. An awareness of how near he was to the man. The feel of Dill’s hand. How well they got along. How eager Dill seemed. “It won’t scare me away.”
And two heartbeats later, Hector said, “It might make me read a little faster, though.”
Hector stood then. He leaned across the table and very gently touched his lips to Dill’s.
When Dill started to rise, to maybe pull Hector into his arms for real, Hector touched the side of his face with his cool fingertips to stop him. “Thanks for dinner, Dillard Brown. Please don’t get up. Noodles and I will see ourselves to the door.”
Sadly, Dill settled back in his chair. He missed Hector’s lips already. “Can I at least get your phone number?” he asked.
“I’m in the book. My last name is Peña. Okay?”
Dill nodded. “Okay.”
He watched silently while Hector clipped the leash to Chester’s collar and led the little dog to the front door. He held Dill’s three novels tucked under his arm like a school kid on his way to class.
Once at the door, Hector pulled it open, then turned and said, “I just want you to know that the little meter in my head that measures trust is a little bit on the fritz right now. Do you understand that?”
And Dill said, “You can trust me.”
“Can I?”
“Yes. You can.”
Hector nodded, then stepped away and quietly closed the door behind him. When the door clicked shut and Dill found himself alone, he immediately grabbed the phone book from the cabinet beside the sink and with a trembling hand, leafed his way to the Ps in the listings. There it was. Hector Peña. He lived five blocks away on Laurel Street. Dill knew the building. It was next to a deli Dill frequented.
Dill committed the phone number and address to memory, then heaved a sigh of relief and started cleaning up the mess from dinner.
He was whistling through a smile while he cleaned. His mind was going a mile a minute.
And with all the whistling and the smiling and the mile-a-minute thinking, he could still taste Hector’s lips pressed to his. He wondered if he never brushed his teeth again for as long as he lived if the taste would continue to linger there. Would he be able to lick his lips and taste Hector all over again anytime he wanted?
Or was that maybe a little over the top, even for a guy head over heels in love for the very, very first time in his whole, miserable, wonderful life?



Seven

HIS mother’s voice was three octaves higher than the highest note on a piccolo. That’s pretty high. “Oh, God, Dill, your grandfather just threatened to shoot your father!”
Dill had to laugh. He was on his way out the door to go to work. He was all decked out in his little white donut suit with his little red donut bandana tied around his neck when the phone stopped him cold. He felt a rush of anticipation, thinking it might be Hector, and then a rush of disappointment when he realized it wasn’t. “Oh, hi, Mom.” He glanced at his watch. He had time for a short familial rant, which was usually the only reason his mother ever called. “So what did Dad say when Gramps threatened to shoot him?”
“He told your grandfather he’d appreciate it. That way he wouldn’t have to shoot himself. He’d even load the gun for him and aim it if he had to. He also said that if your grandfather was too old and feeble to pull the trigger, then he would give him a hand with that too. I’m not sure he was kidding, Dill. Your father’s been looking a little wild-eyed ever since your grandfather moved in.”
“Like you haven’t,” Dill said.
His mother considered that for a minute. “Hmmph,” she said. “Well, aren’t you a snippy little snit this morning. You need a woman in your life, pronto.” And with that she banged down the phone.
Dill shook his head and headed off to work.
The only thing different about his second day of employment at Yum Yum Donuts compared to the first was the fact that Miss Lily had changed the big, clunky adornment poking out of the back of her head, which had previously resembled a windshield wiper from a ’53 Buick, to a new adornment, which now resembled a bigass tuning fork. Dill really wanted to sneak up behind her and give it a good whap with a broom handle just to hear it hum, but the opportunity did not present itself.
As the day slogged along, Dill began to grasp some of the intricacies and some of the tricks to being a donut maker. First of all, he learned that he didn’t really have to learn anything about donut making because the baker did all that. Dill was just there for the grunt work. Schlepping fifty-pound bags of flour around, pulling hot shit out of the oven, and sticking cold shit back in and trying not to singe off his eyebrows in the process.
The baker was a German immigrant named Thorolf, who looked rather like a bakery goodie himself. A bakery goodie on steroids. Thorolf’s massive white forearms resembled bulging loaves of raw bread dough. The top of his head was frosted with thick white hair which looked like vanilla icing under his big, billowy baker’s hat. His head was pasty and round and empty inside, like a jelly donut which hadn’t been filled yet. And during the course of his long career at the ovens, Thorolf must have taste tested a considerable amount of his own work product, since he weighed about 300 pounds, as near as Dill could estimate it. His overall shape was somewhat akin to one of those Phillips 76 gas station balls you see stuck on the top of a pole at the side of the freeway.
The man’s ass was so big Dill was always a bit startled to see there were no presidential heads carved on it.
Thorolf had pale gray eyes that looked like they had faded in the wash, or been reduced to ashes by the heat of the ovens. When he turned those icy gray eyes on Dill, Dill felt like he was being hexed.
But, boy could the man make donuts. And scowl. Thorolf had perfected the art of the scowl. Maybe it was a Germanic thing. Maybe they all scowled. Or maybe it was just from having one’s head stuck in an oven all day. Dill wasn’t sure. Sometimes he would scowl at Dill and Dill’s blood would run cold. Sometimes Thorolf would scowl out the window and the sun would duck behind a cloud. Then Dill’s blood would run cold.
Once in a while there would be a clash of personalities between Miss Lily and Thorolf. Voices would be raised. Really raised. At those times, curses flew back and forth like startled pigeons. Some of the curses were in grumbling, growling German. Some were in scratchy, screeching Vietnamese. Dill had no idea what the curses meant, but they certainly sounded bloodcurdling. Being present at one of these shouting matches between Miss Lily and Thorolf the Baker was like attending a really acrimonious bumping of heads at a U.N. Security Council meeting, but without the interpreters and without the diplomacy and without having a master at arms present to keep people from killing each other. Dill just hunkered down behind the flour sacks when the curses started flying, hoping to stay out of the line of fire. Eventually, the flurry of battle abated and in languages Dill could not begin to understand, an uneasy truce between the warring parties would be hammered out. The pigeons of discontent would cautiously settle.
Until the next time. And since Miss Lily and Thorolf seemed to hate each other with every fiber of their beings, there were plenty of next times.
The day Dill learned the two were actually man and wife, was the day Dill decided straight people really were fucking nuts. All straight people. And here he had always thought it was just his parents who were mad-dog crazy.
As regards his own miserable existence, Dill lasted until noon; then he couldn’t wait another second. On his lunch break—while choking down a little tray of burnt beignets Thorolf had gracelessly thrust into his hands since they were unsellable anyway, being burnt and all, and which Thorolf didn’t want because the fat fuck had already consumed two dozen unburnt churritos, so he wasn’t hungry—Dill perched on the edge of the dumpster in the back alley, fished out his cell phone, and punched in Hector’s phone number.
He couldn’t explain it even to himself, but he simply needed to hear Hector’s voice. Even if it was just a recorded greeting on his voice mail. In fact, Dill would prefer the voice be a recording because then he wouldn’t have to make up an actual reason for the call.
But he wasn’t that lucky.
“Hello?” It was Hector all right, and he answered in person on the very first ring.
“Oh!” Dill said, so startled he almost tumbled backward into the dumpster. “Uh, hi.”
Hector laughed. “Dill?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“Well, don’t sound so surprised. You’re the one who called me. Remember?”
“Sorry. Yeah. Uh—so how are you?”
“You called to ask me how I am?”
Fuck it, Dill thought. Be honest. “No,” he said, swallowing hard. “I just called to hear your voice.” Then he froze, like a blindfolded prisoner waiting on pins and needles for the head firing-squad guy to yell “Fire!” My God,
what have I done?
The silence lasted long enough for Dill to count twenty of his own clamoring heartbeats. Then Hector said in a hushed voice, “Did you say what I think you said?”
Dill could feel cold sweat dribbling down his ribcage. The beignets tasted like ashes in his mouth. Of course they tasted like ashes. The fucking things were burnt. “Gee, I don’t know. What did you think I said?” he asked.
“I think you said you called just to hear my voice.”
“Yep. That was it.”
And again, except for his thundering heartbeat, Dill heard only silence. The silence was so frightening Dill hustled to fill it with words. It didn’t really matter what the words were. He just wanted to stop the silence.
“I’ve been thinking about you, see,” he said. His mind was screaming to know if Hector had been thinking about him, but he didn’t have the nerve to ask. “You know, just wondering if you were okay and all, and uh, to see if Chester, I mean Noodles, was uh, you know, okay and all, uh, too.”
“Are you sure you’re a writer, Dill? That sentence sucked. No amount of editing could save that sentence. That sentence was so bad it probably wishes it could edit itself. If that sentence had an eraser, it would probably commit suicide.”
“Maybe it looks better on paper.”
“I doubt it. The other sentence was a showstopper, though.”
“What sentence was that?” Dill asked. Now his palms were sweating.
“The one where you said you just called to hear my voice.”
“Oh, that.”
“Yeah, that.”
“I—I—”
“Can I come over for dinner again tonight? I’ll buy.”
Dill’s ears perked up. Wow. This was going better than he thought it would. “You don’t have to buy, Hector. Just come.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I mean come for dinner.”
Then they both laughed.
“Seven?” Hector asked.
“Seven’s great.”
“Your place?”
“That’s great, too. And, uh, could you bring the dog?”
Hector smiled over the phone. Dill couldn’t see the smile, of course, but somehow he knew it was there. He sensed it. He thought maybe he could even feel its warmth. Jesus. Was he smitten, or what?
“Okay, Dill. I’ll bring the dog. Will you bring me a donut?”
Dill’s smile spread from one ear to the other and halfway around to the back of his head. If it had been two inches wider the top of his head would have fallen off.
“I’ll bring you a million donuts,” Dill said, breathless.
And after a beat of hesitation, Hector said softly, “A million would be plenty.” Then he gently hung up the phone.
Hitting the disconnect button was the hardest thing Dill had ever done in his life.
He gave himself a shake. He couldn’t recall the last time he had felt so—happy. Maybe this falling in love stuff wasn’t so bad after all. Once you got past all the excruciating parts.
Only when he looked down, did he realize his dick was happy, too. He was as hard as a rock.
He wondered if Hector was.
And when Dill thought that thought, his dick got even harder. It sort of ballooned. It looked like someone had stuck a tent pole inside his baggy white trousers. A troop of boy scouts could have camped under there. It would be fun. Although probably illegal.
Dill had to pace around in a circle in the back alley for ten minutes thinking about his mother before he dared parade his bulging crotch in front of Thorolf and Miss Lily. Besides, he was pretty sure the San Diego Restaurant Association had some sort of law on the books regarding the regulation and restriction of boners in bakeries.
If they didn’t, they should.
 
 
ONCE again, after enduring six hours of searing heat from the ovens and wrestling fifty-pound bags of flour and trying to breathe through his ears because his nose was clogged up with donut ingredients and watching unappetizing globs of anemic-looking dough magically mutate into colorful, scrumptious tasty treats that make you fat and happy just by looking at them, and listening to Thorolf and Miss Lily scream at each other and all the while trying desperately not to envision what they must look like having sex, what with her tuning fork humming and her windshield wiper flapping back and forth, Dill finally stripped off his apron, shook the pudding out of his shoes, waved good-bye to the two most annoying people he had ever met in his life, and headed home. (Wow, he thought, that sentence could really use some editing.)
His back was screaming, his face felt toasted, and he was pretty sure he looked like a sugar-dipped croissant that had been kicked around a dirty floor for a couple of days.
His heart, however, was singing show tunes. And so was he. Literally. He was tooling down the freeway with little white wisps of flour dust puffing through the car windows like smoke signals, singing “Oh, My Man I Love Him So” at the top of his voice. It wasn’t a solo number either. In his imagination, there were tap-dancing chorus boys, fireworks exploding atop the proscenium, and a full 300-piece orchestra conducted by Zubin Mehta banging out the melody from the pit.
In reality, of course, it was just Dill in his rattletrap Kia singing off key with a humongous bag of donuts, cookies, and blueberry muffins sitting on the front seat beside him. Since frugality was never Dill’s long suit, he had bought the goodies from Miss Lily with a credit card, damn near emptying her display case, and making her smile for the first time all day. It even prompted her very first stab at banter. “You eat all that, Dilly, maybe you fit in those pants.”
Dill certainly hoped not.
Sitting beside the bag of donuts was a bag of dog food. The best he could find.
The donuts were for Hector, the dog food was for Chester, and the music was for himself. And since singing sometimes isn’t enough, Dill was also head banging and waving his hands around and whistling when he had the breath for it and tap dancing against the gas and brake pedals and interspersing it all with an occasional round of applause, just because he thought he deserved it.
By the time he got home, he was worn out.
He quickly showered, cleaned the apartment, put the donuts in a big cardboard box he had stashed in the closet three years ago because he was too lazy to cut it up and lug it out to the trash. He put the box by the front door with a big fat bow on top so Hector would see it the moment he walked through the door.
Then Dill decided maybe he was getting a little carried away, even for him, so he took the donuts out of the box, threw the box back in the closet where it would probably stay for the next three years because he was too lazy to cut it up and lug it out to the trash and simply left the donuts on the dining room table.
Then he set the table for dinner and laid out a big bowl of water for Chester on the kitchen floor.
As an afterthought, which was more wishful thinking than anything else, Dill scrambled into the bedroom and changed the sheets on the bed. He even set a couple of candles on the nightstand, just in case he really got lucky.
Then he had to sit down for a minute, because just the thought of a naked Hector sliding under the sheets to snuggle up next to him made Dill want to pass out from the sudden rush of testosterone surging through his skull.
While he was sitting there calming down, the long hard day caught up with him and he dozed off. Just like that. If he had been awake enough to notice, he would have seen that he looked a bit like Gramps when the old fart took a snooze: head on chest, snoring, a rope of drool dampening his shirt front.
And just to show that God never tires of making fools of us all, and Dill was no exception, and quite possibly one of His favorite targets, to hear Dill tell it, that was when the doorbell rang.
Dill jerked awake with a snort. Shit! He scraped off the drool, gave his head a shake to clear the cobwebs, and ran for the door.
 
 
DILL gave a tiny intake of breath when he saw Hector on the front stoop. He had almost forgotten how short Hector was. Or how handsome he was. Or how his smile could probably light up Carlsbad Caverns if anybody ever thought to drag him down there and tickle him so he’d laugh.
Hector was wearing chinos, a simple black T-shirt, and he was barefoot. His strong brown feet were the sexiest things Dill had ever seen in his life. He sported a little bracelet made of leather and beads on his wrist, and another on his ankle. The beads were in the rainbow colors of Gay Pride. Dill ached to reach down and touch the scattering of dark hair that peeked out from beneath Hector’s pant cuffs just above the iconic anklet, but he swallowed the ache and let it pass.
Hector smiled as if he knew what Dill was thinking. Embarrassed, either for himself or for Dill, Hector looked down at the leash in his hand. At the other end of the leash sat Chester, parked between Hector’s bare feet, practically vibrating with excitement.
When Dill finally tore his eyes from Hector long enough to look down at him, Chester gave a yip and leapt straight up into his arms.
Dill barely caught him, and said, “Oof!”
“You’ve got a fan,” Hector said.
And the words were out of Dill’s mouth before he could stop them. “Not just one, I hope.”
Quietly, Hector said, “No. Two, I think.”
Dill wasn’t sure, but he thought his heart stopped. Chester revived it by licking his face. But the sudden change of expression on Hector’s face almost stopped it again. It was a serious look that drained all the humor from it. Hector wasn’t smiling any more.
“We need to talk, Dill,” Hector said.
“Oh. Okay.” Uh oh. He set Chester down and motioned Hector inside, trying to hide the hurt on his face. Something was wrong. He didn’t know what, but something. “Come on in and we’ll talk.”
Hector unhooked Chester from his leash, and followed Dill through the door.
With a wave of his hand, Dill directed Hector to the sofa, then, without asking, headed off to the kitchen to fetch two beers. He figured he needed one, even if Hector didn’t. The dog followed happily along at his heels, tail wagging, little toenails clacking on the kitchen floor, so while he was there Dill poured him a bowl of dry food from the brand new bag.
Chester sniffed it, gave Dill a disappointed look, and stubbornly walked away.
Well, crap, Dill thought. Eight bucks down the drain. The evening is going to pot and it hasn’t even started yet.
Back in the living room, Dill perked up a little when Hector patted the worn out old sofa and invited Dill to sit down beside him. Hector sat cross-legged on the seat cushion like an Indian. He had one arm draped along the back of the couch. Dill dropped down beside him close enough that Hector’s knee pressed hard against his hip. He propped his own bare feet up on the coffee table and stretched out his long legs with an exaggerated sigh. Since Hector didn’t try to pull away, or move his outstretched arm from behind Dill’s shoulders, or shift his knee away, Dill thought maybe things would be okay after all.
But he refused to let Hector make that decision. Dill was determined things would be okay. They had to be.
He handed Hector one of the beers, and said, “I don’t know what it is you want to tell me, Hector, but if it has anything to do with us not seeing each other then I’m afraid I’ll have to do what my grandfather told me to do.”
“And what was that?”
“He told me to tie you to the bed and strip you naked and do things to your body that would make you come around to my way of thinking. And then he said I should write a book about it. “
“Makes sense,” Hector said.
“My grandfather thinks I need more love in my life.”
“And do you?”
Dill took a moment to consider how best to answer that question. Then he thought, fuck it, and said, “No. Not now. I’ve got about as much as I can handle, thanks.”
Hector laid a cool hand at the back of Dill’s neck. “I’m afraid to ask what that means.”
“Then don’t.” Dill tilted his head back to rest it on Hector’s arm. He took a long pull of his icy beer. Dill was cool and collected on the outside, or at least he hoped he was giving off those vibes. Yet his heart was banging away inside his chest like a bowling ball bouncing down a flight of stairs. He was amazed Hector hadn’t mentioned how noisy it was or stuffed his fingers in his ears to block out the racket of Dill’s thundering heart. Dill turned his head and looked into Hector’s eyes. Hector gave him a little wink, and Dill accepted it with a tiny smile in return.
This close, he could smell Hector. The man had obviously just showered. Again, as in the bar that night, Dill caught the scent of apple shampoo. He also caught a whiff of Sea Breeze. Dill loved the smell of Sea Breeze. So clean. He used it himself instead of aftershave.
Hector absent-mindedly twiddled with a strand of Dill’s hair. Dill could sense him struggling with the words he wanted to say, but Dill forced himself to just shut up and let Hector come to it in his own sweet time. Frankly, Dill wasn’t so sure he wanted to hear what Hector had to say anyway. So he sipped his beer and waited, his sadness growing more profound with every passing second.
Finally, Hector found his courage. “Dill, I’d like to see you. Spend some time with you. But I don’t think I’m ready for another relationship. The last one pretty much gutted me. Do you understand?”
“You don’t want to get hurt again.”
“Yes. And I don’t want to hurt you either. That’s why I’m telling you this upfront. So if you think you’d like to see me without any expectation of anything really coming of it, then we can do that.”
“Sounds cold,” Dill muttered, his voice a mere susurration of sound that barely stirred the air. “Sounds really cold.” He looked down at his hands. Was that his heart he felt, being squeezed as if in a giant fist?
Hector cupped the back of Dill’s head with his hand. “I don’t mean to sound cold, Dill. I just don’t want things to—you know—get out of hand.”
Dill took another long pull from his beer; then with his fingertip, he altered the course of a drop of condensation as it slid down the side of the bottle. “Your ex really did a number on you, didn’t he? Would it help any if I promised I would never do anything to hurt you?”
“Dill, I know you wouldn’t—”
But Dill stopped him. “You don’t know. You don’t know anything about me, really. I guess I don’t know much about you either, Hector, but what I do know, I know I like.”
And Hector smiled. “Same here.”
“I even like your goddam dog.”
Hector laughed. “My goddam dog likes you too. His name is Chester now, by the way. If I call him Noodles he won’t come any more. Ignores me like I’m a block of wood. “
Dill grinned. “Really?”
“Yeah.”
Dill looked over at Chester who was daintily gnawing on a front toenail like a society maven nibbling a chicken leg. Chester didn’t look back to see why the hell everybody was staring at him. He was busy.
“And there’s something else,” Hector said. “It’s about my ex.”
Dill rolled his eyes. He tensed and a hint of anger darkened his face. “What’s that? You’re thinking of going back to him, right? Even after he hit you and—”
Hector tucked his beer bottle between his legs to get it out of the way. He laid a cool hand on Dill’s forearm. “No, Dill. It’s not that. Wow, you’re getting all worked up.”
“Sorry,” Dill said. But he didn’t look sorry. He looked mad.
“No,” Hector said, “it’s just that, well, the fucker’s crazy. If he finds out I’m seeing someone, he’s liable to go ballistic. He might even come after you.”
So that was what was bothering Hector. Dill thought maybe he was beginning to understand.
“What was this guy’s name again? Valdemaro?”
“Yeah. Valdemaro.”
Dill studied Hector’s face. “That’s what all this is really about, isn’t it? You think he will come after me. I’m not afraid of him, Hector. I can take care of myself.”
He gave Hector his best butch glower and then he lifted his arms and flexed his biceps like Arnold Schwarzenegger showing off for the paparazzi back in his Conan the Barbarian days. “Look at these pipes,” Dill said, and in all fairness, they were pretty impressive. “You think I’m afraid of one measly abusive homicidal armed jealous whacko-assed Chicano policeman? By the way, just how big is this fucker?”
Hector laughed and reached out to pat Dill’s bulging right bicep. Just a friendly pat. But then his hand lingered there. He couldn’t seem to pull it away. He was almost stunned by the erotic feel of Dill’s skin beneath his fingertips. His lips parted slightly. His cock began shifting beneath the fabric of his trousers. Without thinking, Hector leaned forward and planted a gentle kiss smack in the middle of that rock-hard clump of muscle Dill was still flexing for his benefit. Hector inhaled the clean smell of Dill’s arm. Felt the heat of Dill’s flesh against his face. He savored the feel of the smooth, smooth skin, both as soft as down and as hard as metal beneath his lips. Like a cock, he thought. Like an engorged cock. Like the best of both worlds. Satin and steel. Furiously pumping blood. Electric nerve endings screaming at every touch. Looking up into Dill’s eyes, Hector saw them opened wide in surprise. Surprise at what Hector did. At what Hector was still doing. The kiss. The lingering kiss. Hector’s lips still pressed against his bicep. And maybe surprise at Dill’s own reaction to it too. Hector could see his face reddening. But he didn’t look embarrassed. He looked—excited. He looked—sexy as hell.
Hector pulled back, although he didn’t want to. He gave Dill’s bicep a perfunctory pat, offering it a casual good-bye as if nothing had happened. But something had happened. And they both knew it.
This could get out of hand really easily, Hector thought. And what the fuck was he so afraid of anyway? But he knew what he was afraid of. He still woke up crying sometimes thinking about what Valdemaro had done to him. Feeling the pain of the beating all over again. And the shame of not being able to protect himself. Valdemaro was just too big. Too well trained. Too dangerous. Hector couldn’t bear to think of Dill suffering the same fate. He couldn’t bear it. Dill was big. Big and tall. And strong too. But Valdemaro would kill him. Maybe even really kill him. He knew all the tricks. And if he didn’t kill Dill, he would still break Dill’s spirit. Just like he had broken Hector’s. And whatever he did, Valdemaro would lie and cover his tracks and the law would believe him. Because he was a cop. Because he was the law.
Hector knew he would never be the same after what had happened to him. He didn’t want Dill to be changed by it too. Changed and… diminished.
But still. Whatever was happening between the two of them, Dill and Hector, to Hector’s way of thinking it was happening way too fast. He was sure of it. He was also sure Dill didn’t appreciate the danger he might be in. Hector appreciated it. Hell, yes, he appreciated it. But Dill didn’t understand it yet.
Hector studied Dill’s face. Dill looked so hopeful. So… susceptible to anything Hector might do, anything Hector might say. The guy was an open book. He couldn’t hide his emotions if he tried. Hector smiled at that childlike honesty, and Dill, not knowing what Hector was smiling about, smiled back anyway.
Dill was in love with him. Hector knew that. Still, he wondered how it could have happened so fast. And what were his own feelings? Hector was pretty sure he knew the answer to that question too. But should he let Dill know? Should he open himself up completely and let Dill in? Is that what he wanted? Hector was lying to himself if he thought he didn’t know the answer to that question. He knew it all right. Hell, sometimes Hector thought even Chester knew the answer to that question. Why else would he keep dragging Hector over here?
“Did you bring me a donut?” Hector asked, desperate to clear his mind. Desperate to lighten the mood. “You promised you would.”
“I did no such thing. I never promised I’d bring you a donut. I promised I’d bring you a million donuts. But you don’t get them for nothing. I want some questions answered first. Will you do that? Will you let me ask you some questions? About your life? About you?”
Hector snuggled down next to Dill. Dill’s long arm came around to scoop him in and hold him in place as if Dill was afraid he would try to run away. Hector felt secure inside that strong pale arm. He felt tiny and snug and safe next to Dill’s long, heavenly frame. He let the blond hair on Dill’s forearm brush his cheek and it took every ounce of will power he possessed not to give in to the feeling and press his lips again into Dill’s flesh, to run his tongue across Dill’s hot forearm and taste this man who was so in love with him. Hector was still hard inside his trousers. He hoped Dill wouldn’t notice. They needed to talk. Dill needed to ask his questions. Only then could they move forward, or backward, or wherever the hell this relationship was destined to go.
“Ask away,” Hector said, grinning and sipping his beer. “For a million donuts, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
Dill reached behind the sofa and hauled up the humongous bag of pastries and dropped it in Hector’s lap.
Hector peeked inside and said, “Holy crap! You really did bring me a million donuts.” He rummaged through the bag like a kid tearing through presents on Christmas morning. “And not just donuts either! Cookies, muffins, éclairs, scones, all kinds of shit. Wow, Dill! This is great.”
Dill laughed. “First question. Are you diabetic?”
Hector giggled, “Not yet. But I will be if I eat all this.” He pulled out the biggest chocolate chip cookie he had ever seen in his life. “Mmm. I think I’ll start with this bad boy.”
He offered the bag to Dill, and Dill dug through it until he dragged out a bear claw.
“Beer and bear claws,” Dill said. “That’s what I call gourmet dining.”
They took turns rooting through the bag, digging out whatever took their fancy, and while they ate and drank their beer, Dill asked his questions. Again, he wrapped his arm around Hector and held him close, and when he wasn’t eating, he pressed his lips to the top of Hector’s head, inhaled the apple-scented shampoo, and relished the feel of the man beside him. When Hector rested his free hand on Dill’s thigh, and positioned himself more comfortably by tucking his head into the crook of Dill’s neck as he nibbled on a donut with chocolate icing and waited for the next question, Dill thought he would die of happiness.
But it didn’t stop the questions. And Hector answered every one. Just like he promised he would.



Eight

“HOW long were you together? You and the cop.”
“Almost two years.”
“So you were pretty young when you got together.”
“I had just turned twenty-three. Valdemaro was twenty-eight.”
Dill considered that for a second. “So he’s the same age as me.”
“Yeah. But a whole lot crazier. Maybe.”
They both smiled.
“What did you guys do together? I mean, before he cheated and it all started to unravel. Did you get along okay? Were you happy? It can’t be easy loving a cop. That’s what everybody says anyway.”
“You ask questions like a writer doing research,” Hector said.
“I am a writer, but I’m not doing research. I’m trying to learn about you. That’s okay, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Hector softly said. “It’s okay.”
Hector thought about Dill’s last question for a long time before answering. It gave him time to eat his cookie. It also gave him time to snuggle closer to Dill, to really begin to understand how it felt to be in Dill’s arms. He felt safe there, with Dill’s strong arm circling him. It lay heavy across his shoulders. Heavy and comforting. Dill’s long legs stretched out beside Hector’s. They seemed to go on forever. Hector’s feet only reached as far as Dill’s ankles. Dill was so much taller than he was, it made Hector feel like a runt. But he was used to that. He was a runt. The important thing was that he felt—how could he describe it? He felt… treasured.
That was a new one for Hector. He had felt many things with the different men he had been with in his life. But never treasured. Not really. He knew instinctively Dill would never hurt him. He wasn’t quite sure how he knew it. He just did. Dill was incredibly gentle and incredibly kind. Always. And Hector found that very, very sexy. The fact that Dill was a foot taller didn’t hurt either. He hadn’t lied when he told Dill he liked tall men. He did indeed.
But he tried to push those thoughts out of his head. Instead, Hector thought back to the two years he had spent with the man he now feared. Had those years with Valdemaro been good years? Hector had to think. And as the thoughts came, he tried to share them with Dill.
“Valdemaro had a little cabin on a lake. It was just off the freeway on Willow Creek Road. South of Alpine. His aunt left it to him, I think. He didn’t want to live out there—it was too far from work—but we used to go there sometimes on weekends, or when we both had vacation time planned together. The cabin was really secluded, sort of squeezed in among the boulders on the side of a hill. There was a long flight of wooden stairs that meandered down the hill to a little pier jutting out into the lake. Valdemaro had a couple of kayaks tied up there. It was really kind of rustic and pretty. Especially at night, when you could sit on the front porch and look out over the lake and see the moon shining on it and hear the water lapping at the shore, and maybe hear a fish flop out of the water once in a while and then land back in the lake with a slap. 
“Once when we drove up to the cabin, there was a rattlesnake sunning himself on the front step. Valdemaro calmly pulled out his service pistol and blew its head off. Poor thing. It was just taking a siesta. We could have shooed it away, but no, Valdemaro had to kill it. Thought it was macho, I think. Mexican guys have a thing about being macho, you know. It’s not just a cliché. They really do. I never looked at Valdemaro again in the same way after he killed that poor snake. He didn’t know it, but I didn’t. I think maybe I was just waiting for the day when he would do the same thing to me. You know. Pull out his service piece and simply blow me the fuck away. Especially after we’d been fighting.”
“Did you fight a lot?”
“Toward the end we did. Yeah. All the time. I was a nervous wreck.”
“Did you love him?” Dill asked, not really wanting to know, but feeling as if he needed to ask. “You know. Before you found out he cheated. Before times got bad. Did you really, well, love him?”
“Boy, you’re really getting your pound of flesh for these fucking donuts, aren’t you?”
Dill grinned but said nothing.
“Love,” Hector said, more to himself than to Dill. He gave an uncomfortable shrug and Dill tucked his arm around him a little tighter. To give him strength. To let him know he was protected.
“I guess I loved him,” Hector said, thinking back. “For a while. He was good to me at first. And he was sexy, too. I love macho as much as the next gay guy. I’m not so good at being macho, but I can certainly appreciate it in others. Anyway, to answer your question. Yeah, I loved him. At first.”
“He must still love you.” Dill was surprised to hear himself whispering. What the hell was he whispering about? He cleared his throat and spoke louder. Dill wasn’t about to sound reverential when he talked about the son of a bitch. Valdemaro didn’t deserve it. Hector did, but that fucker didn’t. Still, there was an uncomfortable truth to be faced. So Dill faced it. “The guy wouldn’t be stalking you if he didn’t still love you, Hector. You know that, right?”
Hector pulled another sweet from the bag. A muffin. It looked like cranberry. He would have to stop soon. If he ate much more he was going to puke. And if they kept talking about Valdemaro, he might puke anyway. “He doesn’t do it because he loves me, Dill. He stalks me because he thinks he owns me. I think he still can’t believe I walked away from him. Actually, I didn’t walk. I ran like a fucking rabbit. I’m still running.”
Dill lifted Hector’s hand to his lips, and gently spreading Hector’s clenched fist apart, bent his head and kissed Hector’s palm. Dill had wanted to do that since the night they first met. Hector watched every move Dill made, bright-eyed and solemn. He held his breath when Dill’s soft lips touched the palm of his hand. He sat rapt as Dill’s warm breath blew across his skin. He studied Dill’s long blond eyelashes when Dill momentarily closed his eyes as he inhaled Hector’s scent. Afterward, when Dill looked up to see what Hector’s reaction was to it all, Hector gave Dill a little smile.
Dill snuggled back into the sofa then, dragging Hector down with him. After a brief silence, he said, “Do you think he knows where you are now?”
“Are you afraid?” Hector asked. “You should be, you know.”
“No,” Dill said. “I’m not afraid. Not for me. I’m more afraid for you. I—I don’t want you to leave tonight. I want you to stay. I don’t want you walking home in the dark. And, well, I don’t want you to….” Dill’s voice trailed away to nothing.
“What?” Hector urged. “You don’t want me to what?”
“I—well. I don’t want you to have time away from me to decide what you want to do. About us. I want to keep you here and make you decide what I want you to decide. But I don’t want you to stay because you feel like you have to stay either. I want you to stay because you want to. And because you want….”
“Want what, Dill?”
Dill took a deep shuddering breath. “Want… me, Hector. I want you to want me.”
Dill could feel himself blush when the words were finally out. But he almost wanted to cry too. He had never spoken words like that to another human being in his life, and he was amazed at how easily they spewed out of him now. Still, he had the horrible feeling he didn’t really know what he was doing. He was moving too fast. He would scare Hector away. And that, above all else, he could not have. He was afraid to look at Hector now that his feelings were out in the open. But his heart felt lighter anyway. The words had needed to be said. For him, if not for Hector. Now, at least, Hector would know exactly how he felt. All he had to do was wait and see if Hector could ever bring himself to feel the same way about Dill.
Dill felt pure unadulterated relief when Chester chose that moment to jump on the sofa and climb up into his lap. It gave Dill somewhere else to focus his attention. If Hector were to mock him with his eyes after the words Dill had just said to him, Dill knew it would break his heart. He didn’t think he would ever recover from it. Who knew love could be such a misery? Jesus. How do people survive it? How do people ever survive it?
But Dill needn’t have feared. His words went straight to Hector’s heart. Playing them back in his head, Hector even felt a lump growing in his throat. A burning in the back of his eyes. The raw emotion of what Dill had said was not lost on him. He knew what it cost Dill to say those words, and he knew how honestly Dill had spoken them.
With a gentle smile, he lifted Dill’s strong hand and pressed his lips to Dill’s palm, just as Dill had done to him.
When the kiss was finished, Dill tucked a finger under Hector’s chin and tilted his head up, just enough to bring their lips into line with each other. Ever so softly, with his pleading eyes wide open, Dill gently laid his lips atop Hector’s. Hector’s eyes were open too, for a moment, but then, as the kiss went gently on and on, heartbeat after heartbeat after heartbeat, still as tender towards the end as it was in the beginning, Hector slowly closed his eyes until nothing touched his consciousness but the feel of Dill’s mouth covering his. Dill’s lips caressing his own. Dill’s tongue, gently probing, seeking a way in. Hector parted his lips and let Dill go where he wanted to go. Then Hector, too, found himself probing, wanting more. Wanting… Dill.
Hector slipped his hand under the hem of Dill’s T-shirt and ran his fingers over Dill’s broad back. He felt the beginning bulge of Dill’s ass above the top of his belt, the fuzzy patch of hair at the base of Dill’s spine, just above the trouser line. The heat of the man was intense. And for someone who had never been in love before, Hector thought, Dill sure knows how to kiss. Hector’s bare toes were curling. And he wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe his dick was starting to drip.
Hector shifted his hips around to try to make room for his growing pecker, and the bag of donuts tumbled off the couch. Chester dove after it like Greg Louganis sailing off the high board.
Dill snatched the bag away from Chester in the nick of time and pulled Hector to his feet in the same motion.
Chester looked really disappointed.
Hector didn’t.
After placing the bag of donuts out of Chester’s reach, Dill lifted Hector off the floor by his ass, like a father carrying a sleeping six-year-old off to bed. Hector wrapped his arms around Dill’s shoulders and his legs around Dill’s waist and their lips came together hard as Dill stood there holding him. Hector let the kiss, and Dill’s strong arms, and the sweet breath of the man, carry him away to the happiest place he had been in a long, long time.
Suddenly, there was no room for Valdemaro in his head at all. No room for fear. There was only room for Dill.
“To the bedroom,” Dill managed to gasp. “Okay?”
“Hell, yes,” Hector mumbled, with his lips still pressed to Dill’s.
Hector shuddered, too turned-on to talk when Dill’s hand slid beneath Hector’s shirt and yanked it over his head. Dill tossed it aside, got a better grip on Hector’s ass to hold him in place, and with a smile, he pressed his face into Hector’s smooth bare chest. Inhaling Hector’s smell, breathing in the hot lust of the man, feeling Hector’s teeth nipping at his ear as Hector tugged Dill’s shirt over his head and flung it across the room. Dill carried Hector into the bedroom, where he kicked the door closed in Chester’s face and gently eased Hector down onto the bed.
Dill flipped the light switch to turn on the overhead light; then he just as quickly moved to turn it off again. Too bright.
“No,” Hector said. “Please. Leave it on.”
So Dill did.
Standing at the foot of the bed, Dill looked down at Hector laid out before him in nothing but his chino slacks. Bare feet. Bare chest. Eyes opened wide, wondering what was coming next. Dill reached down, unsnapped the button holding Hector’s pants closed, and ever so slowly slid the zipper all the way down, exposing dark pubic hair. While Hector watched, Dill gripped Hector’s pant cuffs and stripped them from his body in one fluid motion. Flinging them aside, he just stood there looking down at Hector’s nakedness. He was wearing nothing now but his two little bracelets.
Hector’s body was so beautiful Dill could do nothing for the longest time but just stand there and gaze at it. Hector’s cock was hard and uncut. There was a drop of moisture glistening at the tip Dill was longing to taste. The glans, with its beautiful slit, barely peeked out through the sheath of skin snugly surrounding it.
Dill stripped his own pants away, and naked now, he bent to gently circle Hector’s cock with his fingertips. He slid the foreskin slowly back, completely exposing the glans. It was pink and eager and trembled in his grasp. Hector’s legs were shaking.
“You’re not circumcised,” Dill breathed, his voice thick with passion. With awe.
A flash of worry crossed Hector’s face. “Is that okay?”
And Dill laughed. “Are you kidding? It’s hot as hell. It’s wonderful. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”
And bending closer, Dill licked away the drop of precome that sparkled at the top of Hector’s rock-hard cock.
Hector gasped, and pulled Dill down onto the bed. He pushed Dill onto his back and rose up onto his knees in the middle of the bed to look down at Dill, just as Dill had looked at him. He stroked Dill’s arm and brushed his hand over the hair on Dill’s thigh, loving the feel of it. He let his hand range along Dill’s long, long body, all the way from the tip of Dill’s feet to the top of his head. Then with a smile Hector headed south again. There were more goodies in that direction.
“My God, I had no idea you’d be so gorgeous,” Hector breathed, running his fingers through the hair that coated Dill’s chest. He marveled at the darkness of his hand compared to Dill’s fair, beautiful skin. Hector fingered the firm little lines of Dill’s abs, delineating each one. Then he bent down to press his lips to Dill’s belly button, making Dill shudder. Dill reached down to stroke Hector’s hair. With a smile tickling his lips, just like a kid with a new toy, Hector sat back on his haunches and eyed Dill’s cock for the very first time.
It was bigger than Hector expected. Neatly cut, the glans was fat and pale and screaming to be worshipped. Dill laid his hand along its length. It was longer than his hand. Hector absorbed the heat of it, feeling it move with every beat of Dill’s heart, like a living creature stirring awake beside Hector’s outstretched hand. Then his fingers gently curled around it, hefting it, feeling its weight, standing it up. Hector bent, and with parted lips, his eyes dulled with passion, he watched Dill’s face as he slowly took Dill’s cock into his mouth. Hector closed his eyes and savored the taste of it. The texture. He ran his tongue around the tip, then drew it deeper into his mouth until Dill’s hips rose up in a silent plea to be taken all the way in. Hector was happy to oblige, and when his face was flush with Dill’s thatch of reddish-blond pubic hair, Dill laughed out loud to feel his cock in Hector’s throat. Christ. The boy had talent.
“Jesus, God, Hector. Please don’t ever stop doing that! And turn around. Please. Put your cock in my face. Please, Hector. Do it now.”
Hector pulled his lips from Dill’s cock and pressed them to Dill’s lips. Dill could taste himself. He could taste Hector.
“Anything you want,” Hector breathed, almost befuddled with passion, yet laughing too. Laughing with Dill. Laughing at how well this was all going. Laughing at the two of them damn near absorbing each other in their lust. It was never like this with Valdemaro. Hell, it was never like this with anybody. “I’ll do anything you want, Dill. Anything.”
And languidly, Hector stretched his small body along the length of Dill’s tall frame, pressing himself to Dill everywhere he could. Smoothly, Dill rolled to his side and buried his face in Hector’s stomach as Hector once again took Dill’s cock into his mouth.
Hector’s hard dick was like a stone pressing against Dill’s chin. He scootched down a little farther in the bed to put himself in the right place, and with a sigh of contentment, he tilted Hector’s cock toward his lips and slid it ever so slowly into his mouth. He could taste Hector’s precome again. The guy was obviously a dripper. Jesus, Dill loved that. He was dripping himself. He could feel it. Dill smiled when he felt Hector rubbing Dill’s cock across his face, smearing Dill’s juices all over himself.
Then Hector buried his face in Dill’s balls and Dill could feel him breathing in his scent, licking his scrotum, savoring the taste of him, enjoying the feel of Dill’s pubic hair against his face, the heavy weight of Dill’s balls rolling across his face. Hector’s tongue probed farther down, towards Dill’s opening. Dill lifted his leg to give Hector access and Hector burrowed right in like a gopher.
Dill gasped at the first sensation of Hector’s tongue sliding across his sphincter. He tensed, but Hector’s tongue urged him open, and Dill relaxed. Hector’s hot tongue slid into him like butter. Dill trembled and shuddered and almost flew right off the bed.
Never taking his lips from Dill’s ass, Hector laughed. “This is fun,” he mumbled, barely able to talk, but certainly able to laugh.
And Dill laughed, too, feeling Hector’s grin pressed between his ass cheeks, his tongue still probing his hole. Christ, they were both giggling like a couple of kids. Dill had never had sex like this. Never.
Hector’s cock lurched in Dill’s mouth as he slid it in and out, over and over and over again. Dill clutched Hector’s luscious fuzzy ass, pulling him closer, keeping him near, sucking that beautiful cock for all he was worth while Hector fucked his mouth, doing everything he could to make Hector as happy as Hector was making him. And that was going to be a job, because Hector was making Dill about as happy as a human can be.
“Hector,” Dill mumbled around Hector’s cock.
“Yeah?” Hector mumbled around Dill’s asshole.
“I want to stick my face in your ass. Then I want to wear your ass like a Halloween mask. Would you have a problem with that?”
“Hell, no,” Hector said. “Do we need costumes or do you wanta just go for it?”
“I’ll just go for it, wiseass.”
Dill rose up onto his knees in the bed and flipped Hector over onto his stomach as if the smaller man weighed nothing at all. A broad smile spread across Dill’s face to see Hector laid out beneath him.
He spread Hector’s strong, hairy legs wide while Hector looked over his shoulder and tried to watch. Hector’s perfect ass, hairy and small and brown as a berry, winked open to expose its secrets. Dill’s breath came in tiny gasps as he leaned forward and pressed his lips to Hector’s shoulder blade.
“Baby,” Hector breathed. “You’re too far north. Go south. Go south.”
Dill giggled, tasting Hector skin. Then he slid his tongue slowly down Hector’s spine until he met the swell of Hector’s ass, then on to the dark rift between those two perfect globes. He pushed Hector’s legs even wider and exposed his puckered opening. It was beautiful.
Dill slid his hands around to clutch the front of Hector’s thighs and pulled Hector up to his hands and knees. Then Dill rolled onto his back and slid his face under Hector’s balls. Looking up, he gave them a swipe with his tongue, dipped Hector’s cock into his mouth for a quick suck, then released it and pulled Hector’s ass down onto his face. Hector trembled above him, looking down at what little he could see of Dill’s face. Mostly it was just the top of his head. Dill’s tongue shot out and lapped at Hector’s hole and Hector trembled, closing his eyes. Slowly, as if he couldn’t stop himself, Hector settled his ass more firmly onto Dill’s eager mouth. Still it wasn’t enough for Dill. He reached up to Hector’s shoulders and pulled Hector down so hard that Hector’s ass was splayed firmly across his face. Dill’s tongue shot into Hector’s opening as if it had finally found a home.
“Oh, God, baby, eat me,” Hector stammered, gripping his own cock and stroking it while his balls slapped Dill in the forehead. He relaxed his opening so that it puckered wide to accept Dill’s tongue while his ass slid over Dill’s face, up and down, back and forth, feeling the hard bump of Dill’s nose pushing into his ass and the bristle of Dill’s five o’clock shadow scraping his hole. And all the while, Dill’s fabulous lips nibbled away at Hector’s most tender and private place and Dill’s tongue kept panning for gold and Hector was grinning and gasping and stroking his dick and begging for more and all hell was about to let loose and Hector damn well knew it.
“Dill, I’m gonna come.” Hector could barely get the words out, and Dill barely had time to slide Hector’s ass down onto his chest so he could watch, before Hector’s come exploded out of him, splattering his own chest, and dripping over his fist to soak Dill’s face.
Dill lapped it away with his tongue and stroked Hector’s chest as he watched Hector come and come and come.
When he was finally drained, Hector collapsed, all hunched over with his face next to Dill’s. His hands were shaking, his legs were trembling. His heart sounded like a jackhammer tearing up a street. His blood pressure was so high it felt like his eyeballs were going to pop right out of his head.
When he thought he might actually survive, Hector looked down across the long expanse of Dill’s chest and said, “Your turn, Hemingway.”
And sliding down, Hector took Dill’s long fat cock into his mouth. He stroked it, using his own come for lubricant, as he lapped and sucked and worshipped Dill’s cock from crown to root. He took a few side trips to Dill’s ball sack, and Dill seemed to really enjoy that so Hector stayed a while. But soon the movement of Dill’s hips, and the frenzied desperation in Dill’s breathing pattern, which was actually kind of funny if he really listened to it, which of course he didn’t because he was just too damned busy, told Hector that the grand finale was coming up pretty darn soon. And just as Dill’s ass came completely off the bed and his hands flew down to grip Hector’s head like he was grabbing a cantaloupe at the market, Dill’s come started welling out of him, thick and white and creamy. While it poured free, Hector clamped his mouth to Dill’s balls and watched Dill come two inches in front of his face with his wide, brown eyes relishing every spurt.
After what seemed like forever, Dill collapsed back onto the bed, spent.
Hector had never seen anyone come so much in his life.
“Wow,” he said, whispering into the base of Dill’s dick like it was a microphone. “That was porno come. That was like the money shot to beat all money shots. Do it again, Dill. Do it again.”
And Dill laughed. “Maybe in a month. I’m pooped.”
“Old guys,” Hector muttered. He squeezed the last few drops from Dill’s dick and licked them away with his tongue. Dill watched him, smiling.
“You’re really something else, Hector. You know that?”
Hector pressed his face to Dill’s belly, oblivious to the come splattered all over it. When he looked up into Dill’s eyes, his face was coated with it. “So are you, Dill.” It looked like he was about to make a joke, but then he just rested his cheek on Dill’s stomach again and held the taller man close, while Dill stroked Hector’s thick mop of come-spattered hair.
Hector felt Dill tense beneath him. He knew Dill wanted to say something.
He pressed his lips into Dill’s belly button, and said, “What is it? Tell me.”
Dill gazed down past his chest to Hector’ sweet face looking up at him. Dill’s cock, softer now, but still long and fat, rested against Hector’s cheek. It was maybe the most erotic thing Dill had ever seen.
“Tell me,” Hector said again. “Please. What are you thinking?”
Dill smiled, and ran a finger along the line of Hector’s lips. Hector kissed the fingertip and waited.
“Hector, I—I’ve never felt like this before. I want to crawl into your back pocket and stay there for the rest of my life. I never want to hear another noise but the sound of your heart beating next to mine. I never want to feel another hand but yours stroke my face. Or my body. I—I just don’t.”
Dill’s voice trailed away.
Hector crawled up the bed until his face was next to Dill’s. It still sparkled with come. Dill’s come. Dill reached out with a smile and wiped it away with a corner of the sheet. Then Hector kissed Dill’s lips. Softly.
When the kiss ended, Hector rested his head on Dill’s shoulder and held him close.
“Okay,” Hector said. “Okay.”
Dill’s heart stopped. He lifted Hector’s chin to look at him. “What do you mean, okay?”
And Hector smiled. “I mean okay.”
And after a moment, he added, “I want to be with you, too, Dill.”
“You do?”
“Yeah. I do.”
“Was it the donuts?” Dill asked, and Hector giggled.
“Right. It was the donuts.”
The bedroom door rattled and they both jumped. It rattled again, louder this time.
“Valdemaro?” Dill asked, and Hector laughed.
“No, I think it’s the dog. I guess we’d better tell him the good news.”
“I guess we’d better,” Dill said. “Right after this kiss.”
“Yeah,” Hector said. “Kisses always come first. Just a quick one though.”
“Just a quick one,” Dill agreed. 
An hour later they let Chester into the room.



Nine

DILL woke up the next morning with Chester’s chin digging into his thigh and Hector’s face burrowed into his armpit. The morning sun was searing his eyeballs, he had to pee like a rhinoceros, his entire left side was asleep, his dick was raw, he was stuck to the sheet with dried come, and Hector was softly snoring into his armpit hair and it tickled like crazy. He was absolutely miserable.
Other than all that, it was the happiest morning of his life.
To make things even better, today was Saturday and he didn’t have to go to the bakery. As far as he knew, Hector didn’t have to go to work either. Or to school that night. The whole long day and evening stretched out before them, and barring unforeseen disaster, they could spend every moment of it together.
Just as Dill was wondering how to get out of bed without disturbing everyone, the phone rang, and everyone managed to be disturbed anyway.
Hector snorted and batted his long eyelashes in Dill’s armpit as the phone jangled on the nightstand. Chester snorted and a large dollop of dog spit fell out of his mouth and landed on Dill’s leg.
Ignoring the phone as best he could, Dill rolled toward Hector, and with his eyes closed against the sun, explored around with his lips like a blind man reading braille until he found what he thought to be another mouth. He supposed it could be an asshole, but he didn’t think so, and he gave that mouth a long good morning kiss. It kissed back, so Dill was convinced it was indeed another pair of lips. Assholes don’t usually kiss back. Not that they don’t enjoy a good tongue job now and then. Last night pretty well proved that theory for all the humans in the room.
Hector gave him a sleepy smile and Dill’s heart fluttered inside his chest like a butterfly in a box.
“Good morning,” Dill said, his heart so full of love he didn’t know if he’d be able to stand it or not.
“Good morning. Can you shoot the phone please? Or throw it out the fucking window?”
“Sure, hon.”
Hector tucked his face into the pillow and was snoring again before Dill reached the phone.
“Hello?”
His mother’s voice was even more strident than the caterwauling telephone. “Dill! Thank God! Your grandfather’s run away. I think he’s had an episode.”
Dill had suffered through every crisis imaginable with his mother. The woman’s life was an opera. Everything was overblown into high drama. Everything. Sometimes he was surprised she didn’t walk around wearing an iron bra, a metal helmet with horns, and dragging a spear along behind her.
Dill yawned. “Is that an episode of Gilligan’s Island or an episode of Leave it to Beaver? I’m confused.”
“It’s not funny, Dillard! I want you out there in your car looking for your grandfather in two minutes! And I mean two minutes, mister!” Her voice softened slightly. “Unless of course you’re with a girl. Are you with a girl, Dill? Is that why you’re being so snippy? Did I catch you at an untoward moment?”
“You should’ve called last night,” Dill said. “There were nothing but untoward moments. Lots of them.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? What’s her name? When do I get to meet her? She’s not divorced, is she? I told your father you weren’t gay! I told your father—”
Dill figured if he softly hung up the phone his mother would never know he was gone. It was worth a shot anyway. He laid the receiver on the cradle with all the painstaking delicacy and finesse he could muster. The ensuing silence was so blessed Dill was tempted to promise God he would attend church the next day. The key word in that sentence was tempted. Happily he had the common sense not to follow through. He didn’t need a religious guilt trip marring his perfect weekend with his new lover.
That thought stopped him cold. Wow. New lover. Who’d have thought Dillard Brown would finally fall in love? And who’d have thought the person he fell in love with might actually like him back?
Maybe he should go to church. Just to say thanks.
But first things first. He supposed he’d better go find his grandfather. He would hate to see anything bad happen to him. Dill shuddered to think what kind of trouble Gramps could get himself into running around out there in the wide, wide world without any geriatric supervision. Plus, it wouldn’t take his mother long to realize she was pouring her guts out to an empty phone line. When she did, it would not be pretty. Best to avoid her next call and just go round up Gramps like a good little grandson, or Dill would never get another meatloaf dinner ever.
He had to chuckle. Last night Dill had experienced the best gay sex of his life, and now his mother was even more convinced he was straight. God, the woman lived in another dimension.
Dill found his blue jeans wadded up in a ball. They were in a corner by the dresser, right where he had flung them the night before in a fit of passion. He threw on the T-shirt he found tossed behind a chair, ignoring the dust bunnies that were now stuck all over it. Then he slipped his feet into a pair of flip-flops because he was too tired to deal with socks.
He peed for five minutes, brushed his teeth for ten seconds, took a hairbrush and brushed the dried come out of his hair like his mother always taught him to do (not really), and all the while he studied his smiling reflection in the bathroom mirror with wonder. Then he went to wake Hector and tell him where he was going.
When he walked into the bedroom, Hector was already awake. He was rubbing his chest and scratching his head and trying to pry his eyes open. He sat stark naked in the center of the bed in a tangle of white sheets, and his bronze body was so beautiful Dill almost passed out on the spot.
Chester’s little black nose peeked out from under the sheet by Hector’s foot.
“Oh, man,” Hector said, seeing Dill standing there. “You’re already dressed. I had plans.”
Dill plopped down onto the bed and scooped him into his arms. Hector’s skin felt satiny and sleep-warm and heavenly. In the morning sunlight, Hector’s flesh was the color of acorns. Dill had almost forgotten how small the man was. It seemed like Dill could wrap his long arms around Hector twice if he wanted to. He fit so perfectly inside Dill’s embrace Dill never wanted to let him go. Finally, Dill cupped Hector’s face in his hands and kissed his forehead, his nose, his chin, each eyelid, and lastly, his perfect sweet mouth. “What sort of plans?” he asked with a smile.
“The dirty sort,” Hector answered. He tucked his head under Dill’s chin and kissed the base of Dill’s throat.
Dill thought it best to ignore his burgeoning hard-on as he breathed in the scent of Hector’s hair and chastely kissed the top of his head. “My baby,” he whispered.
“I am your baby,” Hector whispered back, his lips still at Dill’s throat. And still whispering, he said, “Did you mean all the things you said last night, Dill? About us? About your wanting to be with me?”
Dill laid his cheek atop Hector’s head and pulled him closer. “I meant every word I said. Only now I mean them even more. Thank you for last night, Hector. You were something else.”
Hector snuggled into Dill’s arms and rested his head against Dill’s furry chest. “You too, Dill. God, I love your body. We made good sex, Dill. We truly did.” He pressed his ear closer to Dill’s chest. Then he looked up. “Wow, your heart’s really hammering away. It sounds like two blacksmiths are in there pounding away on a fucking anvil making horseshoes. What’s wrong?”
“I want to say the words,” Dill said. His eyes looked a little apprehensive, but he was smiling. He wasn’t afraid. “I want to say the words I’ve never said to anybody in my life.”
Hector pulled away from Dill, still sitting naked and cross-legged on the bed. He dropped his hands into his lap and straightened his back. He gave Dill a tender, respectful look, and said. “Then say them, Dill. Say them to me. There’s nothing I want to hear more.”
And the words simply came. Without hesitation, without fear. “I love you, Hector Peña,” Dill said. “I love you more than anything.”
Hector gave him a gentle smile. “I love you, too, Dill. I do.” Then a devilish glint shone in Hector’s eyes. He brushed the tangled sheet from between his legs and showed Dill his dick. It was standing straight up like a little soldier.
Dill slid his fingers around it and gently tugged the foreskin down. Hector gave a tiny groan as his glans appeared. It looked flushed and plump and ready to rumble.
“This is really sexy,” Dill said. “Me fully dressed and you naked as a jaybird with a raging hard-on.”
“I know,” Hector said, his voice already husky with lust. “Almost as sexy as both of us being naked as jaybirds. And you’ve got a hard-on, too, by the way. Don’t bother denying it. I can see it creeping down your pant leg.”
Dill laughed. “Unfortunately, we’re going to have to put both our hard-ons on hold. I have to leave. My mom called. I have to go find my grandfather. He seems to have wandered off.”
“Is he senile?”
“No. He’s probably just horny.”
“Wow. If I wasn’t as fruity as a peach cobbler, that’s the kind of grandfather I’d want to be. Can I go with you to look for him?” Hector asked. “I’ll put my hard-on away.”
“Can we revisit it later?”
“Hell, yes. Can we revisit yours?”
“Hell, yes.”
“Give me two minutes.” And a moment later, from the bathroom, Hector screamed, “And loan me a pair of sandals. I came barefoot, remember? And I hope we’ve got some donuts left. I’m hungry. And Chester has to poop. And dammit, Dill, my dick won’t go down! It absolutely will not go down. I just peed all over the ceiling!”
 
 
THEY crisscrossed the neighborhood for an hour and a half in Dill’s car, or the Kia POS, as Hector insisted on calling it after seeing it for the first time. With Chester squinting and drooling into the wind, head poking out the back window, ears flapping, and happily barking at every dog they passed, Dill and Hector chomped down stale donuts in the front seat, all the while wishing they were back in bed, snuggling. Or fucking. Just when they were about to abandon the search for Dill’s grandfather and head back to the apartment to do exactly that, they finally spotted the old fart stumbling out of a bar on the corner of Fourth Avenue and Quince Street with another old man on his arm.
“Good Lord,” Dill said. “That’s a gay bar.”
“No shit,” Hector said, hanging onto the dashboard with his nose pressed against the windshield like a Rottweiler. “They call it the Wrinkle Wroom. And that’s an old wrinkled gay guy with his hand on your grandfather’s ass. I guess that saggy little man with the feather boa around his neck who looks like a Castro District garden gnome is your grandfather.”
Dill groaned. “That’s Gramps, all right. Jesus! A feather boa! And he’s drunk as a skunk. Hell, they both are. Look at ’em wobble. And it’s nine o’clock in the morning. Mom’s gonna freak.”
“Christ, Dill, the guy he’s with is wearing a white leisure suit and a Panama hat. Gramps is about to fuck Colonel Sanders. And the guy must be a hundred years old. Hope your grandpa likes it extra crispy. What kind of family am I marrying into?” Hector asked the heavens.
“If you chortle,” Dill said, “you’ve had your last free donut.”
Hector ran a zipper across his lips, locked it shut, and threw the key out the window. “No chortling, here. No suh. So Gramps is a flaming fruitcup, huh?”
Dill just shook his head. “He wasn’t yesterday. Although he did mention a fine blow job he got from some guy about sixty or seventy years ago. Mentioned it at dinner too. Don’t think Mom didn’t love that. Guess Gramps’s gayness just took a while to kick in.”
Hector tsked. “The batter’s all dried up. What’s the point of putting the cake in the oven now?”
“Poignant,” Dill said. “Next time I’m slogging away at the great American novel and I find myself struggling for the perfect metaphor, I’ll give you a call.”
Hector’s eyes lit up. “Really?”
“No.”
The wailing siren came out of nowhere, making them both jump. Startled, Dill checked the rearview mirror and saw a black and white patrol car with flashing lights stuck to his ass like a leech. He hadn’t even known it was there.
“What did I do?” he asked God.
God didn’t answer. He must have been busy wrecking someone else’s life.
Dill steered the Kia over to the curb just as Gramps and his trick sauntered past, giggling. If Gramps had taken the trouble to turn his drunken head two inches to the left, he would have seen Dill. Instead, he shuffled on by with his feather boa dangling down his bony old back like a big, fluffy, feathery tail. His boyfriend, who was so decrepit it was hard to tell who was propping up who, was squeezing Gramps’s sagging ass, first one cheek then the other, with his knobby old hand like he was testing tomatoes in the produce aisle.
Helplessly, Dill watched the two of them totter off down the street, arm in arm.
Back in the real world, Dill had a moment of panic when he wondered if he had thought to bring his wallet with his driver’s license in it, but that panic passed when he felt the familiar lump in his back pocket. He fished it out and plucked his license out of the little sleeve. He reached over, popped open his glove box, and shuffled shit around until he found his registration and proof of insurance. Paperwork ready, he waited, still unable to imagine just what the hell he had done to warrant the cop pulling him over, but he guessed he’d find out soon enough.
Hector was twisted around looking through the back window.
“Oh, no,” Hector said. “It’s Valdemaro.”
Dill felt a chill, like he had just received a blood transfusion and the blood hadn’t been out of the fridge long enough. “Say what?”
“Oh, God, Dill. I’m sorry. He must know I stayed at your place last night. But how the hell could he know that? Was he following me? Ay Dios!”
Dill checked his rearview mirror. The cop was still sitting in his car.
“Okay,” Dill said, reaching over and patting Hector’s knee. “Don’t go Mexican on me. Just stay cool. If he gives me a ticket, then he gives me a ticket. Not much we can do about it. Those cop cars have cameras on the front, so he’s being watched just as much as we are. He’s not going to do anything stupid.”
Hector didn’t sound convinced. “If you say so.”
Still watching the mirror, Dill finally saw the cop push open the door of the squad car and step out into the street. He left the roof lights flashing, and Dill could hear the police radio still scratching and squawking inside. Dill stoically ignored all the gawking passers-by.
The cop was handsome and lean and Latino, his blue uniform so severely tailored it was obvious the guy didn’t have an ounce of fat on him. He looked about the same height as Dill, maybe a smidgeon taller. His shoulders were broad, his hips narrow, and his skin was a little darker than Hector’s. His face was chiseled and sober. The eyes were a mystery. He was wearing sunglasses.
Dill watched through the side mirror as the man whom Hector had identified as Valdemaro, his violent and insanely jealous ex-lover (which gave this whole scenario a really low scoring on the yippee meter as far as Dill was concerned), paused for a moment to study Dill’s license plate. He jotted something down in a notebook, then strode toward Dill’s side of the car on his long legs, boot heels clacking on asphalt. He stopped by Dill’s window and looked in.
All Dill could see, looking back, was his own nervous reflection in the guy’s sunglasses.
“License, please.” The voice was humorless but pleasant enough. He didn’t sound mad or anything. He simply sounded like a cop doing his job.
Dill handed the man his driver’s license through the window. The hand that plucked it from Dill’s was strong and capable looking, with long, elegant fingers. There was a police academy ring on the ring finger. It glittered blue and gold in the morning sun like it had just been polished.
After a moment, the same hand passed the license back.
Dill sat mute, waiting. He didn’t have to wait long.
“So, Mr. Brown. I take it you weren’t too impressed with that stop sign a couple of blocks back. Sort of rolled right through it. It’s called a rolling stop, and I’m afraid it’s going to cost you a pretty penny.”
“I stopped,” Dill said, thinking back. “I swear I stopped.”
“That would be your word against mine. You can fight the ticket in court if you wish. See who the judge believes.”
Valdemaro finished writing, tore the paper off, and handed it to Dill. Then he rested his hands on the side window and stuck his face right in Dill’s. “Got any drugs or alcohol in here, Mr. Brown?”
Dill’s eyes narrowed. He’d had about enough. “No,” he stated flatly.
Valdemaro smiled, flashing white teeth under his sunglasses. As if noticing Dill’s passenger for the first time, he said, “Well, hello there, Hector. Slumming?”
Hector reached over and laid his hand on Dill’s arm. “Not anymore,” he said.
Valdemaro’s lips tightened. He gave a tiny nod. He patted the windowsill and stood back from the car. “Have a nice day, you two. You should be more careful what you’re doing. You never know who might be watching.”
He gave Dill’s Kia a long appraising look, shaking his head as he scoped it out from front bumper to back. Then he gave a nasty chuckle and said, “Tata, boys,” and turned and walked back to his car on his long legs. A moment later, he pulled out into traffic and drove off.
Dill looked at the ticket in his hand. “A ticket from my boyfriend’s ex-lover.” he said. “Three hundred bucks.” Then he looked at Hector. “My boyfriend being snotty with his ex-lover while he’s handing out the ticket. Priceless.”
“It’s not funny, Dill. He as much as said he’d be watching us. I’m scared.”
Dill folded the ticket and stuffed it and his other paperwork into the glove box. He returned his license to his wallet and tucked it securely into his back pocket before saying, “He’s a cop, Hector. It’s not easy becoming a cop. He’s not going to jeopardize all that by breaking the law just to come after us.”
“You don’t know him,” Hector said. His hand was still on Dill’s arm. He leaned over and kissed Dill’s shoulder. “I hope you never do.”
Dill’s back stiffened. “What was all that chuckling about at the end? You don’t think he was making fun of my car, do you?”
Hector grinned. “Oh, no, Dill. It couldn’t be that.”
“So what does he drive?”
“Boxster. Porsche.”
“Show off.”
Dill gave himself a shake. Sort of like clearing an Etch-a-Sketch. He looked in the back to see what Chester was up to, and as usual, Chester was licking his nuts. God, the dog couldn’t get enough. Dill focused his attention on Hector and smiled. “Well, all in all, it wasn’t so bad. I finally met the big V. I have to say, I don’t much care for him.”
“Yeah,” Hector groaned, “and I don’t think he was ecstatic about you either. Or me.”
“He’ll get over it.” Dill squinted his eyes and took a gander up the street. Then he took a gander in the opposite direction. “Where the hell did Gramps go?”
Hector scanned the streets. Forward, aft, left, right. “He’s probably holed up having some hot and spicy lovin’ with the Colonel about now. Chewing on his giblets. Drumsticks in the air, working up a batch of gravy. Shit like that.”
Dill clutched his stomach. “Oh, god, Hector, shut up. I’m about ready to barf up all those donuts anyway. Thinking of Gramps with his skinny old legs in the air and his big ears hanging off the bed kind of gives me the willies, if you know what I mean.”
“I do indeed,” Hector said. “So we might as well let him have his fun, since we don’t know where he went anyway. Maybe now we can go have some fun of our own. I think we need a joint shower, a little joint smooching, and then a good old-fashioned bout of hot monkey sex. What d’you say?”
“I say let’s do it. Still love me?”
“Yep,” Hector said. “You still love me?”
“Of course.”
Dill started the car and they headed for Dill’s apartment.
Two blocks later, Hector said, “I was proud of you back there. You showed the fucker no fear.”
“Valdemaro? Yeah, well, neither did you.”
“I know, Dill. But just because I didn’t show any fear, doesn’t mean I didn’t feel it. He’s going to do something. Wait and see if he doesn’t.”
“Then we’ll have to stay together. How soon can you move your stuff in?”
Hector’s eyes brightened. “Really?”
“Really. I want you with me. And not just because of the fucking cop either. I want you with me because that’s just what I want. If we really love each other, then we should live together.”
“Heck, I can move in today if you want. I won’t be able to give up the apartment for a month. I have to give thirty days’ notice to vacate. It’s in my lease. But that doesn’t mean I have to live there during those thirty days.”
“Know anybody with a truck?” Dill asked.
Hector thought about it for a minute. “No. Sorry.”
Dill shrugged. “Then we’ll rent one. Let’s go get it right now. It’s moving day!”
“Wow,” Hector breathed. “Moving day. I’m married.” He spun around to give Chester a dutch rub under his chin. “Chester, you’ve got a daddy! We’re a family now!”
Demonstrating unswerving singleness of purpose, Chester gave a couple of tail thumps, as if to say “that’s nice,” then went right back to licking his nuts.
“Forget about Valdemaro,” Dill said, as Hector scootched over as close to him as he could without climbing out from under his seat belt. “From this day forward, the only person allowed to stalk you is me.”
Hector cast a nervous glance through the back window before resting his head on Dill’s shoulder. “If you say so, Dill.”
But his eyes were worried.
“You did stop at the stop sign, you know.”
Dill nodded. Softly, he said, “I know.”



Ten

DILL’S heart was so filled with love for Hector that even a three-hundred-dollar traffic ticket he didn’t deserve couldn’t entirely spoil his mood.
Before going back to Dill’s place, Hector insisted they swing by Hector’s apartment just so Dill could see how much stuff Hector owned and determine if he still wanted to move it all into Dill’s apartment. Dill didn’t care if Hector had a herd of pet elephants and a shitload of mahouts in there, he still wanted Hector to move in. Whatever he had, they would find room for it. And Chester, too, of course. That went without saying. Chester was a major part of the deal.
Dill was thrilled to learn Hector’s apartment was a furnished studio. He had very little furniture of his own. What he did have was books. Hundreds and hundreds of books. Just like Dill. Only Hector’s books were arranged a bit more neatly than Dill’s were, properly displayed on bookshelves rather than stacked in corners and dripping off tabletops and poking out from under sofa cushions.
Dill took one look around, and said, “Read much?” But in his heart he was thrilled to know Hector was just like him. A reader. Being a writer, learning that one simple truth about the man he loved was probably more important to Dill than even he was willing to admit.
While Dill snooped around, peeking in closets and checking out the fridge, he quickly realized Hector’s place was a whole lot cleaner and better organized than his own, which made him wonder if maybe Hector thought he was a slob. Hector took his mind off that by saying, “I’m reading your book, Dill. I really like it. You’re a great writer.”
Dill stopped cold. “Which book?”
“The first one. I thought I should read them in order.”
“And… you like it?”
“I love it. I love it just as much as I love the man who wrote it. I’m learning a lot about you, reading the book you wrote. I already know things about you that you probably don’t even know about yourself.”
Dill laughed. “Like what?”
“You’re a romantic. You think you’re not, but you are.”
Dill closed the cabinet door he was snooping in, and pulled Hector into his arms. “I never became a romantic until I met you, Hector. There was never anyone around to be romantic with.”
“That’s what you think, but it’s not true. Maybe there was never anyone around to be in love
with, but you were still a romantic. Romantic. Optimistic. A glass-is-half-full kind of guy, tripping down the primrose path wearing rose-colored glasses and waiting for the sun to come shining through on the sunny side of the street. That’s you. It shows in every word you write. That book makes me know without a doubt I did the right thing falling in love with you, Dill. Well, that and your dick. It was your dick that really clinched the deal.”
Dill gave him a lopsided grin. “Me and my dick are flattered.”
Hector took his hand. “Come shower with me. I’ll flatter your dick even more. And maybe some other body parts, too.”
“Ooh. You saucy minx.”
Hand in hand, Hector led Dill to the bathroom. They quickly undressed each other and once they were naked, stepped into the shower stall together. Hector adjusted the water temperature while Dill frittered away his time on his knees massaging Hector’s ass and chewing on the little patch of hair just above Hector’s butt crack, making Hector laugh.
When Hector was satisfied with the temperature of the water, he purposely spun around and whapped Dill in the face with his rock-hard dick. Dill said, “Ow!” then giggled and slipped it into his mouth. Hector thought his knees would buckle, it felt so good.
In no hurry to see things come to a conclusion, Dill stood and plucked the bar of soap off the soap dish. He ran the soap over Hector’s luscious little body, starting at his neck, working his way down his smooth chest, lathering him up all over with his broad soapy hands. Dill dropped to his knees to lather up Hector’s tummy and legs. Then he went to work on Hector’s beautiful cock. He peeled back Hector’s foreskin and gently slathered his dick with suds. When Hector was trembling like crazy and begging him not to stop, Dill grinned and turned him to the wall. Starting at the back of Hector’s neck, Dill worked his way from top to bottom again, soaping Hector down with loving lathery strokes, taking extra care to slide the edge of his hand between Hector’s butt cheeks, massaging his anus. He lingered there the longest time, gently inserting a finger and drawing it out, then inserting it once again, making Hector moan. Then Dill pressed his lips to Hector’s soapy opening and gave it a kiss. Sort of a friendly howdy-do.
Hector almost fainted.
He stood with his cheek pressed to the cool tiled wall, eyes closed, enjoying every caress of Dill’s huge soapy hands on his body. Every probe, every kiss. Finally, he turned and pulled Dill to his feet. He stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips, and taking the bar of soap from Dill’s hand, proceeded to do to Dill what Dill had done to him.
Hector had to stand on his tiptoes again to lather Dill’s hair. Then he spread the suds over Dill’s broad shoulders with both hands while he nibbled at Dill’s nipple. He lifted Dill’s arms and ordered Dill to hold them straight up in the air while he lovingly soaped Dill’s hairy armpits, which really turned both of them on. Then Hector wiped his soapy hands over Dill’s chest, lingering over his ticklish ribs, working his way down his flat stomach, now and then bestowing a kiss here and there. Dropping to his knees, Hector lathered Dill’s long hairy legs. He lovingly rubbed his hands along the length of them, caressing the hard calves, cupping the knees, smiling at Dill’s dick, which was bright red and pointing due north, his balls hard and tight in their beautiful sack of flesh. Dill leaned back against the shower wall, eyes closed, savoring every touch of Hector’s skillful hands. When Hector cupped his balls and gently circled Dill’s fat cock with his soapy fist, slowly stroking it up and down, lingering over and over again at the bulbous head and pressing his nose to Dill’s nuts while he did it, Dill felt his legs start to quiver. He reached down and buried his hands in Hector’s thick head of hair, holding Hector’s face to his balls, shivering at the incredible sensation of it.
When Dill was so turned on he could hardly bear to have Hector stroke him one more time for fear he would come, he pulled Hector to his feet, kissed his lips, and cradling Hector’s ass in his big strong hands, lifted him up like a child and held him close. Feet off the floor, legs wrapped around Dill’s waist to help distribute his weight, Hector reached down and inserted one finger, then two, into his own anus. When he was ready, he pulled his fingers free, reached down to grip Dill’s hard cock in his trembling fist, and eased his ass down over it.
They were both so soapy and excited that Dill’s cock, as large as it was, slid right into Hector’s tiny opening without a glitch. Hector gasped, pressing his lips to Dill’s shoulder while Dill gripped Hector’s ass and kissed his neck and slowly raised Hector up, then lowered him down again until his cock was comfortably buried to the hilt in Hector’s sweet, sweet ass.
“Fuck me, baby,” Hector breathed in Dill’s ear, holding Dill close, feeling his own cock slide across the hair on Dill’s stomach, loving the friction of it, feeling the heat of Dill’s body against his balls, and all the while, Dill’s magnificent cock pierced him over and over and over again.
Dill lifted Hector up and lowered him down as if he weighed nothing at all. Still, Hector grabbed the shower nozzle to give Dill a little bit of a reprieve, but the piercing never slowed, the rhythm never wavered. Dill’s strong arms controlled every thrust as his long hungry cock sought out Hector’s deepest places. Over and over again, Dill’s cock stabbed upward and Hector’s hot ass welcomed it in, sheathing it like a glove.
With every downstroke, Hector cried out as Dill’s cock penetrated him as far as it would go. It felt like Dill was tearing him apart. Dill’s face was flushed as he pressed his mouth to Hector’s throat, his breath coming in frenzied gasps, and through it all, Hector had never felt anything so wonderful in his life.
Suddenly the head of Dill’s cock swelled even bigger. Hector squeezed his eyes shut, astounded by the size of it, feeling that great head forcing itself into him, plunging in and pulling out, the friction against the lips of his anus almost more than he could bear.
Dill’s face was buried in Hector’s neck, the veins on his neck bulging out, his legs trembling. He was going to come. It was too late to stop it.
“Oh, God, baby!” Dill thundered as his sperm tore out of him like buckshot.
“I can feel it! I can feel your come,” Hector cried. “Oh, shit!” And his sperm shot out too, splattering across Dill’s chest, shooting high enough to soak Dill’s chin and throat. Dill’s own sperm surged into the deepest recesses of Hector’s body as if it was never going to stop gushing.
As he came and came, Dill lowered Hector all the way down onto his spewing cock while Hector smeared his own gushing dick across Dill’s stomach, extracting every drop of come he could, depositing it in Dill’s chest hair, smearing it across his torso. Their lips came together as they bucked and lurched and emptied themselves out. The kiss they shared as their bodies were spurting come was like no kiss either of them had ever experienced before. It was more tender, more hungry, more satisfying, more animalistic than any kiss they had ever shared with anyone.
Dill knew he would remember this hour for the rest of his life. He would remember the feel of Hector’s warm body in his arms, Hector’s firm beautiful ass spread wide in the palms of his hands as his hot sheath enveloped Dill’s cock, his legs wrapped tight around Dill’s waist, his lips in Dill’s hair. Dill would remember how the warm water felt as it spattered down on them from above. He would remember the cold tile against his back and ass and Hector’s hot come-soaked cock sliding across his chest. He would remember his own come filling Hector up, and Hector trembling in his arms and happily crying out as it did.
Dill would remember every second of their lovemaking. And for as long as he lived, he knew he would smile at the remembering.
Their two galloping hearts finally slowed to a canter. Dill let his cock slide free from Hector’s grip, and Hector gasped once again at the parting, just as he did at the piercing. At the sudden emptiness he felt. The sudden sensation of pulling apart. Of abandonment.
As Dill lowered him down and his feet touched the floor, Hector felt how weak his legs were. They were like jelly. He pushed his face into Dill’s chest. It was still spattered with Hector’s own come. He looked up into Dill’s face and smiled, loving the feel of Dill’s strong arms surrounding him, holding him close. Making him feel protected. Loved. Dill’s stony biceps were two fat bookends holding him in place, his strong forearms the bars of a heavenly prison. A prison from which Hector never wanted to escape. Eyes closed, Hector kissed each arm that held him close.
“You’re still trembling,” he said.
And Dill said, “So are you.”
Hector grinned. “Tall guys are always worth the climb.”
“Thanks.”
“Your cock gets really, really big just before you come. Did you know that?”
Dill actually felt himself blushing. “It’s you, baby. You make me big.”
And it was in that one spectacular moment that they both knew beyond all doubt they really did belong together. It was simply meant to be.
Neither of them doubted it for a second.
“Oh, and by the way,” Hector said with a sneaky little glint in his eye. “Me and the boss at the bookstore would like you to do a book signing this weekend. Maybe we can sell a few of your books.”
Dill looked stunned for a minute; then he picked Hector up by the armpits like a doll, just so he could look him dead in the eyes.
“Really, Short Stuff?”
“Really.”
“You’re not shitting me, are you?”
“Nope. No shitting going on here.”
Dill kissed him so hard on the mouth their teeth clacked together. Then, cackling like lunatics, they spent the next ten minutes lovingly washing the come off of each other and seriously contemplating another round of sex, during which, if they were lucky, they would probably drench themselves with come all over again.
 
 
THEY arranged over the phone to rent a small U-Haul truck for the following day, Sunday. Hector left a thirty-day notice to vacate in his building manager’s mailbox and told him he would be out by the first.
Dill decided there was no point postponing the inevitable, so he called his mother and listened to a ten-minute tirade about his grandfather coming home drunk with his pants on backwards and a hickey and denture marks on his neck before he told her the news. He was cohabitating, and if it was all right with her, he would bring his new significant other along with him for dinner.
His mother squealed like a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader. “So we’re living together, are we? Well, I suppose that’s what you young folks do these days. So tell me, Dill, what’s her name?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“Well, what does she look like?”
“That’s a surprise too. But she’s short.”
“Oh, short! How cute! She’s not divorced, is she?”
“Nope. Never married.”
“No kids? Please, Dill, tell me she doesn’t have any kids.”
“Uhn uh. Nary a one. Just a dog.”
“Ooh, Dill, I love dogs. What’s the dog’s name?”
“Chester.”
“That’s so sweet. Now, listen, Dill. I don’t want you to say a word to your father. He’s been going on for years about you being one of those, well, you know, queerboys, and now I want to see the bastard eat crow. I mean, I want this all to be one big fat surprise.”
Dill chuckled. “Oh, it will be.”
“Hope your other half likes meatloaf. She does, doesn’t she?”
“Loves it to death. Big meat fan. Tube steak, especially. See you later, Ma.”
His mother did everything but swoon. “Bye bye, son. Bye bye. Oh, I’m so thrilled for you. You sound so happy, Dill. Just—you know—so happy. Did you say tube steak? I don’t believe I’ve ever—well, it doesn’t matter. Don’t be late now, Dill. I’m just all agog waiting to meet her. Oh, Lord, what am I going to wear?” And still mumbling, she hung up the phone, and Dill could imagine her rooting through her closet like a ferret trying to find the appropriate ensemble for the evening. Dill just shook his head in wonder at the woman’s profound density.
“Tube steak?” Hector asked, one eyebrow arched.
Dill shrugged. “You seemed to enjoy it in the shower.”
“I did indeed. Your poor mother.”
“Yeah, this is apt to push her into menopause a few years early. Dad’ll get a kick out of it, though. Are you sure you don’t mind being the brunt of my little joke? She’ll accept you eventually, you know.”
“Of course she will. Once she gets used to the idea that I’m actually male. And that I’m doing bizarre things to her only son’s pecker that are still illegal in fourteen states. And that she’ll never see a grandchild for as long as she lives. But don’t worry. As soon as she’s recovered from the heart attack brought on by the conniption fit she’s about to throw, I’ll make a concerted effort to charm her twat off.”
“Lovely expression.”
“Thank you. Will your grandfather be there? I’m dying to hear about the Colonel and his breakfast gravy special.”
“Mom said he had a hickey and denture marks on his neck. And his pants were on backwards.”
“Eew! Did he get his nuggets plucked?”
Dill frantically waved his hands in the air like a traffic cop on crystal meth. “Okay, enough with the grandpa fucking Colonel Sanders jokes. We have packing to do. I want you settled into my—our—apartment as soon as possible so I can keep an eagle eye on you. You obviously need watching.”
Hector sighed and batted his long, gorgeous lashes. “Trust is such a blessed thing. Wonder what it looks like?”
Dill shrugged. “Beats me.” He looked around Hector’s apartment at all the books. “It’s a shame, really. If you were illiterate this move would be a breeze. We could grab your clothes and pots and pans and go. But no, you own every book ever printed.” He clapped his hands, making Hector jump. “Well, there’s no way around it. We’ve got a couple of hours to kill before we set down to mom’s meatloaf and apple pie and watch her try not to murder me for being gay and you for being a boy. Let’s start boxing things up. These books aren’t going to pack themselves.”
Hector groaned, as he contemplated first the huge pile of cardboard boxes they had scrounged from passing dumpsters, then the endless array of books lined up all around the apartment waiting to be packed. He finally made a decision.
“These books I’ll carry by hand,” he said, scooping Dill’s three novels off the coffee table and placing them carefully by the front door. “Wouldn’t want anything to happen to them.”
“Good idea,” Dill said, although he had about six dozen copies of each book back at the apartment gathering dust in the closet. “Good idea.”
 
 
AT
THE
first clatter of footsteps on the front porch, Dill’s mother came barreling through the front door in a blonde wig Dill had never seen before. She must have just bought it. Her dress was starched to within an inch of its life, her make-up meticulously applied, and around her waist she wore a frilly pink apron with a flamingo appliqued on the pocket she must have somehow glommed from the set of the Donna Reed Show sometime during the middle of the last century. She had tied the apron strings into a bigass fluffy bow in the back that stood out like a bustle. There was a spatula in her hand big enough to flip a Volkswagen.
All she needed was a petticoat and high heels and a studio audience cheering her on.
She gave Hector a quizzical glance, then shot one at Dill, then stared down at Chester who was sitting on the top step between Hector and Dill wagging his tail and looking up at Dill’s mother all hopeful and eager-eyed, like maybe he could already smell the meatloaf.
Mrs. Brown’s eyes finally went back to Hector.
“Are you the new yardman?” she asked. “I thought you weren’t starting until tomorrow. But that’s okay. I’ll go get my checkbook.”
“Mom!” Dill cried, mortified. “Geez, this is Hector.”
She gave Dill a bemused moue before turning back to Hector with a pleasantly businesslike smile transforming her face yet again. She had changed her expression six times in the last ten seconds. The woman was a chameleon. “Well, I’m happy to meet you, Hector. Mrs. Knosak up the street said you did wonders with her petunias.”
Hector laughed out loud while Dill slapped himself in the head. “Mom! For Christ’s sake!”
She stuck her fists in her hips and said, “What, Dill? What are you going on and on about?”
“Ma, this isn’t your new yardman. This is my new lover.”
She glanced at Hector like he had just fallen out of a spaceship, then she looked at Dill like she wished one would beam him up. Then she looked down at Chester who had obviously grown bored with the conversation and had started licking his ass. Never anything boring about licking one’s ass. Finally, she looked back at Dill.
“What do you mean, exactly, when you say ‘new lover’? Where’s the girl?”
“This is him. I mean, there is no girl, but if there was, this would be him. Mom, this is my new roommate. Hector Peña. We’re lovers. We love each other. We plan on living together in sin for the rest of our lives, so we’d sort of like your blessing, but right now we’re just here for the meatloaf. What do you say?”
His mother slapped the spatula against her leg five or six times hard enough kill a puppy. Dill had the feeling she was sort of wishing it was a gun, not a spatula, and that it was fucking loaded. Her eyes narrowed to two neatly mascaraed slits. Her voice was flat. Even her bigass apron string bow seemed to wilt a little. “So you’re telling me you really are… one of those people.”
“Gays, Mom. Homosexuals. We hardly ever call ourselves those people anymore.”
She turned to Hector and looked him up and down. “And you. Aren’t you a little short to be gay?”
Hector opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. He finally flipped it shut like a mailbox lid.
Mrs. Brown stared at him for the longest time. Then she stared at Dill for the longest time. Underneath her perfectly applied make-up her face kept getting redder and redder. Dill had a horrible picture in his head of her spontaneously combusting and going up in flames, apron first, like a Molotov cocktail in drag. If she did, he wondered if they could still have dinner. He was starved.
Mrs. Brown tapped the side of her head with a fingertip. “Let me get this straight.”
“Not straight,” Hector said, trying to lighten the mood. “Gay.”
It didn’t work. Dill’s mother nailed him with a glare that would have incinerated a rosebush. “Shut up, Hector.” He could see her teeth when she said it. Sort of like a pit bull.
Hector shrank about a foot, and he was already short to begin with. He gazed down at his toes. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am. Won’t happen again, I swear.”
The woman stepped back and studied Dill as if she had never really seen him before, and now she wasn’t so sure she liked what she was seeing and wasn’t exactly sure why she had given birth to him in the first place. “So you’re telling me you’re… gay.”
“Yes.” Dill reached out and took Hector’s hand. “We both are.”
She considered that. “I see. And you say you’re… you’re….”
“We’re lovers, Mom. It’s like we’re married. He’s my husband.”
“He’s your husband. So you’re the wife?”
Dill was getting confused. The germ of a headache was niggling at the back of his brain, threatening to take root. “No. We’re both husbands.”
“So who’s the wife? The dog?”
“Nobody’s the wife. We don’t need a wife. What the hell do we want a wife for?”
“Who’s going to cook?”
Dill blessed her with his most charming smile. “You are.”
“That’s what you think, mister.”
She gave them each a final appraising stare, first Dill, then Hector, then the dog, but it didn’t seem to warm the cockles of her heart much. She threw her arms in the air, spun around, and stomped off into the house.
Hector turned to Dill with eyes as big as tennis balls. He looked stunned. Dill suspected that innocent bystanders were often found dead with that exact same expression on their faces.
“See?” Dill beamed, dredging up a smile from somewhere in his writer’s imagination. “Told you it would be okay.”
“So are we in or are we out?” Hector asked. “Did we get her blessing? I don’t feel blessed.”
Still standing on the front porch, Dill leaned in and kissed Hector’s cheek, not much caring who was watching. Fuck the neighbors and fuck the blessing. “Trust me, babe, we’re in. Come and meet the rest of the family.”
“Oh, goody,” Hector mumbled, as Dill dragged him into the house. “This should be fun.”
On the way in, Chester paused long enough to hike up his back leg and pee on the front door.
Dill found himself wishing he had thought of it first.
The first thing Dill spotted as he walked inside was a suitcase and two large packages of adult diapers piled next to the door. He wasn’t sure if that meant Gramps was still moving in, or after this morning’s debacle, if his daughter had decided to transfer his ass back out. The former, he hoped. With Gramps around, his mother had something to bitch about besides Dill, and that was a useful commodity to keep on hand.
Dill’s dad folded up his newspaper with an incredible amount of flapping and crunching and rattling of newsprint. Joints popping, he heaved himself up out of his recliner to come say hello. He welcomed Hector warmly without saying a word. Just a smile, a firm but gentle handshake, and a grin. The grin widened when he gazed at Dill.
“Way to go, son. Finally coming clean. It’s about time. I’ve been telling your mother for ten years you were gay. Guess she can’t deny it now.”
“Hector,” Dill said, “this is my dad, Fred. He’s a plumber. All you have to do to keep my dad happy is drive my mom crazy. Perks him right up.”
“Yeah,” Fred said. “And you’re both off to a really good start.”
Hector at long last smiled an honest-to-God smile. He damn near said, “Phew!” He was beginning to wonder if he would be welcomed by anybody in the Brown household. “Fred, it’s nice to meet you, sir.”
So Fred shook Hector’s hand again. This time, without the slightest show of embarrassment, and never taking his eyes off Hector’s face, he said, “Dill, you found yourself a real looker here. If I wasn’t of heterosexual persuasion, I’d try to take him off your hands.”
Hector laughed at that. Then he stepped forward and gave Fred a kiss on the cheek. “Call me when you’re ready,” he said. Then he blushed. So did Fred, but he was grinning while he did it.
“Okay, you two,” Dill cried. “Break it up. We’re still on our honeymoon for Christ’s sake, and my old man is making moves on my old man!”
A horrible crash erupted from the kitchen. Then another one. It sounded like someone threw a cast iron skillet into a cupboard full of pie plates, then tossed a hand grenade in after it.
Fred chuckled. “Son, I don’t think you’d better be talking about honeymoons, or there won’t be a house left standing around us after your mother gets done throwing her snit. She seems to be a mite sensitive on the subject of honeymoons all of a sudden.”
“As long as she doesn’t vandalize the meatloaf,” Dill said, watching a pot lid come rolling through the kitchen door. It rolled all the way across the living room carpet, out the front door, which was still standing open, and banged down the front steps with a horrible clatter. Chester watched its entire journey like he was eyeballing a rabbit, then he bit the top off a potted plant that was sitting on a tiny table by the window and chewed it up as if to say, “Well? Where the hell is dinner?” Then he started looking around like maybe he was going to pee again. Or worse.
Gramps chose that moment to toddle out of the bathroom. Dill could still hear the toilet flushing, so if Gramps had washed his paws after doing his business, he certainly hadn’t been long about it. Dill made a mental note not to shake his hand or accept a biscuit from him at dinner. Yuck.
His grandfather was hunched over, fighting with the buttons on his fly. “Stupid goddam things,” he mumbled to no one in particular as he shuffled into the living room in his house slippers and pajamas. He did indeed have a hickey on his neck. It was almost buried among the wrinkles, but Dill could see it. It was there in all its glory. And that, ladies and germs, was yuck number two.
Dill wondered how Colonel Sanders was faring. Was his little bag of giblets left intact? Did his Pope’s Nose feel like someone had stuck a poker in it? Did Gramps even have a pokable poker left to poke with?
The man looked twenty years older than he had the last time Dill saw him, and he’d looked about a hundred and fifty then. Hangovers suck.
Apparently détente between the two oldest members of the Brown household was still an unattainable ambassadorial dream. The minute Gramps walked into the room, Fred retreated back to his recliner. With a growl and a lot of paper-crackling and chair-squeaking, he shook the newspaper out and stood it in front of his face like the Berlin Wall, cutting himself off from the rest of the world.
Gramps didn’t seem to notice. Or care.
Dill grinned. “Hey, Gramps. Where’s your feather boa?”
Dill’s grandfather looked up and seemed vaguely surprised to see he was standing in the middle of the living room. His eyeballs were so red they looked like two stoplights glued to his face. One ear was filled with shaving cream. He gave up on the recalcitrant buttons, dragged a pair of eyeglasses out of his shirt pocket, perched them on the end of his big nose, which needed a nose-hair clipper badly, and turned his attention to Dill. It took a minute, but Dill’s question seemed to finally soak in.
“Your mother crammed it down the garbage disposal. Can you believe that? A perfectly good feather boa! I swear to God, feathers flew for an hour. Looked like a chicken exploded.”
Dill’s mother's voice, screaming out from the kitchen, was exactly one decibel below that of what a passing freight train would register on an OSHA noise dosimeter. “I told you, Dad! I’m not having that thing in my house!”
“Intolerant bitch,” Gramps mumbled.
“I heard that!” Dill’s mother screamed right back. “And I’m no more intolerant than you’re gay, you old poop! You and everybody else who thinks they’re gay all of a sudden! What is there, an epidemic?” Then she started singing “la la la la la” to the tune of “Fly Me to the Moon.” Which was probably where she wished they all would go.
Dill had just enough time to cast a leery glance in Hector’s direction to see how he was coping, when Dill’s mother stopped singing and stuck her head through the kitchen door.
Her voice was as sweet and unctuous as corn syrup. “Excuse me, Dad. Why don’t you have a talk with your grandson. Since you’re both homos now, maybe the two of you can sit down and compare magic acts.”
Dill and Gramps turned to each other, and said, “Huh?” as if the woman had just made an announcement in Swahili.
Hector, it seemed, was the only one in the bunch who seemed to understand what she was trying to say. He executed a little finger waggle to get her attention. “Uh, Mrs. Brown, that would be ‘tricks’ not ‘magic acts.’ The correct terminology is ‘trick.’ That’s what it means when—”
“I know what it means,” she snapped, and her head retreated back into the kitchen like a pissed-off turtle ducking back into its shell. Then they all clearly heard her announce, to the kitchen stove apparently, “My daughter-in-law, the genius. We’re all so proud.”
Hector did an about-face and made a move for the front door and a full, uninhibited retreat, but Dill caught him by the collar and dragged him back.
Only then did Gramps seem to notice Hector’s presence. His face showed the first sign of enthusiasm since he had walked into the room.
“Well, now,” he crooned, “who’s this handsome young man?”
Dill slipped an arm around Hector’s shoulder. The way Dill saw it, that would serve two purposes. It would keep Hector nailed in place so he couldn’t try to run away again, and it would show Dill’s affection for him at the same time, since it looked like Hector could use a little moral support. It was the first purpose, however, with which Dill was most concerned. Hector looked all too ready to run like a cheetah, and who could blame him?
Dill cringed when Gramps stretched out his unwashed hand and patted Hector’s cheek.
“So you’re the boy who’s teaching Dill how to be in love,” he said. “I’m so happy to meet you, boy. So happy to meet you.”
In a surprise move no one expected, least of all Hector, Gramps scooped him into a bear hug so tight Dill could have sworn Hector’s head expanded like a balloon.
Hector looked over Gramps’s shoulder at Dill, eyes bugged out from being squeezed so hard. “Gee, sir, I—”
Gramps gave Hector a good shaking, like you do an apple tree when you’re trying to jar the apples loose, and then he scooped him into his arms again and squeezed him even tighter than he had before. Dill was almost certain he heard air escape; he wasn’t sure from whom, or from what orifice.
“I’ve been telling Dill for years he needed to fall in love,” Gramps said, his old cheek pressed fondly against Hector’s, whispering into his ear, but loud enough for all to hear. “And now, by God, he’s finally done it.” He gripped Hector’s shoulder and pushed Hector far enough away that his old eyes could focus properly. “I never thought he’d find someone as handsome as you. He’s not exactly Rudy Vallee, you know.”
“Well, thanks, I, uh, who?”
“Do you love him?” Gramps asked. “Are you really in love with my grandson, boy?”
“I love Dill more than anything,” Hector said, without a nanosecond of hesitation. “I love him more than anything, sir.”
“Well, that should do it then,” Gramps smiled. “Nobody can ask for a better testimonial than that. So, let me just be the first to say, welcome to the family, boy. Welcome. You’ll get used to us. I promise. Just know that we are as pleased as punch that you’ve brought love into Dillard’s life. He needs it. He’s been alone too long. Nobody should live without love, Hector. Nobody.”
Hector’s eyes misted up. His chin dimpled and Dill saw it give the tiniest tremble. Dill looked over to see his father peeking over his newspaper with steamed up glasses, and his mother peeking around the edge of the kitchen door with a tissue pressed to her nose.
She spotted Dill looking at her, and stuffed the tissue into her apron pocket, looking a little embarrassed at having been caught with it. “Dinner’s ready,” she said, in a softer, kinder voice than she had used all evening. “Hector. Dill. Are you boys hungry? Dinner’s ready.”
Gramps gave Hector a wink. “See? She just had to blow off a little steam. You’re welcome here. You’re part of the family now. Don’t ever think you’re not.”
Dill’s dad dropped his paper off the side of the chair and hauled himself to his feet. He cleared his throat and took Hector by the arm to lead him to the dining room, while Gramps took the opportunity to give Dill a hug. “Congratulations, son.”
“Thanks, Gramps,” Dill said, watching Hector being led off to the dining room with his dad’s arm draped across his shoulder, wondering what was going through poor Hector’s head and also wondering if he would ever be able to talk Hector into coming to his parents’ house for dinner again.
Gramps gave Dill a wink. “You know, son. Sometimes people just have to see by another person’s actions just how much of a pinhead they are being. Simple psychology.”
Dill’s mother mumbled from the kitchen, “You’re still not gay, you old poop.” She had her head in the oven, but she was simply pulling out the meatloaf, not trying to commit suicide.
Gramps gave a chuckle.
Dill took advantage of the lull in hostilities to ask Gramps about his date.
Arm in arm, they headed toward the dining room, following the scent of meatloaf and au gratin potatoes. Dill’s dad was sliding Hector’s place setting over so it would be right next to Dill’s. He was smiling while he did it.
Gramps gave his head a sad little shake. “Well, having sex with a man again after that time sixty years ago just didn’t seem the same. The motivation’s still there, and men are still better at chewing on a willie than women are, more eager to please and all that, don’t you know, and they just flat out love it more, no two ways around that, but damn it, boy, when you reach a certain age, it’s just kind of a letdown.”
Dill couldn’t imagine why. Well, yes, he could. “I’m sorry, Gramps. I guess you’re just getting too old.”
Gramps’s eyes snapped and he poked Dill so hard in the ribcage with his bony old elbow Dill thought he’d been hit with a javelin. “Not me, you dumb shit! My date! The old fuck had no stamina whatsoever. Who the hell keeps a defibrillator by their bed anyway? Told me if he actually had an orgasm, I might have to use the paddles on him. Well, fuck that! Next time I’m gonna find a younger partner. Yessiree.”
He snuggled closer and whispered in Dill’s ear. “So tell me, son. Where exactly did you find Hector? Maybe they’ve got another little Mexican stud running around, hot to trot.”
Dill spit up an insincere chuckle and told his grandfather he’d get back to him on that. When pigs fly.
The highlight of the evening for Dill was when his mother rested her hand on Hector’s shoulder as she slipped a second slice of apple pie onto his plate during dessert.
“Thank you, Mrs. Brown,” Hector said, still a little gun-shy.
She ruffled Hector’s hair, bent to kiss the top of his head, then smiled over at Dill as she said, “Call me Mom, Hector. Call me Mom.”



Eleven

HAPPY as clams, Dill and Hector settled in together in Dill’s two-bedroom apartment. Their first matter for concern after finding themselves living and sleeping together under the same roof and in the same bed, was how to arrange their schedules so as to get everything done they needed to accomplish on a daily basis. They somehow had to accommodate Dill’s writing, Hector’s studying for his paralegal certification, and both their full-time jobs, Hector in the bookstore and Dill in the bakery. And after all that, they still needed to find time to enjoy a fair amount of sex. Or as Hector put it, to jump each other’s bones every time they turned around. They soon learned that being young and in love and horny 98 percent of the time was in itself a full-time job, but they managed it quite handily.
Their second joint venture was finding a way to incorporate Hector’s vast collection of books with Dill’s even vaster collection and still leave room for two humans and a dog to move from one room to another without having to redecorate every time they did. This they also managed quite handily with the purchase of four more shelving units and two days of rearranging the furniture into every conceivable orientation until they stumbled upon a layout that satisfied all needs.
Their third joint venture was to make the final preparations for Dill’s book signing at the bookstore where Hector worked.
Hector took Dill to meet his boss and check out the lay of the land as the sun was setting at the end of their third day together.
Read My Mind was an eclectic storefront on one of Hillcrest’s trendier streets. It had a big fat Buddha sitting in the front window holding a book up to his nose and smoking a hookah.
Bookstores are, sadly, a dying breed, but Read My Mind seemed to thrive, probably because of the wide selection of gay books they kept on stock. Located smack in the middle of gaytown, Read My Mind’s owner was a hip thirty-something lesbian with bugged-out eyes and rice-powder make-up that made her appear to have been spawned in a cave and raised to puberty in total darkness. Her severely cut Goth hairdo, dyed stygian black, seemed to have been straightened to within an inch of its life by being first zapped with electricity, then ironed with a steam iron before being splayed out flat between a mattress and box springs for three weeks.
As far as clothes went, apparently if it wasn’t black, the woman didn’t wear it. Black stiletto heels, tight black skirt slit up to her nicely toned lesbian ass, a voluminous black shawl made of silk that caught the light like an oil spill, and black beads rattling around her neck like rotten teeth on a string. Dill suspected even her dildo was black, and possibly even her tampons, that’s how fucking Goth she was.
But the whole Goth effect was lost the moment she opened her mouth. She spoke in the most horrendously nasal Boston accent Dill had ever heard anyone utter. There wasn’t an R in her repertoire. Or a G. There were, however, several other sounds humans normally do not make. Such as eh’s and ur’s and ara’s. Plus a truly odd sound when she laughed that reminded Dill of a stone-dry squeegee being dragged down a picture window. It made goose bumps pop up on the back of his neck every time he heard it.
Other than the physical weirdness, the woman was a peach. She welcomed Dill with open arms, scooping him into the folds of her flowing black outfit until he felt like a pelican wallowing in crude oil. She immediately dragged him to a local author shelf by the front window where she pointed out all three of his books, prominently displayed.
She looked a wee bit sad as she gazed at them, and said, “We don’t, ehh, sell as many of your books as we would like, Mr. Brown, but there they ara if anyone should ever ask. Maybe we’ll turn that around with our little book signing soiree, ehh, yes? I’m so glad my little Hector suggested it. It should be, errrr, eh, fun.” Then she dragged her stone-dry squeegee down the window pane again as she pinched Hector’s cheek like a fawning lesbian mother. “And now my little hot tamale is married! I’m so happy for you, ehh, both!”
They arranged a date for the affair. Dill assured her he had plenty of copies of his books on hand and his time would be completely at her disposal on the given day, even though he suspected there would be a dearth of readers waiting for signatures. After all, they had to buy the books before they could ask the author to sign the books, and judging by the dust on the ones already displayed, they didn’t seem to be flying off the shelves, now, did they?
Back at the apartment, Hector rummaged through Dill’s closet, planning the outfit Dill should wear to the signing. A running commentary accompanied his efforts.
“Boy, Dill, you wouldn’t know style if it rose up and bit you on the ass. You don’t have anything chic in here. When’s the last time you shopped for clothes? And I want you to stop putting that goop in your hair and spiking it up all over the place. You look like Sputnik. I like your hair soft. Way sexier that way. Let it flow, man. Let it flow.” He dragged out a tie-dyed T-shirt that had seen better days and gazed at it, appalled. “How old did you say you were? These things went out of style forty years ago.” He tossed it over his shoulder and started digging around again. “Ooh, wait, what’s this?”
Dill was lying on the bed watching Hector destroy his closet. He was in the middle of a giggling fit and he was stark naked. As was Hector. Somehow they always seemed to be stark naked when they were alone inside the apartment. No wonder they never got anything done.
Chester was in the living room lying on the couch watching the news. For some reason, the dog seemed to enjoy the news. Chester was naked too.
When the phone rang, Dill rolled onto his stomach and yanked it up. “Hello?”
No answer.
Dill tried again. “Hello-o-o? I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing.”
Hector dove down beside him and pressed his ear to the receiver alongside Dill’s. Then he carefully pulled the phone from Dill’s hand and placed it back in the cradle as gently as he could.
He rolled over onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. “It’s Valdemaro, Dill. I know it is.”
Dill propped his head on his elbow and gazed down at Hector lying there naked beside him, completely exposed and beautiful. He lovingly ran a hand across Hector’s bare stomach. At the very first feel of Hector’s warm velvety skin against the palm of his hand, Dill’s cock began to stir. So did Hector’s.
“You don’t know it’s him,” Dill said, placating, hardly aware of what he was saying because now he was so engrossed in stroking Hector’s lusciously hairy thigh he couldn’t really concentrate on anything else. “It’s probably just a telemarketer. With those robocalls they make, half the time they don’t answer because they’ve dialed more people than they have operators to ans—”
“No. It’s him. I’ve seen his car too. He’s always driving by. He’s stalking us.”
Dill laughed. “Let him stalk. What’s he going to do? Storm in here and drag you away? Like I told you before, he’s a cop. He’s not going to jeopardize his job by breaking the law. I don’t doubt he’s an asshole, but I really don’t think he’s stupid.”
Hector didn’t seem convinced. But he obviously didn’t want to talk about it anymore either. It was too upsetting.
“How’s your book coming?”
Dill rolled his eyes. He poked a gentle finger into Hector’s belly button just because he loved the way it felt being in there. “Okay, I guess. I kind of hit a rough patch the last couple of days. But that’s par for the course. How are your classes going? You have one tonight, don’t you?”
“Yeah. Eight o’clock. They’re going good.”
“Going well.”
“Going well, sorry. Wish the classes were over, though. Then we’d have more time together.” He lifted his head and looked down at Dill’s hand. “That tickles.”
Dill was burrowing through Hector’s thick patch of pubic hair, unsnarling the tangles, combing it out with his fingers and making it poufy and fluffy and soft. Unlike his pubes, Hector’s dick wasn’t soft at all. It was stiff enough to stand up out of the way all by its little self. Well, not that little. The glans was crowning through the sheath of foreskin, a tiny drop of precome glistening in the slit as if begging to be licked away. Dill could feel the hot weight of Hector’s cock brushing the top of his hand. Dill’s dick was in the same state as Hector’s. Hot and hard and hungry. It was pressing itself against Hector’s thigh like a hog rooting for truffles, his precome leaving snail trails on Hector’s skin.
Before Hector had to leave for class, Dill scooted down in the bed and stuck his nose between Hector’s balls. He puffed up his cheeks and blew, like you do with a baby’s belly, making Hector scream and thrash around. Then they both started laughing like hyenas. Hector grabbed his own cock like a club and bonked Dill in the forehead with it, just because he felt like it, and pretty soon neither of them was laughing any more. They were too busy.
Dill wiggled around so he lay in the opposite direction on the bed, and with his dick happily thrust in Hector’s face, two throbbing cocks disappeared into two eager mouths and started pumping away. Since they had very little time to waste before Hector had to leave for night school, they both managed to come in exactly four minutes. It wasn’t a record, but it was close.
In the thrill of sharing each other’s bodies and drinking each other’s nectar, the annoying phone call was almost forgotten.
But other things happened during their first week under the same roof that could not be so easily forgotten.
Nor ever, ever forgiven.
The proverbial shit, in fact, was just about to hit the fan.
 
 
SAN DIEGO has a wonderful temperate climate most of the year, but once in a while it gets hotter than hell. That’s what happened Thursday, the day of the book signing, which was to commence at seven o’clock that evening.
Hector was already at work in his nicely air-conditioned bookstore, piddling around doing nothing, Dill figured, or hiding in a corner reading the latest Michael Murphy romance, while Dill was stuck in Dante’s fourth level of hell, also known as Yum Yum Donuts, soaked in sweat and dipped in flour and looking like a big wad of uncooked dim sum in his ridiculous fucking donut suit and bigass donut hat and wishing the fucking bakery would just explode around him, for Christ’s sake, at least then he could go home before he died of a heat stroke or suffocated from all the candy sprinkles and sugar sparklies that had drifted up his nose in the past two hours, assuming the explosion didn’t kill him first, of course, which would be a blessing, now that he thought about it.
Dill was too hot to edit that sentence in his head. Stet! Let it stand. Screw it. Too hot for rewrites.
It was a funny thing, but Miss Lily never sweated. Thorolf never did not sweat. Thorolf would sweat if you threw him in the walk-in freezer. Miss Lily wouldn’t sweat if you threw her in the oven, which Dill had been tempted to do more than once. He would just love to see her tuning fork go up in flames. God, he hated them both.
Dill always got cranky when he was overheated. Insanely cranky. Even he admitted it. Which didn’t make him any less cranky. Simply admitting
you have a shortcoming doesn’t exactly cure you of that shortcoming, now does it? Christ. Now Dill was even getting cranky with himself.
Miss Lily screamed out from behind the register in her god-awful Vietnamese squeak, “Dilly! Fetch maple logs. And make more coffee. Dilly! Dilly!”
Dill hated being called Dilly. He also hated maple logs. Well, no he didn’t. He just hated Miss Lily’s screeching voice screeching for maple logs.
He gathered up a tray of the fucking things, still hot from the oven, which made him even hotter, wiped the sweat from his eyes, and headed out to the front where people ate the shit he and Thorolf were killing themselves trying to cook in this heat. Actually, it was so hot in the kitchen, they probably didn’t need the ovens. They could just set dough on the countertops and watch it brown. Save a lot of gas and electricity. Maybe the light bill would go down enough that Thorolf and Miss Lily could set enough money aside to buy a fucking air conditioner!
Dill was so wrapped up in his miserable thoughts he didn’t pay any attention to the two cops sitting at a table by the front window slurping coffee. He passed them by without a glance, balancing his tray of maple logs and a fresh pot of steaming coffee from the machine in the back.
As he passed their table, one of the patrolman yawned like a hippopotamus and stretched his legs out into the aisle at the same time. Dill didn’t see the legs because of the tray of maple logs he was holding in front of his face.
The next thing he knew he was flying through the air, along with two dozen maple logs and a boiling pot of coffee. He had just enough time to see Miss Lily open her mouth in a silent scream before he hit the floor and slid three feet across the restaurant on a sleigh of pastries and maple icing.
The glass coffee pot shattered and it was by sheer good fortune no one was in the path of the boiling coffee that shot out of it, splattering the wall and two tables and the claw machine by the front door Dill had been spending all his break time at trying to win a teddy bear for Hector, but of course the fucking thing was rigged. The teddy bear’s ass was probably nailed to the bottom of the bin, and it and all the other stuffed animals had been sitting in there since Hector was a pup.
Since Hector was a pup. Dill almost laughed at that thought, but then he slowly crawled to his feet and looked down at himself and saw maple icing smeared from his neck to his shoelaces. He couldn’t help wondering if this was a foreshadowing of how his book signing would turn out later in the evening. Maybe a bookcase would fall on his head at the bookstore and kill him dead. And if nobody came to buy his books and ask for his signature, then that would probably be a good thing anyway.
Miss Lily was screaming at the cop. “Look what you do! Why you not careful? Why you stick your big feet out like that and trip my Dilly?”
The cop and his buddy were snickering and hauling themselves to their feet, preparing to go. As they passed Dill, trying to scrape the icing off himself with a fistful of napkins and a spatula, the taller cop muttered, “Pathetic fucker,” and walked on past.
Stunned, Dill looked up. It was Valdemaro. And he looked about as happy as a person can look.
“Toodles, cupcake boy,” he grinned, as he walked out the door.
 
 
STRANGELY enough, after his horrible day at the bakery, Dill’s book signing went off rather better than he expected. Of course, Dill had mostly his mother and Hector to thank for that, since it didn’t take Dill long to notice that the waiting line of readers, each and every one clutching a copy of one or more of his books, included every single member of his mother’s bridge club, several of his mother’s neighbors, her mailman, her meter reader, her dental hygienist, the check-out lady at the supermarket, and the guy who unplugged her upstairs toilet three years earlier when Dill’s dad was too busy to do it himself. There was also a disproportionate number of Latinos standing in line, a few of whom Dill remembered from that first night in the bar when they dragged Hector away to attend his sister’s birthday party. Since each and every one of them warmly shook his hand and gave him either a hug or a peck on the cheek as they waited for his signature, Dill could only assume they were his newly acquired in-laws, welcoming him into the family.
Just as writer’s cramp was beginning to set in, Dill looked up to see Thorolf and Miss Lily standing humbly in front of him. Thorolf was clutching all three of Dill’s books and Miss Lily was clutching Thorolf. Dill was more stunned to see them affectionate with each other than he was to see them standing in line to get his autograph.
Thorolf was almost unrecognizable out of his baker’s uniform. He stood in crisply ironed dress slacks and a flowing Hawaiian shirt that made him look even bigger than he already was. The shirt was so loud and so multi-colored Dill could barely stand to look at it. It was like a crayon factory and a fireworks plant had exploded in tandem and the ensuing conflagration of noise and color had attached itself to the man’s chest and then added a pocket.
Thorolf blushed bright red as he pushed the three books at Dill, and said, “Sign please. To Thorolf and Lily, my friends at the bakery.”
Dill was so touched he could feel tears sprouting in his eyes. He did as Thorolf asked, said “thank you” very politely, gave each of them the first honest smile he had ever blessed them with, and watched them saunter off, heads together, proudly reading the inscriptions in their brand new books.
Looking about the room, Dill’s eyes met Hector’s. Hector looked so proud and so handsome standing there watching him, surrounded by God knows how many members of his family, Dill had all he could do not to break down and sob like a baby, he was so touched and so happy and so damned in love with the man.
Dill’s tears dried up in one second flat when he looked past Hector’s shoulder and saw Valdemaro leaning against a bookcase at the back of the room, watching them both. His arms were folded across his chest, and he was in civilian clothes. Out of his police garb, Dill thought he looked oddly anemic and incomplete. Sort of like a layer cake without any icing. Anemic or not, he still looked big and threatening.
He also looked pissed off and full of hate. Murderous was the word that popped into Dill’s head. The man looked murderous.
Dill motioned for Hector to look behind him, but the moment he did, Valdemaro disappeared. It was like he was never there.
Dill made a vow to himself that the next time Hector said they were being stalked, he’d listen.
He was finally getting the same feeling about Valdemaro that Hector had had all along. And a lot of that feeling had to do with fear. Especially after deliberately tripping him in the bakery and the sneering comment he had made to Dill afterward. And after seeing such hatred on the guy’s face tonight.
The man was becoming a threat. No two ways around it. He was working his way up to something.
But Dill hadn’t the vaguest idea what he could do about it. All he knew was that now he felt an almost desperate need to protect Hector. Valdemaro was coming after him. Dill was sure of it. He might even be coming after both of them. But it was Hector Dill was most afraid for.
Valdemaro meant to take some sort of revenge, the jealous prick. Dill had never felt so certain of anything in his life.
 
 
THAT night, embraced by darkness, Hector and Dill lay in bed, their hearts hammering down to normal after another hot and heavy come fest. They could hear Chester snoring and snorting from his doggie bed by the dresser. It sounded like he was chasing dream rabbits again. He did that a lot.
With the taste of Hector’s seed still on his lips, and his own seed still on Hector’s, Dill stared at a fingernail moon hanging just outside the bedroom window and told Hector everything that had happened to him during the day.
Bristling with dark hair that felt heavenly to the touch, Hector’s short, strong legs were wrapped around Dill’s long ones, his feet barely reaching Dill’s ankles. Hector’s toes were lovingly twiddling the hair on Dill’s shin while his face lay buried in Dill’s fuzzy armpit. It was one of the places he most dearly loved to stick his face when they were cuddling. There, Hector could get lost in the scent of the man he loved. There, he could feel Dill’s heat. With his brown fingers buried in Dill’s pale chest hair, they were so close they could feel and hear each other’s heartbeats, which was exactly how they liked it. As Dill spoke in his mellow after-sex voice, almost hoarse after their rigorous round of lovemaking, he tried to hide the growing fear he felt. He stroked the back of Hector’s neck and kissed his hair and silently pleaded with a God he wasn’t completely sure he believed in to please, please, please keep Hector safe.
Dill told Hector the good things first. He told him how wonderful Hector’s family had been at the bookstore: aunts, uncles, cousins, his sister, saying kind things, accepting him as one of their own, wishing him luck trying to keep Hector corralled, which Dill was hoping was a joke. Hector laughed at that and assured him it was.
Dill told him how surprised he was to see so many of his mother’s friends at the signing and wondered if she had promised them apple pies in return for their promise of attendance. He wouldn’t put it past her.
He told about Gramps putting the moves on Hector’s lesbian boss and how she shot him down with the precision of an RAF pilot blasting a Nazi dirigible out of the sky over London during World War II. Of course, unlike an exploded dirigible, Gramps had immediately puffed himself back up again and went after Miss Lily while her husband, Thorolf, the three-hundred-pound baker, stood two feet away chuckling at the gall of the old coot. Dill told Hector how, later in the evening, Dill had seen the three of them. Gramps, Miss Lily, and Thorolf, giggling and scarfing down canapés and canoodling with their heads together at the back of the bookstore while they rummaged through a stack of pornographic books plucked from a bookshelf labeled EROTICISM IN EASTERN ART.
Dill didn’t want to think what that might portend. History’s most disturbing three-way? The end of civilization as we know it? He wasn’t sure.
With all of the day’s good, or at least unbad, highlights out of the way, Dill proceeded to tell Hector the not-so-good highlights. There weren’t many, but the ones Dill rattled off were worrisome. He could feel Hector tense up in his arms as he went down the list.
First off, Dill told Hector he had learned his traffic ticket was going to cost him close to five hundred bucks, plus he would have to attend driving school for a day, which was held on Saturday so it would impact the time they could spend together. Needless to say, Dill wasn’t thrilled about that. Especially since he was innocent of the charge to begin with.
But then he told Hector the truly scary stuff. He told him of being purposely tripped in the bakery while carting a tray full of maple logs and a pot of hot coffee. He told him of the mocking comment Valdemaro had made afterward. And last of all, and perhaps the most frightening to Dill’s way of thinking, he told Hector of the ghostlike appearance and disappearance of Valdemaro at the book signing.
“Baby,” Dill said, tilting Hector’s face up so he could gaze into his eyes, “I want you to be careful. I want you to keep your eyes open. I’m not so sure anymore that Valdemaro won’t do something crazy. He scares me. He looked truly deranged in the bookstore.”
Now it was Hector’s turn to placate. To reassure. He didn’t want Dill to worry. “He won’t do anything,” Hector said. “You were right when you said he wouldn’t jeopardize his job just to get back at me. He’s a macho asshole but he isn’t that nuts. He’d only be hurting himself. I don’t think he even loved me, Dill. I think he just resents the fact that he was dumped. It was a blow to his Mexican ego.”
It was like Hector had never spoken. “Promise me,” Dill said again. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”
Hector gave Dill the tiniest smile and pressed his lips softly to the stubble on Dill’s chin. His tongue came out and gave it a tender flick. “I promise, mi amor.”
Dill tucked Hector’s face into the crook of his neck and held him close. Dill could hear his own heart hammering harder now. He knew Hector could hear it, too. “If anything ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do. You’re my whole life now, Hector. You really are. From the moment I open my eyes in the morning to the moment I close my eyes at night, yours is the only face I see inside my head.”
“Dill—”
“If he tries to hurt you, I’ll kill him. If anyone tries to hurt you, I’ll kill them.”
“Dill. I’ll be careful. I swear. Nothing’s going to happen to me. I won’t let anybody or anything take me away from you. I promise. Please, don’t worry.”
Dill smiled. “Okay,” he said. And let it go.
Later, at three in the morning, unable to sleep, Dill was sitting at his desk writing when Hector’s hands slipped out of the darkness and caressed his bare shoulders. Dill turned his head, and in the moonlight streaming through the window, Hector looked so beautiful standing there, his acorn-colored skin dressed by only shadow, his naked body framed in darkness, that Dill’s breath actually caught inside his chest.
“Please, Dill, don’t ever leave me,” Hector whispered. “I love you so much.” He dropped to his knees as Dill spun his desk chair around. Hector laid his head in Dill’s naked lap and snaked his arms around Dill’s waist to hold him close.
Dill stroked Hector’s hair and leaned down to kiss the top of his head.
“Hector Peña, I’ll love you ’til the day I die. I will never ever leave you.”
“Sorry, Dill. I guess I’m feeling needy.”
“Don’t be sorry. I like it when you’re needy.”
Dill saw a sparkle of tears in Hector’s eyes. When one escaped, and rolled down that perfect brown cheek, Dill squeegeed it off with his thumb.
Hector smiled, and slipped Dill’s thumb into his mouth, sucking the tear away. Then he softly pressed his lips to Dill’s. “I’ll never leave you either, baby. I hope you know that. You write now. I’ll go back to bed. I’ll be there when you want me.” And he slipped back into the darkness, leaving the scent of apples behind. And one very happy lover.
The next day, a Friday, would be the worst day of Dillard Brown’s life.
On that day, Dill would find himself in the fight of his life, protecting everything he wanted and everything he loved. And he would do it at the side of some unexpected allies. Funny, but not until your life really turns to crap do you find out who your friends truly are.
And on that Friday, when things were at their absolute worst, Dill would suddenly recall Hector coming to him in the middle of the night with tears in his eyes, needing love, needing reassurance. And only then would Dill understand that it had been fear that drove Hector to his side as Dill sat writing at his computer in the wee hours of the morning. Fear for his own safety, and fear for what might happen to them both if Valdemaro really unleashed his anger.
Dill should have known what was about to happen. He should have known, and he should never have gone to work and left Hector alone.
Dill should have known.



Twelve

DILL kissed Hector good-bye on Friday morning just like he had done every morning since they moved in together, one week earlier. It had been, bar none, the best week of Dill’s life. He still could not believe he could be so happy, so committed, so head over heels in love. And even more astonishing than his own happiness was Hector’s. Simply seeing Hector’s love for him, in his eyes, in his words, in his every little action, was truly a humbling experience for Dill.
For the first time in his life, Dillard Brown felt truly blessed. Not to mention horny as hell. Every single minute of every single day. Horny. As. Hell.
It was all Dill could do to force himself out the door to go to work at the fucking bakery and leave that sleep-warm hunk of Hispanic man flesh snoring all alone in the bed. But for some reason, donuts must be made available for the world’s consumption earlier in the day than books. Dill pondered the unfairness of that universal truth. Books, it seems, simply don’t grow stale. Well, some do. And pretty damn quickly too. But not as quickly as donuts. Thus, Hector’s workday at the bookstore began three hours later than Dill’s workday at the bakery. It was a sad fact of life, and one for which Dill was being forced to pay the price by having to tear himself from his lover’s arms every morning just so he could put a few groceries on the table, and maybe glom a few free donuts along the way.
As always, the last thing Dill did before dragging himself off to work was accompany Chester on a brisk walk around the block and give the little guy the opportunity to re-mark his territory and poop on a few lawns. Dill knew he was being petty by glaring down at Chester while he did his business, but, dammit, it really irked him to know the dog would be crawling back under the covers with Hector the minute Dill led him back to the apartment. Why couldn’t the damn dog hustle off to the bakery and let Dill crawl back into bed with Hector?
The universe had some major structural flaws which Dill had every intention of taking up with God if he ever got a chance. But first—work.
The moment he entered the bakery, Dill spotted a new promotional gimmick in the front sales area. Above the display case, which held every sugary confection anyone would ever need to make their ass as big as a weather balloon was a prominent display of Dill’s three novels. They were standing up, neatly arranged on little wooden easels, next to a computer-printed sign, properly laminated and framed, proclaiming these words:
 
THE MANAGEMENT OF
YUM YUM DONUTS IS PROUD OF
THEIR VERY OWN AUTHOR
DILLARD BROWN
 
Dill read the sign twice, then looked over at his two employers. Miss Lily was standing behind the cash register with a Vietnamese simper on her face, looking proud as punch, and Thorolf was peeking around the kitchen doorway to see what Dill thought of their new addition.
Then Miss Lily pointed to a sign on the wall above Dill’s display of books which he hadn’t noticed. It read:
 
Dillard Brown Books Available Locally at

READ MY MIND BOOKSTORE

and online through Amazon and Barnes & Noble and other fine online book sellers

BRING IN YOUR COPY AND GET IT

SIGNED BY THE AUTHOR AND RECIEVE A FREE GLAZED DONUT

(With the purchase of a dozen other donuts, of course. Hell, we can’t just give them away.)

 
Dill
laughed. My God, that might actually unload a few books. And a few donuts.
“You like?” Miss Lily asked. “We help you sell books.”
Dill grinned. “I like. Thanks.”
Dill took a glance at Thorolf and saw the giant man blushing so hard it looked like he was having a stroke. Under his poufy white chef’s hat, his big, round blood-infused head looked like a giant strawberry topped with a glob of whipped cream. He gave Dill his best scowl, but there was a laugh lurking somewhere behind it. “Don’t just stand there, Tolkien,” Thorolf commanded. “Get to work! Make fucking donuts!”
Then they all three laughed as Dill headed off to the kitchen.
Passing Thorolf at the door, Dill asked, slightly amazed, “You know Tolkien?”
Thorolf leaned in to whisper in Dill’s ear. “Dummkopf! Why you think I marry an orc?”
And howling with laughter, the two disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Miss Lily wondering what the hell was so funny. Oh, well. Let them laugh. She thought the book display was a great idea. Even if her husband did think of it first. The big well-hung strudelmeister. She tittered at that thought. Well-hung indeed. And remembering the night before, and certain bedroom shenanigans which had damn near destroyed their antique bed, she set about preparing for the day ahead, all the while trying to ignore the blush she could feel burning her skinny cheeks.
Holy Ho Chi Minh! What a night last night had been!
 
 
GRAMPS showed up late in the afternoon lugging a humongous bag of tacos.
He was yelling as he shuffled through the bakery door with the waistband of his trousers tucked up under his armpits and his shoelaces untied and flapping around his feet. “Too much sugar’ll kill you. The human body needs grease, dammit. Grease! I’ve brought enough to cure every nationality. Krauts, Gooks, Honkies and Faggoty Fudgepacking Grandsons. Get your gonads and ovaries over here, you wastrels, and dig in.”
The donut business was suffering a momentary slump, so the four of them gathered around one of the front tables and dove into Gramps’s bag of tacos. Miss Lily doled out iced tea and napkins, while Thorolf neatly arranged six tacos on a paper plate, all just for him. Thorolf and Lily chuckled at everything Gramps said. They watched every move he made, like they were gazing upon their very first gremlin. Dill just sat back studying everybody, wondering if he would ever see such a mismatched group of humans in one place at one time ever again. And wonder of wonders, it looked like they were actually enjoying each other’s company. Dill was more than slightly astounded to find he was enjoying their company, too. Marginally.
Apparently, when one is in love, one can put up with anything. Even these three.
Then Dill began seeing disturbing signs of something more than camaraderie between the three old poops in front of him. A smile here, a wink there. Dill watched perplexed, as his grandfather turned bright red when he started rubbing his foot against Dill’s ankle underneath the table. Dill didn’t understand why Gramps would blush about something like that, or what the hell the old shit thought he was doing batting his eyes at the fucking baker, until it dawned on him Gramps hadn’t been after his ankle at all. He had been after Thorolf’s.
Holy Christ, his grandfather was fucking flirting! With the baker!
Miss Lily wasn’t exactly an innocent bystander in the whole weird scenario either. She was constantly reaching across the table to pat Thorolf’s cheek, or to rub her hand up and down Gramps’s withered old arm. To Dill’s way of thinking, she had a really disturbing twinkle in her eye, like she was remembering past conquests. Bleechh!
And to make matters worse, Gramps was looking back at her in the same way she was looking at him. And to make matters even worse than that, Thorolf was getting in on the act. Patting Miss Lily’s hand. Patting Gramps on the head like a kitten. He was also scootching around on his ample ass and grinning like maybe he was in the throes of some sort of anal itch problem. Unfortunately, Dill had suffered that same anal itch problem himself a few times, and he knew exactly what it was.
The old baker was fondly recalling a pecker up his butt, and if Dill was any judge, which he certainly was, then the baker was wishing he had one up there again.
Dill thought he might actually pass out cold and tumble off his little plastic chair when it occurred to him that the pecker Thorolf was fondly recalling just might very well belong to Dill’s grandfather. Good Lord, what had these three done after the book signing last night?
Dill’s taco turned to gravel in his mouth. He felt a shudder begin at the soles of his feet and vibrate upward until his ears were quivering. He wondered if quivering ears was the first symptom of an approaching nervous breakdown.
My God, could Gramps’s little soldier still stand at attention with enough certainty as to impale Thorolf’s monumental ass? Had Gramps got his hands on a truckload of Viagra? Did he pork Miss Lily too? Is that why she was looking so flushed? When she threw her old legs in the air, did she remove the tuning fork from the back of her head so she wouldn’t hum or poke somebody’s eye out? Had Thorolf helped guide Gramps’s ding dong into the ancient Vietnamese portal and since turnabout is fair play, had she then helped guide Gramps’s ding dong through the baker’s back door?
Dill stared flabbergasted at Miss Lily, at Thorolf, at Gramps. His eyes slid from one to the other to the other; then his eyes slid from one to the other to the other all over again. When his mind inadvertently conjured up a snapshot of the three of them, Lily and Gramps and the baker, in a sweaty, naked tangle, covered in flour and sprinkled with sugar sprinkles and doing unspeakable things to each other on a bed of éclairs and jelly donuts, all the while blubbering in ecstasy, Dill felt a darkness settle over his eyes like someone had slipped a bag over his head. Obviously it was the first sign of some sort of mental episode brought about by an alarming infusion of intense pornographic imagination.
My God! Dill thought. Pornography does kill!
Dill didn’t know whether to go running down the street screaming or just grab up the tongs from the donut tray and poke his fucking eyeballs out.
Happily, his cell phone chose that moment to give a chirp and tear him back to reality.
He jerked it out of his pocket like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver and ducked out the front door to take the call.
His three tablemates, engrossed in each other like a trio of hormonally driven teenagers, didn’t even know he left.
It was Dill’s mother on the phone. As usual, she was one notch below a full-fledged panic attack. Dill couldn’t imagine what it could be this time. Had World War III finally started? Was there an outbreak of STD in her Methodist missionary group? Was Pop having an affair with a llama?
“What’s wrong with our boy, Dill? What’s wrong with our boy?”
Dill blinked, trying to catch up. “Uhh—what boy?”
“Hector! What’s wrong with Hector?”
“Nothing’s wrong with Hector. Why?”
“Then why didn’t he go to work? Why didn’t he not even call in sick? I just talked to his boss and she’s frantic. She couldn’t get hold of you because she didn’t have your number and didn’t know where you worked and the poor woman was just frantic.” Her voice dropped an octave. “I think that woman’s a lesbian, Dillard. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with that,” she hastily added.
But Dill wasn’t listening. “That doesn’t sound like Hector not to show up for work.”
“That’s what she said. So I went to your apartment to see if he needed any medicine or anything, but he isn’t here.”
“Isn’t here?” Dill asked. “You mean you’re there now?”
“Yes. I’m standing in your living room. You really should straighten up your apartment Dill. It looks like a truckload of monkeys tore through here.”
“Well, shit, Ma, sorry. It was neat when I left. Wait a minute! You mean you’re in the apartment?”
“Yes. Of course. I’m standing in your living room.”
“How did you get in? With a brick and a crowbar?”
“No, silly. The door was wide open. You should really be more careful. There are burglars on every street corner these days, just waiting for the opportunity to—”
Dill’s heart was starting to flutter, and not in a good way. “Whoa. Slow down, Ma. Let me get this straight. Hector didn’t go to work and didn’t call in sick. You’re at the apartment and he’s not there and the place is a wreck. Wait a minute. Why were you looking for Hector in the first place?”
She sounded a bit defensive, as if fully expecting to get her head snapped off. “Well, if you must know, I baked him an apple pie as sort of a ‘welcome to the family’ gift. What’s wrong with that?”
Dill almost smiled. “I didn’t say anything was wrong with that. That was very sweet of you, especially after the way you acted the other night at dinner.”
“Oh, God,” she wailed. “I know, Dill. I’m sorry! There! I’ve eaten my humble pie and apologized. Are you happy?”
Dill actually felt sorry for her. “Yes, Ma. I’m happy. I’m happy you made my husband an apple pie which means you accept him completely into the family, which is wonderful, and I’ll hug you for it later, but right now it’s not really part of the big picture, is it?”
Dill tapped the phone on his chin and thought things over, trying to make sense of it all.
“Ma,” he said. “Look around. Maybe there’s a note somewhere. Maybe Hector had a family crisis or something and left a note to explain what’s going on. Look everywhere. See if you can find it.”
But even as Dill said the words, he knew it was bullshit. If something had happened with Hector’s family, he still would have phoned in to tell his boss he couldn’t come to work. And he would have phoned Dill, too, to tell him what was going on. Then Dill had another thought. Alarm bells were really starting to clamor now. Sweat was dribbling down his ribcage. He had a feeling of impending doom. He hated that. Impending doom sucks.
“My God, Mom, did you say the front door was left open?”
“Yes. Wide open. And if there’s a note here, I sure can’t find it.”
“Ma. Is Chester there?”
“Well, surely, Dill, I would have seen him by now if he was. But let me look again. Good grief, you boys would lose your heads if they weren’t atta….” Her voice trailed off as Dill imagined her traipsing off to check out the apartment room by room by room, grumbling to herself along the way.
Dill waited for what seemed like an hour before the woman finally came back on the line. “Dill. Chester’s leash and collar are here, hanging on the doorknob. And I looked outside. Hector’s car is still in the parking lot. But I don’t know where the dog is.”
“Well, look everywhere. Under the bed, in the closets, behind the furn—”
Dill’s mother gave a horrified yip into the mouthpiece. “Oh, dear Lord, Dill! I found Chester! He was cowering in a closet. He’s got blood on his neck. It looks like someone kicked him. Oh, Dill, I’m getting scared.”
So was Dill. “Just stay calm and try to comfort the dog. I’m going to hang up and call Hector’s cell phone. Maybe there is still a reasonable explanation for all this. I’ll call you right back. Okay?”
“Oh, lordy, okay.”
Dill clicked off, and immediately speed-dialed Hector’s number. He breathed a sigh of relief when the phone was answered on the second ring. “Hector! Thank God!” Dill cried.
But it was his mother’s voice that answered back. “I’m sorry, baby. It’s me. Hector’s phone was setting right here on the coffee table, so I answered it when it rang.”
Dill’s heart tumbled. Then he jumped straight up off the ground when he looked up and saw three faces pressed to the bakery front window staring out at him. It was Thorolf, Gramps, and Miss Lily. And they looked worried. They had obviously been eavesdropping on everything that was said between Dill and his mother.
Then a truly horrifying scream tore through the cell phone. Dill almost dropped it, he was so startled.
“What, Mom? What the hell is it?”
And true to form, Dill’s mother waited for this moment, when there truly was a crisis, to finally force herself to become calm. Jesus, that was so like her. Just as Dill was getting so scared he was about to go apeshit and suffer a nervous collapse, his dear mother sounded like she had popped five or six Valium and suddenly hit Nirvana. They never were on the same page, he and his mother. Geez, you’d think just once—
“Dill, darling, I just found blood on the bed. Now don’t panic. It’s not a lot, honey, but it’s more than this little scratch on Chester’s neck would make, I think. Dill, I think it’s Hector’s blood, and I think we’ve got a real problem here. Tell me what to do. I’m really getting scared now.”
“So am I,” Dill said, more to himself than to anyone else. His mind was racing, trying to figure every angle, every possible explanation for the riddle.
His thoughts focused. His mind centered. Even his heart rate slowed. When he spoke, his voice was ice cold. Determined.
“Ma, I want you to listen to me now. You and Chester stay right where you are. But lock the front door, okay? Lock yourselves in. If anyone comes pounding on that door who isn’t me or Hector, then I want you to dial 911. All right? Can you do that?”
“Yes, son. I can do that. In fact, I’m locking it now. There. It’s locked. Chain and everything.”
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, Dill. I’m okay.”
“If the phone rings, answer it. It might be Hector. But more likely, it’ll be me, keeping you posted on what’s going on. And don’t worry about Gramps. He’s with me.”
“All right, son. And Dill?”
“What, Ma?”
“Be careful. And bring Hector home.”
Dill bit back a sob, hearing his mother say those words. But there was no time for that right now. He had work to do. “Don’t worry, Ma. I will. I swear I will.” And Dill clicked off the phone, his heart a cold, angry lump of ice thundering in his chest.
It was Valdemaro. It had to be. The rotten motherfucker!
Dill punched in the nonemergency number for the San Diego Police Department and waited. Before the call was answered, Thorolf and Gramps and Miss Lily were standing quietly by his side, waiting to do whatever they could to help. They might not know the details yet, but that didn’t matter. If Dill needed an army, they had just recruited themselves.
After all, that’s what family and friends are for. And they weren’t about to let Dill tell them otherwise.
 
 
IT
DIDN’T take long for Dill to realize that the lady at the police station wasn’t about to give out any information about one of their patrolmen to a mere civilian. She would not give him a contact number where Valdemaro Rodriquez could be reached. She would not tell him if Valdemaro Rodriquez was on duty or not. And she flat-out refused to forward a message to the man.
“Please hold, sir,” the woman finally said, exasperated, when Dill absolutely would not shut up. Dill wondered if she was tracing the call and frankly didn’t give a shit if she was.
He heard her speaking to someone, possibly a supervisor, explaining what the phone call was about. Dill heard papers rustling, and then another voice, a man’s voice, could be barely heard drifting over the line. “Says here the guy he’s looking for is on vacation, Claire. It just started today. Won’t be back for three weeks or so. If he’s a friend of Rodriquez, he oughta know that. If he ain’t, fuck him. Don’t tell him anything. It’s probably somebody who’s pissed about a speeding ticket and wants to vent. Get his contact information and hang up.”
When Dill heard that, he hung up on his own without waiting to offer any contact information.
“Well?” Gramps said. “What’s happening? It’s Hector, right? He’s missing?”
Dill nodded. He rubbed his eyes, trying to think. Trying to figure out what to do. He stared at his cell phone as if willing Hector to call him and tell him everything was all right. The phone remained obstinately silent and Dill’s heart died a little bit inside his chest with every passing second. Horrible thoughts were flying through his head. Valdemaro had hurt Hector before. Physically hurt him. So what the hell was the bastard doing to Hector now?
“It’s Hector’s ex,” Dill said, explaining it to the three of them. “I know it is. The guy’s a whack job. He’s been following us around, and he didn’t take kindly to the fact that Hector dumped him and moved in with me.”
“Jealous lovers,” Thorolf sagely said. “Always assholes.”
“And he a cop?” Miss Lily asked. “This asshole a cop?”
Dill nodded. “Yeah. It’s the guy who tripped me yesterday when I was carrying the tray. The big Mexican son of a bitch.”
Miss Lily nodded her head like a wise old oracle. “Oh, that asshole,” she said, readjusting her tuning fork, like maybe she was about to pluck it off her head and scream “En garde!” to anybody who decided to cross her path.
“Do you know where he lives?” Gramps asked. “Do you know where he might have taken Hector?”
“No. I—” Dill’s heart stuttered. A memory jangled inside his head. He and Hector, cramming down pizza, talking about their lives. Hector explaining his time with Valdemaro. Something about—something about a rattlesnake. Then he remembered.
The house on the lake! The house Valdemaro had inherited from an aunt or somebody. The house he only used for vacations.
“Holy crap!” Dill sputtered. “I might know where he’s at. I might know where Valdemaro’s taken him.”
Dill scanned the sky. Evening was settling in. It would be dark in a couple of hours. If he was going to do this, he would have to do it now, while there was still light to navigate by.
“Gotta run, guys!” And Dill took off.
He made it exactly two steps before Thorolf snagged him by the collar and damn near strangled him hauling him to a stop.
Thorolf’s eyes narrowed. “Where going, Dilly boy?”
Dill tried to free himself from Thorolf’s grip but it was like trying to wiggle out of an elephant’s trunk. The guy was just too strong. Thorolf was holding him up like a bag of laundry so that Dill’s toes were barely brushing the sidewalk. “I think I might know where he is,” Dill cried. “I have to help him!”
“We go too,” Thorolf said.
“Hell, yes,” said Gramps.
It was at that moment that some poor unsuspecting woman stepped around them and headed for the door of the bakery. Miss Lily screamed out in a voice that made the woman jump straight up into the air like she had been shot in the ass with a BB gun. “We closed! You too fat anyway. Go on diet.”
And the woman slunk off.
“You can’t all go,” Dill yelled. “You won’t fit in my car.” He did a little tap dance with his toes while he tried to get Thorolf to unhand him. “I have to leave now, while it’s still daylight.”
Then Dill’s eyes bugged out when Thorolf lifted even his toes off the ground. He held Dill in front of his face, Dill’s shirt collar still clutched in Thorolf’s ham-sized hand. The baker was so close Dill could smell the tacos on his breath.
“We all go, Dilly. You need our help. We’ll take the bakery van. That way this asshole won’t recognize your car, and he won’t know we’re after him, and we’ll have room to bring Hector back after we rescue him.”
Dill opened his mouth to scream again, but then he pondered a minute. Finally, he said, “You know what? That makes sense. We’ll do that then. Now, please, Thorolf. Set me down before I pass out from lack of oxygen.”
“You no run?”
“I no run.”
Thorolf dropped Dill to the sidewalk and quickly ushered everyone inside the bakery while Dill rubbed his throat and wondered if he had suffered any permanent brain damage from oxygen deprivation. While he was trying to decide, Thorolf took command of the operation.
“Lily, lock up store. Grab money in till. We take it with us. Gramps, take your hand off my ass. We have plenty of time for that later.”
“Sorry,” Gramps said, looking up at the baker all doe-eyed. Or maybe dough-eyed. “It’s all this excitement. It’s turning me on.”
Dill almost puked.
“Me, too,” Lily cried out from the other side of the shop. She was raking the paper money out of the till and cramming it into her bra while pennies and nickels and dimes went rolling and clattering all over the floor. “I getting wet, Grandpa! Just like you!”
Dill almost puked again.
“Take donuts!” Thorolf cried. “Take lots of donuts! Throw them in the back of the truck in case we get hungry! The van is parked by the back door! Oh, and Lily, grab gun under counter!”
“Whoa!” Dill screamed. “Gun? What gun?”
Thorolf tut-tutted. “Don’t worry. It just for show. No bullets inside. Well, not until we load it. Lily,” he boomed out, “don’t forget bullets!”
While Dill was having serious reservations about having an armed baker accompany him to rescue Hector, Thorolf slipped an arm around Dill’s shoulder and dragged him deeper into the kitchen until they were standing in front of the countertop where Thorolf brought his pastries to life.
“Dilly,” he said. “You watch and listen. Maybe learn something.”
Confused, Dill did as he was told, but he wasn’t happy about it. He wanted to be off.
Thorolf first powdered his hands with flour, just as Dill had seen him do a thousand times.
“Thorolf, we don’t really have time for this—”
“Shut up, Dilly. I tell you about love.”
“Love? I don’t need you to tell me about—”
But Thorolf waved him to silence. “Listen, dammit. This important.”
So Dill forced himself to listen.
With his hands nicely floured, Thorolf scooped a handful of dough from a gigantic stainless steel pan that was always full of the stuff. He slapped the wad of dough between his palms, back and forth, back and forth, until he had it nicely formed, then he slapped it onto the cutting board table beside the counter. He slapped it a few more times until it was nicely flat and round and smooth. Then Thorolf picked up a small round cylinder of metal which Dill recognized as a miniature cookie cutter, and—Bam! He punched out a hole from the center of the wad of dough. Thorolf picked up the small round ball of dough he had just punched out and held it under Dill’s nose.
“This Hector,” he said. “Hector’s your center.”
Then he pointed to the circle of dough on the cutting board table with the hole in the middle of it. “That Dill’s heart,” he said. “See? You understand? You love Hector so much that when Hector is gone, that Dill’s heart without Hector in the middle of it. Sad, no?”
Dill felt tears gathering in his eyes. “Yes, Thorolf. It’s very sad.”
Thorolf smiled and patted him on the back. “So we fix,” he said. And placing the small circle of dough he still held in his hand, he carefully wedged it back in the center of the wad of dough on the tabletop.
“There!” He announced, proudly looking down at what he had just done. “Hector back! Dill’s whole again. No longer have hole in heart. Dill’s happy.”
Miss Lily peeked around Dill’s side and looked at the wad of dough on the table. “Ah,” she said, “he tell you about donut hole. Very wise fable. I am Thorolf’s donut hole. He tell you that?”
“N-no,” Dill stammered. “I don’t think he—”
Thorolf interrupted by waving his hands around, encompassing everyone there.
“Dilly, we all love you. Together we get your donut hole back or damn well die trying. Your heart not have hole in it very much longer. Okay?”
Dill swallowed, still fighting back emotions. “Okay.”
He looked around. At Gramps, at Miss Lily, at Thorolf. “Thanks, guys. I—I really appreciate it. But can we go now? I don’t know if I can find this place in the dark.”
“Good,” Thorolf said. “We got money, we got gun, we got donuts. Let’s go.”
The hot pink bakery van with Yum Yum Donuts painted on its sides and pictures of every sort of pastry known to man plastered all over it from the headlights all the way back to the license plate holder, along with colorful sprinkles and squirts of whipped cream scattered around, was waiting for them at the back door. It was the most cheerful work van Dill had ever seen in his fucking life. People probably gained body fat and their cholesterol shot up just watching it pass them by on the street. Gramps had backed the van up to the kitchen door, so they all just climbed into the back and slammed the van doors behind them, sealing themselves in. Thorolf took the wheel and cranked her up. He looked back at his three passengers—all eager-eyed and ready to stir some serious shit—crouched on the floor behind him. There weren’t any seats in the back.
Gramps was digging through a bag of donuts, looking hungry again already.
Thorolf smiled like someone having the time of his life. “Well, Dilly. Point the way. Let’s get this rescue on the road.” He winked at Gramps and Miss Lily. “Later we have sex party. Just like last night. Not Dilly, of course. Dilly have his own sex party. Him and Hector.” He gave Grandpa a fond wink and leered at his wife, Miss Lily. “He not invited to ours.”
Miss Lily giggled while Dill fought back his gag reflex yet again. He had exercised it so much lately, it was starting to get sore.
In a moment of weakness, Dill cried, “Thorolf, listen! Maybe we should call the cops. It’s obviously a kidnapping. They can help. We need cops!”
Thorolf steered the van around an old homeless lady trying to cross the street with a shopping cart full of beer cans. The old woman looked fairly surprised to see a hot pink van covered with donuts barreling down on her. Her mouth made a perfect O as Thorolf zoomed past. Dill thought he heard a few cuss words ricochet off the side of the van as they zipped on by, but he wasn’t entirely sure.
Thorolf was shaking his head while he drove. “No cops. Cops take the Arschloch’s side. They no help us, they help the Arschloch. Fuck ’em.”
“What’s an Arschloch?” Dill asked, perplexed.
“Asshole,” Thorolf said. “Teutonically speaking. Like your Valdemaro. Arschloch.”
“Oh. Arschloch.” Dill nodded. Like he actually knew what the hell he was nodding about.
Dill tried to think of a reasonable argument to everything Thorolf had said about not getting the police involved, but he couldn’t seem to come up with one. The man was probably right. Cops probably would take the Arschloch’s side. That’s what cops do. They protect their own.
Gramps apparently wasn’t listening to any of this. His priorities lay elsewhere. He tapped Dill on the shoulder, and asked, “Raspberry muffin, son? Or would you rather have a knish?”



Thirteen

THE bakery van lumbered down the city streets like a log wagon. Thorolf must have been aiming for every pothole he could find. Dill figured if the van had shock absorbers, then they must have been installed upside down because they certainly weren’t making the ride any smoother. He and Gramps and Miss Lily were on the floor in the back bouncing around like basketballs, trying to hold on and sliding from one side of the van to the other every time Thorolf navigated a sharp corner. Gramps had jelly in his ears from the jelly donut he was attempting to gobble down while bouncing and sliding and holding on for dear life.
Thorolf sat in the front seat with a broad smile on his face, singing “Tomorrow Belongs To Me” from the musical Cabaret. He was singing at the top of his lungs, and he had the lyrics down pat. This was obviously the most fun he’d had in years. He had removed his baker’s hat and his white hair was sticking straight up off the top of his head like a bunch of white pencils sticking out of a pencil jar.
Dill kept looking around, wondering where the gun was and praying to God no one had loaded it with bullets yet. The last thing they needed was a loaded gun bouncing and sliding around the back of the van with them, banging against the walls and cocking itself all over the place.
Over the roar of the van engine, Dill cried out, “Willow Creek Road, Thorolf! You know where that is?”
“Yep. Just off freeway. I find it. Don’t worry.”
Dill wasn’t worried about finding the road. He was worried about finding the house. It sat on a hillside overlooking the lake with a long stairway leading down to a pier where there were two kayaks tied up in the water. That’s about all Dill knew from Hector’s description of the place back on that night when they discussed it over pizza. Dill hoped the information would be enough to lead them to the right cabin. He was getting frantic now. Hector must have been taken early in the morning. Valdemaro must have broken into the apartment and taken Hector from their very bed. Hurt him doing it, too, if there was blood on the sheets like Dill’s mom said there was. The son of a bitch. Poor Hector had been in the man’s clutches all day long.
Christ, what a mess!
“Drive faster, Thorolf! Stop poking around and get us there!”
Thorolf just laughed. “It almost forty miles, Dilly. It take a while. Relax. Have donut. Chill. We’ll take care of this damned policeman. You’ll see. Your boyfriend be fine. Just fine.” And he went back to the biergarten song. He was amazingly on key for an obese German bakery chef who swings both ways in the bedroom, as Gramps would certainly attest. The song was so rousingly well-performed Dill was fighting the urge to jump up, throw his fist in the air, and give a bigass Nazi salute.
Oh man, oh man, oh man. Dill was so frightened for Hector. What must he be going through? What was that bastard doing to him? Dill buried his face in his hands; then he peeked through his fingers to look at Gramps. The old fart was still sucking the jelly out of his jelly donut and eyeballing Miss Lily at the same time. Jesus, what a lech.
Dill caught Gramps by the arm as he slid past on one extremely sharp turn.
“So tell me, Gramps, uh, the three of you… last night… you didn’t, uh, you know…?”
“Spit it out, son. If you’re trying to ask if I grabbed me a tiger by the tail last night, the answer is no. I grabbed two tigers. One had a tail, the other one didn’t. Big tail, too. That baker is one studly muffin, no pun intended. But hoo doggies. What a workout!”
There went that gag reflex again. Dill pointed first to Miss Lily, then to Thorolf in the front seat. “You mean you and her and you and him and her and him with you in the middle—”
Gramps chuckled. “In the middle, on the top, on the bottom, nuts up, toes down. You name it.”
Miss Lily was eavesdropping. She leaned in to Dill like Mother Teresa consoling a starving peasant. “We have open relationship, Thorolf and me. We sexual pioneers. Your grandpa just explored the frontier. Learned a thing or two, too, I bet. We good teachers.”
Gramps smirked and leered and winked. With all that jelly in his ears, he looked positively insane. “You can say that again, missy!” Miss Lily patted him fondly on the head.
Dill just gaped at the two of them. Speechless. There were words inside his head, but they couldn’t seem to make it to his mouth. They had been waylaid in transit. That was probably a good thing.
Appalled, Dill continued to stare at Miss Lily and his grandfather, schmoozing and giggling on the floorboards beside him while the old Vietnamese woman spit into a hanky and used it to dig the jelly out of Gramps’s ears, just like Dill’s mother used to do. Just like all mothers used to do. Hell, like they still do, as far as Dill knew. Spitting into hankies, he meant. Not digging jelly out of old men’s ears.
It was then that Dill's cell phone chirped. Never in his life had he ever been so happy to have his thoughts interrupted.
Dill stammered a greeting into the phone. “Y-yes? Speak, dammit! Say something!”
“Dill! It’s Mom. What’s happening?”
“Oh. Mom. How’s Chester?”
“He’s fine, Dill. What are you doing? It sounds like you’re in an airplane.”
“Bakery van, Ma. We’re in a bakery van. We think we know where Hector is and we’re going to rescue him.”
“We who? Who’s with you?”
“Gramps, Miss Lily, and the baker.”
His mom didn’t sound impressed. “Not exactly the A-Team, is it?”
“It’s the best I got, Ma. Stop nit-picking.”
“Fine. Let me tell you what I’ve been doing. I went through all the numbers on Hector’s cell phone and spoke to everybody I could. No one knows where Hector is, but I’ve got them all out looking. Mexican people are very polite on the phone. Did you know that? Very friendly. Very courteous.”
“Uhh… no, I wasn’t aware….”
“After that, honey, I spoke to your dad. Him and all his plumbing buddies are out looking for Hector, too. If you tell me where you think Hector is, I’ll call them all up again and get you some backup.”
“Geez, Ma. Backup? You’re still watching all those crime shows on TV, aren’t you?”
His mom’s voice took a turn for the testy. “What, Mr. Gay American Writer? You’re so butch you don’t need a little backup now and then? Even Chuck Norris has enough sense to know when he needs help. And there’s nothing wrong with crime shows on TV. They’re very educational.”
“Chuck Norris is a thousand years old now, Ma.”
“Well, he wasn’t always!”
Dill didn’t quite know what to say to that. Thorolf must have made a sharp left and plunged them all into the surreal part of town. Maybe they could get back to reality at the next exit.
His mother strove to calm herself down. She loved Chuck Norris. Wouldn’t hear anything bad about him. Sometimes when her and Dill’s dad were making love, she would close her eyes and imagine it was old Chuck who was—well, she supposed she really shouldn’t get into that right now. What would Dill think? “Your neighbor came by earlier, Dill. Said she was sorry Hector got arrested, but I set her straight. I told her Hector wasn’t arrested. He was kidnapped.”
“What? She saw…?”
“She said the policeman was in uniform, but she thought it was kind of funny. He took Hector away in a little sports car, not a squad car. She should have called the real police then, the silly twit. Dill? Are you still there? Are you listening to me, Dill? Hello? Hello?”
If Dill had harbored any doubts Valdemaro was responsible for all this, what his mother just told him had pretty well cleared it up. Valdemaro drove a little sports car. A Porsche. Hector had told him so.
“Okay, Mom. Do what you said. Call Hector’s relatives. Call Dad. Get everybody moving. Tell them exactly what I’m about to tell you. You ready?”
“Yes, son. Go ahead.”
And Dill told his mother everything he could remember about what Hector had told him concerning the vacation house on the lake just off Willow Creek Road. He told her of the long stairway leading down to the water where there was a dock with two kayaks tied up. He told her the whole story. “Tell everybody what I just told you, Mom. They probably won’t get there in time to help us out, but you never know. Maybe they will. But we’re armed so—”
That woke his mother up. “You’re armed?”
Dill backtracked. “Well, I’m not. The baker is.”
“Oh, goody. An armed baker. Well, that’s a relief!” She didn’t sound like she meant it. In fact, she didn’t sound like she meant it at all.
“Willow Creek Road coming up on the right,” Thorolf bellowed happily from the front seat.
“Gotta go, Ma. Tell Pop and Hector’s relatives just what I said. And keep that pie warm for Hector. Come hell or high water, I’m bringing that fucker home to eat it!”
His mother tsked. “Language, Dill. Language. And kick that cop in the nuts for me. He can’t be a very nice man, after all, and I’m pretty sure that’s what Chuck Norris would do. I understand that a well-placed kick in the scrotum will make just about any man sit up and take notice.”
Yes indeedy, Dill thought. That’ll do it. Chuckling, he clicked off the phone. Sometimes his mom was pretty cool.
He crawled on his hands and knees to the front of the van where he could stick his head out between the two bucket seats and peer through the windshield. They were off the freeway now, on a macadam back road that was bumpy as hell and didn’t look very well traveled. An old rusty street sign that looked like it had been sprayed with buckshot, said Willow Creek Road.
It was almost dark. Not quite, but almost. Hopefully, they would still be able to recognize the house if they got close enough to see it.
Dill laid a hand on Thorolf’s shoulder and whispered, not to Thorolf, but off into the twilight, into the distance at something only he could see. “We’re coming, Hector. We’re coming, baby. Won’t be long now. Just hang in there.”
He angrily brushed a tear from his cheek. No time for that weepy shit. This was war. The cavalry was on the way and he was leading the charge.
Dill blinked and rested his chin on Thorolf’s shoulder to get a closer look at the terrain passing by outside.
He snaked his arm past Thorolf’s head and pointed to the left. There it was. The lake.
Now, where was the fucking house?
 
 
THE lake was as smooth as glass and surrounded by a jumble of steep orange hills slashed with gullies, eroded by wind and winter rains. Now, in the heart of summer, the landscape was gouged and scarred and baked by the sun. Nothing seemed to thrive anywhere but boulders and scrub grass and tumbleweeds. Except for the mirrorlike water and the scattered brown foliage, dead the minute it poked through the crusted ground, the place looked like a lunar landscape. And since it wasn’t a very big lake, there weren’t many houses on its banks either. Thank God for that, Dill thought. It would make it easier to find the one they wanted.
To circle the lake, Thorolf pulled off the macadam of Willow Creek Road and onto a rutted dirt path. Someone had taken the trouble to dump some gravel on it a few hundred years back, but it was mostly dirt now. Must be a muddy mess in the rainy season, Dill thought. No wonder Hector’s ex didn’t want to live out here.
Thorolf drove slowly now. The road was so bad, he pretty much had to. Dill was still on his knees behind him, hanging over Thorolf’s shoulder. He was checking out the road ahead and periodically gazing down the hillside beside them to the lake down below. Gramps and Miss Lily were hanging over Dill’s shoulders, doing the same thing. Dill was so tense he figured it wouldn’t be long before the ligaments in his body started popping and twanging like broken piano strings. Now that they were actually here, he was having some serious doubts about a gay writer, a fat baker, an old Vietnamese woman, and a grandfather who was on his last legs, mentally and physically, having the battle savvy to overcome Valdemaro and rescue Hector from his evil clutches. Gads, what a mess.
Finally, Gramps broke the tension when he said, “What are we looking for? I forgot.”
And Dill found himself giggling. Thorolf must have thought it was pretty funny, too, because he started giggling. Then Miss Lily got in on the act. Her giggle, Dill discovered, was just as annoying as her speaking voice. It sounded like a roomful of squeaky doors all opening at the same time. It made every hair on Dill’s body climb to attention and wave around like a bunch of spectators at a Fourth of July parade, flapping their little flags in the air.
Still making that horrendous giggling noise, Miss Lily leaned in to Gramps, and whispered, “We rescue Dilly’s boyfriend, remember? The little Mexican. We be heroes.”
“Oh, yeah,” Gramps said. “Now I remember. And later we party. You, me, and the doughboy.” He stuck his head back in the pastry bag. “So are there any of those knishes left? I’m still hungry. Have to feed the libido, you know. Especially at my age.”
Suddenly, in the fading evening light, Dill spotted what he had been looking for all along: a steep bank of wooden stairs, built of redwood. They zigzagged from a copse of trees at the top of the hill off to their right, and they meandered all the way down the hillside to the water’s edge. There, where the water met the land, Dill could see a tiny pier with two kayaks tied up, one on either side of the docking area. The kayaks were gently bobbing on the still water. Behind the two kayaks was a motorboat. A nice one. It was also tied to the little dock.
The road the van was driving on was positioned about halfway between the surface of the lake and the crest of the hill where the stairs started.
Squinting, letting his eyes travel back up the long staircase, Dill could see the eaves of an A-frame cabin perched among a copse of eucalyptus trees at the top of the hill. And just below the eaves, a flash of red. Valdemaro’s Porsche, no doubt. It looked like it might be tucked up under a carport at the side of the cabin.
As he stared through the gloaming at the A-frame off in the distance, Dill saw the cabin’s lights blink on. Only then did he fully realize how dark it was getting. But maybe that was a good thing. It would give them cover on their approach.
“Thorolf. Get as close to the cabin as you can get without us being seen. Don’t rev the engine. Keep it quiet. And turn the lights off. Do it now. There’s still enough light to steer by. And try not to drive us into the lake. Okay?”
“Jawohl, Kommandant.”
Dill rolled his eyes. “And knock off the Hogan’s Heroes crap. You sound like Colonel Klink.”
“Ja—oops. Gotcha, Dilly.”
“And stop calling me Dilly.”
Thorolf turned to give him a stern stare. He growled like a grizzly bear. “Anything else, your fucking highness?”
Dill cringed and turned bright red. “Sorry. Got carried away.”
Thorolf switched off the headlights and let the van idle forward onto the edge of the lane. He found a place behind a boulder as big as a house, where he could leave it out of sight from the cabin. “Walk from here,” he mumbled, switching off the ignition. He turned to waggle a finger in Dill’s face. “You can boss here. I boss back at the bakery. Got it?”
Dill paled. It was a mighty big finger. “Got it.” Gulp.
Gramps said, “How do I load this thing?”
As if having a 300-pound baker in your face isn’t scary enough, Dill’s blood pressure shot up thirty points when he saw Gramps manhandling the revolver, turning it over and over in his palsied old paws, peering down the barrel with one eye squeezed shut, and shaking the damn thing like a baby’s rattle, trying to get it to give up its secrets.
“Give me that gun!” Dill hissed. He snatched it out of Gramps’s clutches and hastily handed it off to Thorolf. “Put this thing away. If you want to use it later as a bluff, fine. But please, God, don’t put any bullets in it. Not while Gramps is anywhere on the same continent.”
Thorolf eased himself out of the driver’s seat and tiptoed around to the back of the van to open the back doors. At Dill’s urging, since the cabin was only a few hundred yards away, Thorolf did it all as quiet as a mouse. For a big fat baker, he could be pretty darned stealthy, if stealth was called for, and Dill was delighted about that. As soon as Dill hopped soundlessly through the back doors down onto the dusty path, the silence pretty much ended, however. Gramps and Miss Lily, having been hurled and battered and tossed across the van floor for the last half hour like soccer balls at the World Cup, groaned and moaned and their joints popped and crackled and sounded like a truckload of kindling being dumped on the side of the road as they climbed down out of the van.
Gramps, bent over like a question mark even at the best of times, was now twisted around like a pretzel. All screwed up like he was, he didn’t stand over four feet tall, and he still had a goodly amount of jelly in his ears, so he was basically a jelly pretzel.
Miss Lily’s hair ornaments were all askew. Everything that was supposed to be standing up was now laying down, resembling the trees around Mt. St. Helens after the eruption, all splayed out in one direction like they had been mown down with a Weedwacker. Her tuning fork, or whatever the hell it was, which normally stood straight up off the back of her head, was now pointing due east. The metal butterflies that usually fluttered atop her hairdo had mysteriously flown off. God knows where they were now. Bermuda, maybe. It took the woman a good three minutes to get herself standing erect, prompting Gramps to say, “Must be nice to be young.”
Dill figured Miss Lily was sixty if she was a day, and maybe closer to seventy. Of course, compared to Gramps, she was still a kindergartener.
She gave Gramps a ribald wink. “Still stiff from last night, lover.”
“Me too,” said Gramps, waggling his eyebrows.
Barf. There went Dill’s gag reflex again.
“You guys wait here,” Dill said. “I’m just going to go around this boulder and check out the lay of the land. The driveway to the house should be close by. I’ll do some reconnoitering, and I can do it best alone.”
“Great,” said Gramps. “We’ll come with you.”
Dill groaned. “God, no. Didn’t I just say I could do it best alone? The three of you stay here and watch for our backup. They should be arriving any minute.” Dill didn’t believe this for a second, but the grunts under his command didn’t need to know that. At least it would get them out of his hair and give them something to do while they waited here for the imaginary backup to arrive. “I just want to peek in a window or two and see what I can see. Maybe I should take the gun.”
“You know how to use it?” Thorolf asked.
“Not really.”
“Then maybe I just hold onto it myself. Can’t have you shooting yourself in the foot. Good bakery assistants are hard to find.”
That was the nicest thing Thorolf had ever said to him. “Really? You think I'm a good bakery assistant?” Dill asked, brightening.
Thorolf shuffled his foot and looked uncomfortable. “Well, no.”
“Oh.”
Anyway, Dill figured the man was right. He probably would shoot himself. Or worse, he’d shoot Hector. “Fine then,” he said. “You keep the gun.” He sucked in a deep bracing gulp of evening air and rubbed his hands together, like he’d seen people do in the movies a thousand times—just before they did something stupid. “Well, I’m off. You guys wait here. I’ll be right back.”
Yeah, right.
He walked away, and he tried to do it carefully so his shoes wouldn’t crunch on the gravel.
It was completely dark now, and as soon as Dill was twenty feet away from his comrades, it was like he was the only person on the planet. Night sounds intruded on his consciousness. The hoot of an owl. A frog or a fish splashing down by the lake.
Dill’s own heart was pounding away inside his chest like a war drum. With every beat of that poor overworked organ, he thought he could hear blood squishing through his head, and it sounded like his pipes were pretty clogged up too. Probably all the donuts and fast food he had eaten over the last ten years. Christ. He wasn’t cut out for this reconoodling bullshit. His nerves couldn’t take it.
Dill could just hear Thorolf, Miss Lily, and Gramps whispering about something or other back by the van. He wished they would shut the hell up.
Moving up the lane that circled the lake, it didn’t take him long to find the driveway which he assumed led to Valdemaro’s cabin. Thank God for that sliver of new moon hanging low in the sky, or he never would have found the driveway in the dark. It wasn’t much more than two ruts veering off the main road and meandering through the rocks toward that stand of trees in the distance.
Dill tried not to think about rattlesnakes while he edged closer and closer to the eucalyptus trees at the top of the hill where he thought he had seen the A-frame earlier.
He rounded a bend in the twin ruts and saw a twinkle of lights up ahead. Moving closer, he saw it was the cabin, all right, and the light he had seen was coming through a downstairs window. The drapes were closed, but still enough light escaped to show Dill the way.
Moving closer, he could suddenly see it all. The cabin. The curtained windows. A square of light from one of the windows illuminating a shiny Porsche parked under an overhang beside the cabin.
Dill prayed to God the guy didn’t have a dog.
Then he stopped. He could hear voices. Not the voices of his friends this time. But voices coming from inside the cabin.
It was the voice of Valdemaro. And Hector, too.
He could hear Hector’s voice!
Dill’s overworked heart slapped into overtime. On tiptoe, he moved closer to the lighted window and rested his hands on the sill. There were curtains pulled across the pane, but they were thin. Like sheers. Dill could see through them a little. He could see through them just enough to make out that the cabin seemed to be one big room, with a little stairway leading to a loft overhead. Probably the bedroom. Hector was sitting at a dining room table by a little kitchen area. He was sitting funny. Sort of slumped. It took Dill a second to realize that Hector’s hands were bound behind his back.
The fucker had him tied to the chair!
Dill wasn’t sure what had happened to the conversation he had heard earlier. Right now it looked like Hector was all alone in the cabin. Had Dill been imagining things when he thought he heard two voices?
Dill decided to sneak along the side of the cabin to a different window and try to get a different view of the interior.
Before he could take a step, a hand shot out of the darkness and snagged him by the collar. Another hand circled his throat and gave it a threatening squeeze.
Dill froze. Well, he didn’t just freeze. He froze with his tongue hanging out. Whoever had a hold on his throat had a nice firm grip. Good and tight, yessir. And the person was taller than him, too. Taller and stronger. Seemed pretty motivated, as well. That was disheartening.
It was Valdemaro, of course. Who else would it be?
A nasty deep voice with the teeniest Mexican accent hissed words into Dill’s ear. It sounded like a pretty amused voice. Amused and quite possibly insane. “Trespassing’s a crime, dipshit donut boy.”
Dill managed to squeak out a response. “So is kidnapping, fuckface.”
Valdemaro laughed. “Who the hell said anything about kidnapping? I’m merely talking some sense into the boy.”
Dill tried to swallow, but the fingers around his throat were getting tighter. Still, he was able to get the words out. Barely. “After abducting him, you putz. Abducting means kidnapping. Take me to him. I want to see if he’s all right.”
“Why certainly, donut boy. Come on inside. Hector will be thrilled to see you.”
And before Dill could brace himself, Valdemaro was dragging him toward the door of the cabin, his fingers still digging painfully into Dill’s throat, Dill’s feet dragging through the rocks leaving two little ruts in his wake.
“Ack,” Dill said, as he was dragged along like a rag doll. “Ack ack ack ack ack.”
Dill wished his mother was here so she could do a Chuck Norris and kick Valdemaro in the nuts for him. All Dill could do was scramble around trying to regain his footing and not pass out from lack of oxygen as the fucker dragged him through the dirt. He did manage to say “ack” a few more times, but that was about it.
Damned disappointing it all was too. Some rescuer he turned out to be.



Fourteen

HECTOR’S eyes opened wide when he saw Valdemaro drag Dill through the door by his head.
“Well, heck, baby,” Hector said, trying to smile around a split lip. “I was hoping you’d have your hands around his throat.” And to Valdemaro, he added with all the hatred he could muster, “Let him go, you ape! Don’t you think maybe you’re in enough trouble already?”
Valdemaro released Dill and shoved him away in the same motion. Caught off-balance, Dill flew across the room and landed on his knees by the refrigerator in the corner. He landed hard, and he figured he lost some skin in the process.
Dill tried to ignore the pain of his skinned knees and rubbed his throat instead. Then he hauled himself to his feet and limped his way to Hector. The poor guy looked like hell but he didn’t appear to be seriously hurt, and Dill thanked God for that. Dill could tell Hector had had a rough time of it though. He had dried blood on his chin from his busted lip, a black eye, and he still had bed hair after being dragged out of the apartment from a sound sleep half a day earlier. Dill admitted that in the grand scheme of things, bed hair was probably a minor consideration at this point. Still, it irked him.
Looking at Hector, Dill found it extremely difficult to swallow his anger. But he forced himself. He was stricken by Hector’s big brown hurt-filled eyes staring up at him with so much love. It was like Hector had known all along Dill would come for him. He just knew. Dill stroked Hector’s cheek for a second before centering his attention on the ropes behind his back. “Let’s get you out of here,” Dill said, his voice scratchy with emotion. “It’s okay, baby. I’m here to take you home.”
Valdemaro laughed. “Neither one of you jugheads is going anywhere.”
“Let me untie him. These ropes are hurting his arms,” Dill yelled.
“No. Pull up a chair across from your buddy and shut the hell up.”
Dill squared his shoulders. “He’s not my buddy, you prick. He’s my lover.”
Valdemaro pointed to the other chair tucked up under the kitchen table. At some point between the last time he opened his mouth, and this time, Valdemaro’s voice had turned to ice. Threatening, cold, venomous. “Sit down!” he spat. “Now! I’ve got things to say.”
“So do I,” Dill sputtered. “And I’ll say them to the first real cop I run across. You’re going to jail for this. I’ll make it a personal goal of mine to see you behind bars for a really, really long time.”
“Sit!”
Valdemaro bellowed. And reluctantly, Dill sat. But he pulled his chair alongside Hector’s first. No way was he going to sit on the other side of the table where he couldn’t at least touch him. He gently rested one hand on Hector’s shoulder, and the other on Hector’s thigh. Hector gave him a little smile, but Dill could see the pain Hector was suffering from being tied up so long. It had to be excruciating. Looking down, Dill could see that Hector’s hands were purple and swollen. Dill had to get those ropes off.
He turned to Valdemaro. “Say what you have to say and get it over with. He needs to be untied.”
Surprisingly, Valdemaro turned away from them both and stood at the window looking out at the darkness. Dill could see the man’s reflection in the glass from where he was sitting. Valdemaro was a handsome dude, no two ways around that. Too bad he was so fucked up in the head. He really would be spending some major time in jail over all this. Maybe he didn’t know it yet, but he would. Dill would see to it. There was no way the guy could wiggle out of a kidnapping charge, at least. Hell, Dill had three more witnesses right outside willing to testify as well.
Oh, Lord, that thought gave him a start. He wondered what his three compatriots were up to. He seriously doubted if they were still standing around by the van waiting patiently for backup to appear out of the blue. They seemed like the types who would be a little more proactive than that. Dill could only hope they weren’t screwing three ways to Sunday in a pile of donuts. He would like to think they would at least be dressed and in a position to answer his call if Dill needed fast assistance. After all, they had the gun. Even if it wasn’t loaded.
When Valdemaro spoke, his words were barely audible. There was more emotion behind the words than Dill was expecting to hear. More… hurt.
“How could you choose him over me? Tell me, Hector. How could you?” 
 Hector answered in a firm, clear voice. If he was scared, he didn’t show it. “Dill would never hit me like you did. He wouldn’t lie to me like you did. And he wouldn’t cheat on me. Also like you did. That’s how.”
Dill expected Valdemaro to start yelling and cussing, but his voice was still soft. He truly seemed to be trying to understand. “But how do you know? How do you know he won’t hurt you?”
Hector gave a little shrug, and Dill saw a stab of pain cross his face the moment he moved his shoulders. His muscles had to be screaming for blood by this time. Circulation had been a nonissue for Hector’s arms for way too long now.
“I just do,” Hector said, his eyes still focused on Dill’s. There were tears in Hector's eyes now. Dill didn’t know if they were tears of emotion or tears of pain. “You can call it trust, I guess. I used to trust you too. I did. But then you broke that trust by doing all those things to hurt me. Once trust is broken, it stays broken. Sorry, Valdemaro. That’s just the way it is.”
Valdemaro’s softness of voice, his willingness to expose his feelings so freely, was beginning to frighten Dill. Would he really lay himself open like this, and then just set the two of them free to do whatever they wanted to do. Call the police, press charges, demand retribution? Dill didn’t think so. Maybe Valdemaro wasn’t planning on letting them go at all.
And for the first time, Dill felt true fear gnaw its way into his stomach.
Hector seemed to think making the situation worse than it already was might be good for a few laughs. “Oh. And Dill’s dick is bigger than yours. I like that about him too.”
Dill watched Valdemaro stiffen, then turn from the window and stare at the back of Hector’s head. Valdemaro’s eyes were cold. They ignored Dill completely, as if he wasn’t there.
Valdemaro’s voice was spiteful now. Just as Dill suspected, he didn’t seem to find the “bigger dick” comment particularly amusing. He wouldn’t look at Dill. Maybe he didn’t trust himself to. “I never wanted to hurt you, Hector. I was good to you. We were happy. Yeah, I made a mistake, but hell, who doesn’t? After it happened, you wouldn’t let me explain. You wouldn’t let me make things right. You just threw everything we had away, like it had never been. I don’t remember you even once saying we could try to work things out.”
“You hit me,” Hector said. “Remember that? Do you remember pounding my face into the kitchen floor back at the apartment? I was so banged up, I was embarrassed to go to work or to classes for almost a week. You could have killed me. I think you wanted to.”
Valdemaro said nothing.
“But since you didn’t kill me then,” Hector said quietly, “you’ve decided to do it now. Right? Both of us. Me and Dill.”
Again Valdemaro said nothing. He was fiddling with something in his pocket, watching Hector with narrowed, injured eyes.
“If that’s what you’re thinking,” Dill said, jumping into the fray, “then Hector’s right. You won’t get away with it. I’m not the only one who knows you brought Hector here. Hell, everybody knows it. My family. Hector’s family. The people I work with. Everybody. They’re on their way here now. All of them. You might as well drag out the hors d’oeuvres and throw some beer in the cooler. They should be here any minute.”
“Shut up. Both of you. Let me think.”
“As a matter of fact,” Dill blathered on, figuring he had very little to lose at this point, “the most battle-savvy of the bunch are already outside taking up positions. They’re armed, and motivated, and well trained in the art of hostage retrieval. Your ass is going to be grass in about five minutes, fuckface. So why don’t you just give this all up and—”
Dill clapped his mouth shut when he saw Valdemaro pull his service revolver from his trouser pocket. He bit his lip and nervously watched as Valdemaro laid the gun in his hand and looked at it, cocking his head to the side like maybe he had never seen a gun before in his life. It was like he was weighing all the risks, deciding exactly what it was he wanted to do; what it was he might be able to explain away later.
Dill could almost hear the thoughts banging around inside Valdemaro’s head. Should he kill them? Could he get away with it? Was baker boy lying about other people knowing where they were?
Then, in the window behind Valdemaro’s back, Dill thought he saw a movement. Just a flitter of lesser darkness. A passing shadow between the gauzy curtain and the night sky beyond.
The next thing Dill knew, Gramps’s old nose was squashed up against the glass like a rotten potato. His little piggy eyes were squinting through the glass, trying to see inside. He had a smear of blood around his mouth.
No, wait. It was jelly.
Dill almost laughed. If there had been anything even remotely funny about the whole scenario, he would have. Valdemaro was still playing with his fucking gun. That was the principal chuckle killer. Dill was thinking maybe he should just jump up and try to disarm the man, which would probably get him killed, but he was also afraid Gramps might do something stupid like bang his head against the glass, causing Valdemaro to spin around and start shooting, which would get Gramps killed. If he didn’t get those ropes off Hector’s arms pretty soon his lover was going to be crippled for life, and Dill’s skinned knees were starting to sting like hell. Sheesh. Everything just sucked all the way around. Dill didn’t know what to do. Or what to expect.
Then came the donuts. Even Dill had to admit, he sure as hell didn’t expect that.
 
 
THE first donut slammed into the window behind Valdemaro’s head, making him jump. When he spun around, he saw a dollop of custard sliding down the outside of the glass alongside a smear of chocolate icing. It must have been a custard-filled boston creme, Dill figured. A nice gooshy one. Then two more boston cremes slammed into the window right behind the first one. Splat! Splat! And that pretty much killed the view from that window.
Valdemaro seemed powerfully confused, as well he should. “Are those…?”
Hector was trying to twist around to see what was going on when a rain of pastry splattered the windows on the opposite side of the cabin. These were in Hector’s line of sight so he had a ringside view.
The first was a big fat cheese danish. It must have been reasonably fresh from the oven because when it hit the glass, the cheese sort of—exploded. Sppplaaat! Like a high-calorie supernova.
Hector laughed. “That was pretty.” Then he said, “Ow,” because laughing made his injured lip hurt. He looked at Dill and added, “I think we’re under attack by the sugar plum fairy.”
“Yeah,” Dill said, “three sugar plum fairies. Old ones.” A grin was spreading across his face, mainly because of the very same grin spreading across Hector’s. Gee, it was nice to see his honey smiling again.
Another window, the one in the front door, was suddenly inundated with incoming donuts of every type imaginable. Glazed, iced, sprinkled, and less dramatically, plain cake, which, although unadorned, still packed a powerful wallop. They pinwheeled through the air and crashed into the glass one after the other like they had been shot out of a Gatling gun. Whap whap whap whap! And just when silence began to reign, the window in the door was administered the coup de grace. A bigass apple fritter came sailing in, as large as one of Dill’s mom’s apple pies. It didn’t bother soiling the windowpane but instead tore right through it with a crash, flinging shards of glass and pastry everywhere and landing at Valdemaro’s feet like a dead cat. Flump!
“I love apple fritters,” Hector said, relishing the look of astonishment on Valdemaro’s face.
While Valdemaro was occupied running from one window to the next, trying to see outside and trying to spot his enemies and wondering what the hell was going on with all these flying fucking donuts, Dill took the opportunity to drop to his sore knees behind Hector’s chair and start untying his poor strangled arms with shaking fingers.
“Hang on, baby, hang on.” He kept repeating the words like a mantra while he fumbled with the ropes.
Donuts were still sailing in and splatting loudly against the windows. Every once in a while, a few would sail through the broken window, as free as birds, and those were wreaking the greatest damage. An extra-large french cruller crashed into the TV on the little TV stand by the couch, shattering the screen in a puff of smoke. A maple log and a shitload of churritos flew through the broken window and, spreading themselves out like strafing fire from a passing bomber, knocked knickknacks off shelves, cereal boxes off counters, and with a horrendous crash, a pretty little grouping of flower pots off the end table.
Dill stopped fumbling with the ropes long enough to give a cheer. Hector laughed.
Valdemaro pointed his gun through the broken window pane and started shooting, although he obviously had no idea in the world what or who he was shooting at. Some people just seem to go nuts when they’re bombarded with pastry. Must be a certifiable phobia with a certifiable name, but damned if Dill knew what it was called. And as long as fuckface wasn’t shooting at him and Hector, Dill was satisfied. He just kept digging at the knots around Hector’s wrists.
Someone must have called a cease-fire, and at the same time, Valdemaro must have run out of bullets, because suddenly a heavy silence fell, as if the Cone of Silence on the old Get Smart TV show had been dropped over the cabin. With Valdemaro’s gun no longer roaring, and flying donuts no longer crashing into glass and splattering all over the cabin, the sudden silence was so unnerving that even Dill stopped what he was doing and listened, wondering what was going to happen next. He half expected to see a gigantic wedding cake come crashing through the roof and bury them all in an angel food extravaganza with pineapple-swirl ice cream, icing, and little sugar gay guys wearing little sugar tuxedos sticking out of the top looking like little sugar Secret Service agents holding hands.
Instead, it was a voice, screaming from the darkness in a German accent that sounded remarkably like good old Adolf delivering an Arbor Day address.
“Come out with hands up! You are surrounded by many, many policemen with many, many guns! Some are very, very cute! Throw your gun out first, then remove your pants and underwear, and slide out front door on your hot little Mexican ass!”
Dill rolled his eyes. God, Thorolf was incorrigible. Like Gramps wasn’t enough to keep him satisfied?
Then Miss Lily screamed out from the darkness. She didn’t say anything. She just screamed. “Aaauurrgghh!” Dill imagined roosting birds in the trees outside tumbling off their branches and falling dead from the sound.
Hector’s eyes were as big as baseballs. Well, one of them was. The other one, the black one, was squeezed shut while he cringed at that god-awful human voice screaming in the night “Holy shit! Who are these people? Was that a banshee?”
Conversationally, Dill said, “Oh, no, dear, she’s my boss. You met her at the book signing. Remember?”
Hector nodded. “Ah, yes. Lovely woman.”
“Well,” Dill hedged, “I wouldn’t go that far.”
Suddenly Hector’s hands were free. He cried out when he was finally able to move his arms from the position they had been in for hours. But he was smiling when he cried out. The pain was exquisite. As good as an orgasm. Almost.
Dill froze when he felt a hot metal tube pressed to the back of his head. It was Valdemaro’s service revolver, still warm from the bullets that had torn out of it moments before.
“Outside,” Valdemaro said. “Both of you. We’re leaving.”
“We’re not going anywhere,” Dill blustered.
“Then you’ll die right here.”
Dill thought that over. “Okay. On second thought, we’re leaving.”
“I thought you would.”
Hector stumbled to his feet, and if Dill hadn’t caught him, he would have fallen flat on his face. Everything from his neck down was dead asleep. Arms, torso, ass, legs. When the blood finally started pumping through his extremities, it was all Hector could do not to scream like Miss Lily. He also had to pee like a racehorse, but apparently Valdemaro didn’t feel as strongly about that as he did.
“I have to pee,” Hector wailed.
“No.”
“I have to pee!”
“So pee in your pants. I don’t care.”
“Fine,” Hector said, and not having much choice in the matter, he pulled out his dick with numb fingers and peed on Valdemaro’s kitchen floor. He had a real healthy stream too. Hector wasn’t lying when he said he had to go. Dill leaped back to avoid the geyser, which seemed to go on forever, although if the truth were known, he was actually pretty turned on by the whole thing.
Dill giggled, and always pleased to help, took Hector’s cock out of Hector’s numb little fingers and gave it the final shake himself. Then he gave it another shake. He longed to do more, but this wasn’t the time. Hopefully later, if they were still alive, he’d take another crack at it.
“Thanks,” Hector said with a grin. “You’d better stop shaking it now, or I’ll be doing more than peeing.”
“Don’t tease me, babe.” Dill gave Hector’s pecker a final squeeze. Was it his imagination or was the thing getting bigger? Dill watched sadly as Hector tucked it into his pants. Then he looked down at the gigantic yellow puddle on the floor which was slowly traveling eastward, disappearing under the fridge. “Ooh,” he said. “Piss and Glo. And look. You made a clean spot. Plus the floor is uneven.”
“You sick fuckers,” Valdemaro spat, his face crimson with fury, or jealousy, or both. “Get outside. Now.”
And before either of them could make a move for the door, Valdemaro switched off the lights and thrust them all into darkness.
 
 
THEY were no sooner out the door, than Thorolf stepped onto the wooden deck in front of them, cutting off their retreat.
“Don’t interfere,” Valdemaro warned, obviously surprised by the sheer size of the man standing in front of him. “I’m a police officer.”
“And I’m a baker,” Thorolf said. “So what?”
Hector muttered in Dill’s ear. “A baker. That explains the donuts.”
Dill nodded. “That’s my boss too. I’ll explain it all later. It’s probably a little confusing.”
Hector snickered. “You got that right.”
Valdemaro waved his gun in Thorolf’s face. “I’m making an arrest. I’m—”
Thorolf guffawed. Dill had to laugh. The man actually guffawed. With a gun in his face.
“You not a police officer. You kidnapper. You steal Dilly’s boyfriend. Why you want to do something like that for? You nuts or something? Go find boyfriend of your own. Don’t steal somebody else’s. You a big Arschloch. That’s what you are.”
“That’s German,” Dill chimed in, giving Valdemaro a hasty lesson in Teutonics. “Means asshole. You know, like you.”
Thorolf nodded his head and beamed proudly. “You remember. You good student, Dilly.”
Dill blushed. “Thanks.”
Gramps shuffled out of the darkness with jelly all over his face and Valdemaro jumped three feet straight up into the air. He was so surprised, he almost dropped his gun.
“Son,” Gramps said to Dill, “you and Hector come over here.”
“Don’t move,” Valdemaro demanded, regaining his composure and apparently deciding Gramps wasn’t some sort of wrinkled old vampire. Valdemaro tried to point his gun at everybody at once, but he obviously couldn’t decide who to aim for first. “We’re going down the stairs to the motorboat. Just the three of us. Me, Hector, and Shit-for-brains. I’ve got some business to take care of and I think it’s best taken care of out in the middle of the lake with no witnesses.”
Dill didn’t like the sound of that.
“We’re not going down those stairs. You’ll have to kill us here in front of our friends.”
“Fine,” Valdemaro said, and they all heard the ratchet of a bullet entering the chamber of his service revolver.
“Oh, no, you don’t!” Miss Lily shrieked, and the next thing Dill knew something pronged and metallic went flying through the air and caught Valdemaro smack in the back of the head.
He stumbled forward but didn’t fall.
Dill looked at the ground, and saw Miss Lily’s tuning fork laying there on the deck. Holy, crap. It really was good for something. The old broad had pretty good aim, too. Too bad she wasn’t wearing a bazooka in her hair.
And speaking of bazookas, that was when Gramps pulled the pistol out of his trouser pocket, which he didn’t do with a whole lot of aplomb, considering the fact that his trouser pocket was pretty much buried in his armpit.
“Who gave him a gun!” Dill demanded.
“You no worry,” Lily cried. “Your grandpa hot shot marksman.”
“Yeah, but it ain’t loaded,” Dill cried right back.
“That’s what you think,” Gramps said, and the next thing anyone knew, Gramps aimed the gun up into the eucalyptus tree and pulled the trigger. A branch four feet long and as big around as a fence post, came crashing to the ground and landed in their midst in a cloud of dust and leaves and splinters.
“Is it just me,” Hector asked, “or is this rescue goofier than most?”
Valdemaro pushed Dill and Hector toward the stairs. He looked like he had decided to ignore all the old farts stationed on the stairs trying to head them off.
What he saw next wasn’t so easily ignored.
Two steps down from the landing, a big bruiser Dill had never seen before in his life stepped out of the shadows and blocked their way. He was holding a three-foot long toilet plunger in his hand like a machete. Behind him, another big bruiser stepped onto the stairs. This one was holding a hammer. Then came two more big guys and finally Dill’s dad, holding Chester in his arms. Dill noticed his dad was wearing his utility belt, which put all manner of tools at his fingertips if they became needed as weapons. Pliers. Hammers. Plungers. Sewer snakes. It was then Dill realized these were some of the guys that worked for his dad. His mom had told Dill they were out looking for Hector. And by golly, here they were.
“Hi, Son,” his dad called up the stairs. “Everything okay?”
“Good as gold, Pop. Nice to see you.”
His dad smiled. “I’ll bet it is. Your mother said you might need some help. I brought a few friends along, stopped by to see her on the way, picked up the dog, and here I am.” He turned his attention to Valdemaro who was beginning to look a little panicked. “Drop the gun, sir,” Dill’s dad said. “Or we’ll drop it for you. And that goes for you too, Gramps. Jesus, ain’t things bad enough? Who the hell put a gun in his hands, anyway?”
Valdemaro had just about had it. “Who the hell are you people? This is private property, dammit.”
One of the plumbers must have been taking a night class in law enforcement. It seemed fitting, since he had an Irish brogue that was thick enough to cut with a knife. “No such thing as private property laws when there’s a felony in progress. You’re piss out of luck on that one, boyo. Now drop the gun.” He was flourishing a mop.
Seeing as there was no way he could get down the stairs to his boat, Valdemaro backtracked, grabbing Hector by the collar as he went. He waved the gun in Dill’s face. “Go to the car. Now. We’ll have to drive out of here.”
Dill bit back a laugh. “You don’t really think the three of us are going to fit in that Porsche, do you? With my long legs, and your long legs, and Hector’s big dick. We’d never make it.”
“Besides” came a voice from the carport. This voice had a Latino accent that was as thick as guacamole. It was one of Hector’s cousins. Dill remembered him from the book signing. “You seem to have four flat tires, amigo. I’m sure I don’t know how that could have happened.”
Dill knew. The guy was holding a switchblade. Switchblades are great for making flat tires.
Hector gave a cheerful wave, as if nothing untoward was taking place at all. Just a typical Friday night out in the boondocks with his buddies. “Hey, Pedro! Long time no see.”
Pedro waved back, all shiny white teeth and sparkling eyes. “Hey, Hector. You’re looking a little bloodied up. Did this wetback hit you?” He waved his switchblade in Valdemaro’s direction.
Hector patted his split lip and gently touched his puffy, black eye. “More than once. He’s a mean one. Be careful.”
Then another voice came out of the darkness. “Oh, I think we can manage one lousy cop.”
And six other Mexican guys stepped forward. One held a tire iron, one had a bicycle chain, another had a switchblade like Pedro, two had clubs they must have picked up off the ground, and the sixth one was eating a burrito as big as a bed pillow. The last one didn’t appear to be armed, unless his burrito breath could be considered a weapon. He was obviously the fat one in the family. Really fat. Dill figured maybe he never stopped eating, even during rescue operations. Who knows?
Hector leaned in to whisper in Dill’s ear. “That’s my cousin Ramon. He has a gland problem.”
“Yeah, right,” Dill said, eyeing the bigass burrito and all the hot sauce dribbling down Ramon’s shirtfront.
“Goddammit! I’m a police officer!” Valdemaro screamed out again.
“I do dry wall!” one of pop’s friends sang out.
“I’m in high school!” Hector’s cousin with the bicycle chain barked.
“I’m a baker’s assistant!” Dill bellowed proudly.
“And I’m a sex goddess!” Miss Lily shrieked in her horrible Vietnamese accent, which pretty much killed the testimonials then and there.
Although Gramps did chime in with a final, “You bet you are, sister!”
Valdemaro had finally had enough, apparently. He grabbed Hector and thrust the barrel of his revolver against the side of Hector’s head.
Dill’s heart did a somersault.
Miss Lily screamed, “No!”
And Chester sprang out of Dill’s father’s arms and shot up the stairs like a rocket. At the top step, he flung himself into the air, teeth gnashing, and hurled himself head first at Valdemaro’s ass. When he hit it and clamped on tight with his little Chester incisors, Valdemaro bellowed like a bull. With Chester still hanging on and growling and snapping and digging away at Valdemaro’s sphincter like it was a chew toy, Valdemaro teetered on the edge of the top step, pinwheeled his arms in a last ditch effort to correct his balance, and with a cry of surprise, toppled down the stairs headfirst, disappearing into the darkness with Chester still gnawing away at his ass for all he was worth.
Although he couldn’t be seen, Valdemaro’s progress was easily followed by the sound of body parts hitting wooden steps, other body parts ricocheting off wooden rails, and the final crash of body parts hitting the dock forty yards below with a resounding thud.
Dill wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn he heard a few bones snap along the way. By the way Valdemaro suddenly started wailing as soon as his descent was completed, Dill knew he wasn’t mistaken.
Dill never did know who called for an ambulance. Or who called the police, either. All he knew was that he and Hector were on their way home six hours later after giving a deposition to a really nice cop who was cuter than shit and might or might not have been gay. Not that it mattered to Dill. He had eyes only for Hector.
Back at the apartment Dill’s mother threw herself into Dill’s arms, then threw herself into her husband’s arms, then gave Hector just a gentle hug because he looked so sore and worn out.
“I made you a pie,” she told Hector.
“Thanks, Mom,” Hector said. “I can smell it.”
And Dill watched with a happy heart, swollen with love, as his mother planted a tender kiss on Hector’s forehead, gave Dill a final wave good-bye, then grabbed Dill’s dad and pulled him out the door, leaving Hector and Dill and Chester alone.
Outside the door, after Dill had safely slipped the lock in place and had no intention of opening it for anybody ever again, he heard his mother cry out.
“Wait a minute! Where the hell’s my dad?”
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HECTOR’S split lip and black eye were healing nicely.
Valdemaro was still parked in the infirmary wing of the San Diego County Jail, recuperating from the multitude of injuries he sustained while tumbling down a really long flight of stairs and landing on his head. Those injuries included a splintered tibia requiring metal pins, two fractured fibulas, a dislocated shoulder, six missing teeth, three shattered fingers, four torn ligaments on various parts of his anatomy, all of which hurt like a motherfucker, an impressive collection of sundry contusions and bruises, and, last but not least, a broken toe. Oh. He also needed six stitches on his ass where Chester bit him.
Those, of course, were the just the physical injuries.
He also suffered from a smashed ego and a severely broken spirit, but there was no word yet on whether or not he would be recuperating from those injuries any time soon. Both might very well be permanent, and Dill suspected they would be, considering the fact that the man had not only lost his job as a law enforcement officer, but as soon as he could move around under his own steam, he would be facing a trial where Hector and Dill were told Valdemaro would likely face a prison sentence of eighteen years or more for kidnapping, aggravated assault, stalking, using a firearm in the commission of said crimes, committing said crimes under the banner of law enforcement, and one lesser charge of cruelty to animals, although that final charge was a last-minute throw-in. “Your dog lost a tooth when he clamped down on Valdemaro’s ass,” the prosecutor explained with a grin. “So shoot me. Sounds like animal abuse to me.”
Against his better judgment, Dill actually felt a little sorry for Valdemaro. Dill wasn’t sure how well he would handle losing Hector either. And he had no intention of letting Hector out of his sight long enough to find out.
Gramps moved out of Dill’s folk’s place and got a small apartment in one of the senior high-rises downtown. Dill helped him buy furniture at the Salvation Army and ran him to the store to stock up on groceries and condoms. In less than a month, according to Gramps, he had bedded half the inhabitants on the ninth floor, both men and women. (It was a nine-floor building so Gramps had thought he would start at the top and work his way down. No pun intended.) Gramps still saw Miss Lily and Thorolf occasionally, but he rarely stopped by the bakery anymore. His doctor told him his cholesterol was too high and he had to cut back on donuts.
Dill had resumed slogging away at his new novel. Miss Lily and Thorolf gave him a raise at the bakery and treated him like a son after their joint adventure down by the lake. They also secretly raised the price of donuts and coffee to anyone wearing a policeman’s uniform. They seemed to think one bad apple does indeed spoil the whole barrel. 
Those were the general updates.
The specific
up-to-the-minute
updates were considerably more salacious.
It was seven o’clock in the morning, and Dill was sitting naked at his computer. Hector was on his knees in front of him, repeatedly banging his head on the bottom of the desk while he gave Dill the greatest blow job Dill had ever experienced in his life. It was Dill's first real blow job in three weeks, mind you. Hector's split lip had really infringed on their little get-togethers. But now that Hector was all healed up, they were back in business. And Hector was just as happy about it as Dill. 
Dill was just getting to the point where his toes were curling, his long, hairy legs were trembling, and he was thumping like a rabbit. His eyes were starting to cross when the mood was broken by a beep on the computer signifying incoming mail.
Well, the mood wasn’t completely broken. Before Dill could hit the mail icon, he reached the point of no return and grabbed Hector’s head instead of the mouse and proceeded to climax like Mt. Vesuvius on a really good day. It was such a powerful orgasm Dill’s ass came two feet off the chair when he did it and smashed Hector’s head into the bottom of the desk, damn near knocking him out.
While Hector was laughing and rubbing his head and trying not to drown in the spray of semen, Dill bit down on his forearm to keep himself from screaming out loud and notifying the neighbors that an orgasm was taking place in apartment 2B. Lordy, Hector’s mouth was magic.
Finally, when the surge of come had dwindled to a drip, and Dill was convinced his heart wasn’t going to explode, and he had fallen back in the chair like a dead man, he popped open one eye and hit the mail icon with a shaky hand.
Hector pressed his nose between Dill’s balls and breathed in Dill’s heavenly sent. “I love you,” he muttered.
“I love you back,” Dill said in a fluttery voice and opened his e-mail with a flick of the mouse.
It was from his publisher. That was odd. Usually, if they weren’t prepping a book for release, he didn’t hear from his publisher at all. He wasn’t entirely sure she even truly existed except in pixels, since he had never actually met the woman face to face.
It was difficult concentrating on the e-mail in front of him because Dill could feel Hector’s stiff cock pushed up against the calf of his leg, and he really wanted to crawl down there on the floor and get his lips around that luscious piece of meat so he could pay Hector back for all the wonderful things he had just done for Dill.
But then, the e-mail Dill was half-heartedly scanning suddenly got interesting, and believe it or not, he almost forgot about Hector’s pecker completely. Dill sure never thought that could happen. Not in this lifetime. He leaned forward, gazing closer at the computer screen, like maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him or that last climax, as intense as it was, had caused some sort of brain damage. He continued reading and his heart started beating a little faster. Then it started galloping.
“Uh, babe—” Dill said.
But Hector was busy trying to get both of Dill’s testicles in his mouth at the same time. Just for the hell of it, apparently.
“Baby—” Dill tried again.
“Umfphmfpfmph,” Hector said.
Dill wasn’t sure, but he thought it sounded like, “I’m busy.”
Dill reached down and tapped on the side of Hector’s head with his knuckles like he was knocking on a door.
“Hector, spit out my nuts and get up here. I think you’d better read this.”
“Umpshhs dhduudb ogo ododididphh.”
Dill had no idea what that translated into, and the more he read of the e-mail, the more excited he became, and the more excited he became, the less he felt like trying to translate whatever the hell Hector was mumbling around his balls. “That’s nice,” he said. “Get up here anyway.”
So Hector did. He hauled himself up off the floor and stood beside Dill’s chair. Being just as naked as Dill was, and being considerably shorter, when Hector was standing next to Dill sitting,
Hector’s stiff dick poked directly into Dill’s armpit. Hector stood on his tiptoes to get it a little higher. Then he took Dill’s head in his hands and tried to press down on the top of it so Dill’s mouth and his dick were brought a little more in line with each other. Then he tried to twist Dill’s head around so the man’s mouth was pointing at him instead of the damn computer.
Dill finally gave in. He poked his arm between Hector’s legs and cupped Hector’s warm ass with his broad hand. He pulled Hector to him, pressed his mouth to the underside of Hector’s rock-hard cock, then pointed to the computer screen as he looked up into Hector’s handsome face, which was, at that moment, looking down at him with a lascivious grin on his face. The lad did so want to come. Dill could see it in his eyes.
“Please, baby,” Dill said. “Read this e-mail first. Tell me I’m not hallucinating.”
“Suck on me while I’m reading,” Hector begged.
So Dill did. He slurped Hector’s cock into his mouth and went to town on it, just like Hector wanted him to do. Hector sighed and dug his hands through Dill’s hair.
“Oh, my God,” Hector said a minute later.
And Dill figured he was doing something right. He slipped a finger in Hector’s ass and pulled the man’s cock a little farther down his throat. With his free hand, he stroked Hector’s satiny stomach.
“Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God.” Hector said. He was getting excited now. His voice had climbed three octaves and his whole body was shaking. If his dick got any harder, Dill figured they’d be able to hang a flag on it.
Then Hector squealed. “My God, Dill, they want to make a movie out of your second book! The director notified your publisher because they didn’t know how to get hold of you! Your publisher says you should get an agent right away.”
Dill just kept sucking. Sucking and smiling. Yep, that was what he’d read too. He wasn’t hallucinating.
“Your publisher says she’s already started a second printing of the book because once the movie comes out, it’ll sell like hotcakes. They always do, she says. Even if the movie’s a flop!”
Hector was reading and gently thrusting at the same time now, sliding his dick in and out of Dill’s hot mouth as he got more and more excited by the words he was reading.
“She wants you to write a sequel to the book, Dill! The director asked her if there was one available, and she said it would be soon. I love this woman, Dill. What a liar she is!”
Then Hector shuddered. “Oh, God, baby, that feels good. Keep sucking. Don’t stop. Please, don’t stop.”
Dill was more than happy to comply. Around Hector’s cock he said, “Read the last part.”
So Hector did. All the while his sperm was churning and getting ready to explode from his body, he used every ounce of willpower he had to concentrate on the final sentences splayed out on the screen before him.
Hector spoke the words out loud. It was the only way he could concentrate on what he was reading. “He is offering a six-figure advance for the movie rights alone. With a good agent you can better that offer. If you’ll take my advice, you’ll stop working in fast food and start writing full time. And congratulations. I hear you have a new lover.”
As soon as Hector uttered those last two words, he gave a lurch and filled Dill’s mouth with thick, delicious come. Hot off the press, so to speak. Dill happily drank it down, every drop, while Hector thrashed and pumped and gasped and came. And then he thrashed and gasped and came some more.
Dill would not release him until Hector softened in his mouth. Even then, he held him in his arms, unwilling to let him go.
Hector looked down at Dill’s beaming face looking up at him. As soon as he could find his voice, he said, “I’m so very proud of you, babe. You made it. You’re a success.”
Dill smiled, still relishing the taste of Hector’s come in his mouth, still content having Hector snuggled into his arms like there was no place either one of them would rather be. Which was true. There wasn’t.
Dill pushed his face into Hector’s stomach. Kissed his belly button. Continued to stroke Hector’s fuzzy little butt. “I was a success the day you grabbed my belt buckle back in the bar, Hector. I was a success the day you told me you loved me. I was a success the day you let me into your life. I’ve been a success since the first minute I met you, Hector Peña, and I’ll be a success until the day you leave.”
Hector stroked Dill’s warm cheek, moist now with sweat and come. He twisted around to sit on Dill’s naked lap. Dill helped him get comfortably situated.
“You can forget about me leaving,” Hector said. “Ain’t gonna happen. I’m not going anywhere. Ever.”
“Good,” Dill said. “I want you right where you are right now. In my arms, in my life, in my heart. Always.” He pressed his lips into Hector’s hair and smelled, for the millionth time, the apple shampoo the man loved to use.
Dill wrapped his arms around Hector to hold him close and Hector pulled his own legs up to tuck them under himself. He was so small in Dill’s arms he felt like a child on his father’s lap. He felt safe, and happy, and perfectly content.
They both did. And they both knew it.
Chester came pattering across the floor and stood on his back legs beside the desk chair. He said hello with his tongue hanging out and begged for a chin rub. Both Hector and Dill gave him one. Chester must have thought he struck gold. His tail was wagging so fast it was just a blur.
“So what are you going to write about?” Hector asked. “The sequel. What’s it going to be about?”
And pulling Hector closer than he already was, Dill whispered, “You, baby. It’s going to be about you. What do you think of that?”
Hector smiled and tucked his head under Dill’s stubbly chin. “I think it’s exactly the way it should be,” he said. “I’m a fascinating guy.”
“You certainly are,” Dill said, and he closed his eyes, as happy as he had ever been in his life. “You most certainly, certainly are.”
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