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REVERB
PROLOGUE
–
JAMES
“Get ‘em, Ian!” I held the mud covered kitten and paced the water’s edge trying not to cry.
“No. You get them.” Ian stood on the grassy hillside several feet up from the pond. “It’s your fault they’re in there. I wouldn’t have tripped if you hadn’t been chasing me.” He shrugged his gangly shoulders and held up the empty shoebox home I’d made for them.
“I can’t swim. Get ‘em Ian, please!”
Two kittens struggled to stay afloat, clawing at the washcloth moving towards the center of Miller's fishpond. Their whimpering sounded like children screaming in the distance.
“I’m not drowning in that scummy water over some feral cats.” Ian just stood there, watching. “Get them if you want to, but I’m not. They’re probably rabid.” He held the shoebox away from him like it was diseased then flung it into the pond.
I paced. I was so excited to see my teenaged half-brother, only the second time in all my seven years, but I hated Ian right then. Never should have shown off the Lynx kittens I’d found near the marsh behind Miller’s farm. I looked at the barn on the hill. Mr. Miller was away at work all day. It would take too long to go back to my house for help.
I clutched the muddy kitten I’d plucked from the bank and held it against my mounting terror as I stepped into the murky water. My feet sank into the soft, slimy bottom. Cold water rushed through my socks and around my ankles, then seeped into my sneakers and weighted me.
“You’d better learn to swim fast because you’ll never reach them from there.” Ian’s rosy, full face was suddenly angular and hard in shadow as clouds hid the morning sun.
I shivered and waded deeper, the water to my knees, then my waist but I still couldn't reach them. Then one of the kittens disappeared below the surface and I lunged for it, then I was suddenly kicking water, searching for ground. Sharp pain pierced my shoulder from the kitten’s needle claws, then my neck as it scrambled up me. I screamed but it was garbled as I gulped in mouthfuls of grimy water. I couldn't get air, my lungs felt as if they were bursting. I kicked and grabbed at the surface above. The excruciating pain in my chest became numbing, almost relieving, and my vision tunneled as I sank. I saw Ian standing at the edge of the pond watching me with the exact same blank expression he wore watching the kittens drown.
What I recall happening next seems impossible, even cliché, but the memory is vivid and visceral. I could see Ian from under the water, then something burst behind my eyes and everything went white. Then my view was from above my body, maybe six feet up, and I was looking down on myself sinking in the pond, watching Ian come in after me, the pain gone. I watched, but didn’t feel my limp body being dragged to the shore. And though I saw Ian kneel beside me, I did not feel him pounding on my chest.
“Come on, you little shit.” Ian yelled as he practically pounced on me. “You die on me and I’m screwed. Come on! Get up!” He put both his palms on my ribcage and pounded again.
Blinding pain shot through my chest and up my throat as the water was forced from my lungs. And suddenly I was back in my body on the ground, gritty water burning my throat and nostrils as it poured from my nose and mouth. When I finally stopped choking and sat up everything was quiet. The kittens were gone. The pond was still.
“You tell and you’ll regret it.” Ian stared down at me with a sinister grin plastered on his face. “I’ll make it all your fault. It’ll be easy too. I could almost tell the truth. And father will believe me, since I’m his only real son.”
--
Not anymore.
Fast forward twenty years, and now I’m the only one left.
Damn you, Ian.
I stare at the pine casket that lays perched at the edge of the hole in the ground. I picture Ian lying in there with that smirk fixed on his face. The priest is saying something but I don’t hear and don’t care. I want to be someplace else, anyplace else.
Damp, dead air. Then a hint of an icy breeze stings my cheeks. Brown leaves dance across the clipped lawns of the High Halden Church graveyard as I watch them lower my half-brother into the ground. “All the leaves are brown, and the sky is gray…” ‘California Dreaming’ with its ubiquitous 1-4-5, progression, mirrors the scene before me. “I’d be safe and warm if I was in L.A…” I’d be surfing, working with The Zone, finishing the remix for Caravan, arguing with Julia, instead of freezing my ass off in this graveyard trying to figure out why I agreed to come.
The casket is settled in the hole and I want to feel something, but I don’t. Most memories around Ian focus on him taunting me—stupid shit, like putting razor cuts in my guitar strings so they’d snap when I played, or threatening to slam the piano cover closed while I was practicing. First day I came to Castlewood, six years after the kitten incident back in the States, Ian walked into the music room blasted on something, came within inches and whispered, “Do you ever dream about dead cats?”
I tried to avoid him, but he sought me out at first, angry I was there, or maybe just bored. We came to a head when I trashed his stash after he put LSD in my iced tea at our father’s appointment to the Shadow Minister. Dumped his shoebox full of weed, speed and assorted pharms into the Thames the next morning. After that, Ian left me alone.
The priest hands me a shovel filled with dirt. I pour it onto the casket. The noise is surprisingly loud, and hollow. I wonder if Ian is really in there. Perhaps he’s given up all those millions for the warm Sicilian sun. “All the lonely people, where do they all come from...” And a young Paul McCartney is in my head singing Eleanor Rigby. I hand the shovel back to the priest and step back, keeping my eyes downcast, consciously avoiding my father. Again the question of why I agreed to come strikes me, but I can’t hear an answer above McCartney’s rich tenor.
The priest crosses himself and wipes his hands as he walks from the grave. “No one was saved.” McCartney’s melodic voice unveiled the story of the lost. That was Ian. The man had no center. Maybe he felt that and couldn't live with it. I stand with my hands in the pockets of my overcoat, hold it closed against a gust of biting wind, feeling the music resonate in my body and shroud me against the cold.
Everyone starts milling about, coming up to me and shaking my hand with the canonical sympathies. What am I supposed to say to these people? Am I sorry Ian is dead? Won’t affect much either way. It was expected really. There isn’t a person here who could deny Ian was on self-destruct, except maybe dear dad, who spent a lifetime denying it, or just couldn’t be bothered. Ian was screwed from the start. “All the lonely people, where do they all belong...”
Gray domes the sky and feels suffocating. I want out of here. Now. But how? Everyone’s watching me, checking me out.
I hate that. No sanctuary with everyone always watching.
The limo that brought me is just across the lawn, not fifty yards away. The driver that picked me up at Heathrow is standing next to it, smoking a cigarette. I can just walk over there, get in, and go. But I don’t. I’ve no interest in shaming my father in front of his constituents. Instead, I pull up the tune for the Zone’s lead track, and composed it in my head while I shake hands and nod.
Open with all power, hard and fast—like a freight train coming: G-C-F-A- then back off, G5, sustain 1-2-3-4, and pick it up, and faster, and faster, hold the rhythm with the change to Em—
“James Michael Whren.” The priest extends his hand. Tall, thin, gray hair, trim beard, simple black suit with a thin white collar. His smile is warm, but affected. “How many years has it been? My word, look at you.” He clasps my hand in both of his and shakes firmly. “Welcome home, son.”
This is not my home, and I am not your son.
“Hello, Father.” I reclaim my hand. Can’t remember the priest’s name to save my life.
“James, you may remember Father Tenant?” Edward Charles Whren XXI comes up behind me and I’m chilled straight through. “It has been quite some time, Albert.”
“Of course, Edward.” The priest turns back to me. “Father Albert Tenant. It has been a long time, hasn't it?” He sticks his hand out again and I shake it again. “I know your father is glad you found your path here today. I’m sure Ian would have felt the same.”
Ian wouldn’t have cared less. And my father required me for display.
Again, I wonder what the hell I’m doing here. I want to get out of here.
Priest and my father exchange glances. Then the priest looks at me. “How long will you be staying, son?”
“I’m leaving in the morning.”
Another quick exchange with my father then the priest looks back at me. “So you’ll be staying at Castlewood this evening then?”
An involuntary shiver at the notion of entering the cold stone walls of Edward’s estate. “Actually...some colleagues are performing at a pub in Canterbury later. It’ll be a late night, and my flight’s very early...and, well—”
“I’d like you to come to Castlewood this evening, James.” Edward’s phrasing masks the command as a request.
Fuck. “Well, my flight’s at like five in the morning and—”
“Stefan will get you to the airport in ample time for your flight in the morning.” Edward keeps his green eyes fixed on me.
“Yeah... Okay, I guess.” What else can I say? My father just buried his only other child. The priest nods approvingly. I feel like flipping him off, but manage to refrain.
“Good.” Edward nods just once. “I’ll see you back at the house soon.” He turns back to Father Tenant. “Albert. Join me.”
“It’s a pleasure to see you again, James. I’m sorry for the circumstances, and your loss.” Priest sticks his hand out, and I shake it, again. Then Father Tenant and Edward walk across the misted lawn to the cobbled road and the waiting limousines.
“Master James.” Curtis Weston, one of my brother’s strung out cronies mocks me. “It’s been a while, man. Too bad about Ian, huh.” An anorexic model-type clings to his arm wearing a little black dress so short you can almost see the cheeks of her ass. “How ya doing?”
“Okay, Curtis. How you doing, man?” Curtis looks like crap. Emaciated, with vacant eyes peering through long, greasy hair.
“Getting’ by. You still making the L.A. music scene?”
“Yeah. What about you? You still with The Ravens?”
“Na. Don’t play much anymore. Hang out mostly. You know…”
No. I don’t. And I don’t ever want to know a life without music. Take away music and I’d have no life at all. Probably end up like Curtis. What a waste. He used to be a damn good bassist.
“Weren’t you in that remake of Wuthering Heights a couple years back?” the woman asks.
“No.”
“Oh. You aren’t that British actor that played Heathcliff?”
“Nope.”
“Well, you sure look like him—same cheekbones; the tousled hair, wild-child thing you’ve got going; same tall build,” and she scans mine, from my arms to abs, or lower, it’s hard to tell. “You should consider acting, or modeling. Lots of money in it for your look.”
Curtis laughs condescendingly. “James doesn’t need money, love. You know who this is? May I present Ian Whren’s little brother—Sir James Michael Whren, the Fifteenth? Sixteenth? What’s ya all up to now?”
“I don't know, Curtis.” I look away, at Edward walking with the priest.
“Still have that killer place in Zuma, man?”
“Yeah.”
“You should see his crib, Alexis—totally secluded, overlooking the Pacific, the latest and greatest studio set-up. This man is famous in the music world, baby. He’s the best of the best, an amazing player. Master James and I used to work together way back when.” His accent is thick, East End. “Remember Red Rocks, man?”
“Yeah.” I lie. Don’t have a clue what he’s talking about. I’d backed up Tull to Incubus at Red Rocks but have no recall playing with the Raven’s there. “Look, I’ve got to go, man. Take care.” We shake hands. I flash a quick smile at the woman and turn away, move across the misted lawn towards the limos, following my father’s path.
“My God, Curtis, he’s brilliant. I mean, perfect. Do you have any idea how much a face like his is worth...” I hear her say as I walk away, and shake my head in bewilderment at the value so many place on physicality—an accident of birth, over achievement—an accomplishment of will.
Edward is talking to the priest by the waiting limousines. He glances at me across the lawn, then turns away with a sweep of his cloak and gets into the first limo lining the old road. I watch it drive away, pull my coat tighter around me.
Agreeing to go out to Castlewood was a bad idea. Stupid. The sonofabitch arranged this whole thing, set me up to meet with him by ‘requesting’ I attend the funeral. I’m an idiot. What the hell does he want? Clearly more than a show of family solidarity. I never should have agreed to come.
I’ve nothing to say to Edward, especially after so much time. We never got on. The rare times he graced me with his attention our dialog devolved to his list of commands: “Diligence is the only path to excellence. I expect both of you.” Yes, sir. “Paul Michelson, the pianist, will be your tutor for the duration of your holiday. You’ll have the full eight weeks to work with him before returning to school.” Yes sir, though I had no interest in the piano, or attending the suffocating Royal Academy of Music in London through my teen years. My father didn’t give a damn what I wanted, needed. In the beginning, I resisted, or outright disregarded Edward’s wishes and schedules for me. That first summer with him, I took off with a punk band to tour Europe. He had me arrested in Munich. I was fourteen, a minor, a runaway, without parental consent to travel. The man is maniacally controlling. And I’m an idiot. Should have said I had a red-eye, or a session in London.
I get to the limousines frustrated and freezing. “Stefan, right?”
“Yes, sir.” Maybe twenty, adorned in an ill-fitting black suit—a beanpole, with clear blue eyes and white/blond spiked hair peeking from under his black cap. He opens the door of the now first limousine in the long row. “I’m sorry for your loss, sir.”
“Thank you.” I get in. Apparently Stefan knows where to take me because he doesn’t ask.
The door shuts and I am entombed. Driving through the rolling hills of Kent, the ancient walnuts and aged oaks are black sentries against the matte gray sky. Gets harder and harder to breathe. Try pulling up the tune for The Zone I’d been working on at the grave site, but it’s impossible to hear anything beyond the war in my head. Between the faded memories of living here, aching for home, and Julia, I curse myself all the way to the estate for agreeing to come.
Glimpse the stone turrets of Castlewood through the endless row of Italian spruce and my skin starts to prickle. Then the gravel drive pops and crunches under the tires and my heart pounds so hard it’s reverberating in my throat. I’d walked away from here the day I turned eighteen, leaving behind my father, Ian, and the five years I’d been forced to live with them. That was almost ten years ago. And I’d most likely never have come back had Ian’s overdose not given me an easy excuse to put a few days between me and Julia.
Julia. Flash on my last image of her, standing in the studio doorway in her lavender silk camisole and purple panties, mad as hell that I was still working. I grimace with humor in mock shame. I’ll make it up to her when I get back—take her on a date she swears we never go on.
Limo finally stops. Stefan opens my door. Dread is so pervasive I just sit there, paralyzed. Nothing good can come from this encounter. I shouldn’t have come.
Stefan stands shivering by the door in the cold, wet air and waits. I sit in the car feeling angry and trapped until I can’t take the absurdity another minute. “What are you waiting for?”
“You to get out, sir.”
“Well, what if I don’t?”
“Well, then, I have to wait here, sir, until you do.”
“Any chance you’ll take me back to Heathrow?”
“None, sir. My instructions were to bring you here.”
I figured as much. Edward usually gets what he wants, and it would be unwise of the driver to cross him if he wants to stay employed, anywhere in Britain, at least. No point in arguing. I get out of the car, even manage, “Thank you, Stefan. That will be all for now,” as I cross the gravel drive to the house. Jesus, I can’t wait to get back to L.A. where the people are normal. I hear Stefan slam the door to the limousine and stomp away as I move under the vaulted stone, marble-columned portico. Deep breath, then release it slowly as I come through one of the heavy arched wood doors and onto the checkered floor of the entrance hall gallery. The massive oak-railed marble staircase, like the tongue of a giant mouth, sits across the large, open space and splits in opposite directions onto the second floor landing.
“Your father would like to see you in the study at six PM. Sharp,” Howard says the moment I set foot in the house. Dressed in his impeccably tailored dark wool suit, he looks virtually the same, except maybe more gray around the temples, perhaps less hair there as well. His thin lips are set in a straight, unreadable line, his gray eyes impassive as ever. He says nothing else, not even, “Good to see you after all these years, James.” He turns away, walks through one of four, double-arched thresholds with that ivy-league stick up his ass.
“Nice seeing you, Harvard,” I call after him as he disappears down a hallway. My father’s personal secretary since their Harvard days, for the five years I lived on the estate, Howard was, if not attentive, at least more available than my father ever was. Perhaps I owed him for that alone. It’s just, well, why did he have to be such a cold prig?
Turn around. Walk away.
Edward can’t stop me from leaving, though it’s past five. Dark. Cold. Wet. And two hundred and thirty acres to the next estate. At this point, only way out’s a taxi.
Check my cell for the tenth time since leaving the church. No connection. Lost it after Ashford and haven’t gotten it back since. No phone in the gallery...or the adjoining parlor...or in the library. Still searching, I go up to my old room, but the phone that used to be on the huge antique Partners desk isn’t there anymore. It’s cold in the cavernous room, even though there’s a fire blazing in the carved marble-mantled fireplace. My travel bag is on the double bed. Several plush, violet bath towels lay next to it. I’m expected to stay.
Damn.
No phone. No taxi. I can take one of the horses to Hythe, find a ride from there. Fat droplets of rain hit the long French windows. Don’t have a clue how to navigate a horse, through mud, at night. I can try bribing Stefan to get me out of here. Probably cost a lot, if he’ll do it at all, which he’s already indicated he won’t. Smart dude. No way out until morning. I shiver at the notion.
I glance around the opulent room, the coffered ceiling now sporting halogen lights in every other square, highlighting the polished antique Renaissance furniture in surreal blue/white. I’m trapped in the seventeenth century, except for the custom Hiwatt 100 watt amp, the Fender electric and an Ibanez bass I never liked the sound of, and left here the day I moved out.
Inhale deeply, exhale slowly to chill. An hour with my old man in ten years probably won’t be near the deal I’m making it out to be. Crashing from all the Adderall and Didrex I’ve been doing lately is making me edgy. Julia’s right. Been using too much for too long now. Gonna have to knock it off, even if it means working less.
The digital clock on the Louis XV writing table displays 5:55 in deep red LED. I grab a towel and take a hot shower, then shave. Stow my black suit in my bag then put on worn jeans and a hoodie. Screw formality. I pull my tablet and sit on the bed with it, turn it on and input the chord progression I’d created earlier. It’s close to six thirty by the time I finally make my way down to Edward’s study.
My father sits at his mahogany desk, focused on his laptop. He’s wearing glasses but takes them off and stands as I come in, though he does not extend his hand. He’s still in the black suit he wore to the funeral. He looks exactly the same as a decade ago, hasn’t lost one hair from the mass of thick peppered gray that sweeps across his forehead, still cropped short on the sides. Remarkably, he’s retained his tall, imposing stature, and even more remarkably, he is still trim and looks fit. Though he’s almost eighty, he can easily be mistaken for early sixties. He hasn’t changed one iota in ten years. Perhaps he sold his soul to the devil.
Edward walks over to the bar, pulls a dark brown bottle from the fifty or more terraced along the smoked mirrored wall. “Would you care for a whiskey, James?” The puppeteer is still orchestrating the scene.
“No.” Back off. Keep it light. “Thank you.” I stand a few feet from his desk, caught in one of the many circles of recessed lights. About the last thing I need to add to my messed up chemistry is alcohol. I tuck my hands under my arms, shifting from one hip to the other, edgy to the extreme.
My father opens the beveled glass cabinet, selects a crystal tumbler, and pours himself a drink. Neither of us speak, and the silence between us becomes the rhino in the room. I cram my hands into my hoodie pocket, wander over to the walnut bookshelves that line the walls and randomly scan titles. Pillars of the Earth. The Principles of Mechanics. The Prince.
Okay. Breathe. Relax. Loosen your shoulders. Say something. Say anything. “I’m really sorry about Ian,” is the best I come up with.
“It is your loss too, James. It would serve you to recognize that.”
Here we go. “Yes sir. It is my loss, too. I’m sorry Ian’s dead. It’s really a tragic waste.”
“Yes. It is.” Edward speaks as if to himself. He leans against the bar and takes a sip of his whiskey. “A tragic death—a tragic waste of a life. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“As you know, Ian and I weren’t that close. I’m not in any position to judge how he lived his life.”
Edward takes another drink. “It’s unfortunate that you and your brother were never able to cultivate a relationship. Perhaps by your example, Ian could have developed some focus, some self-discipline.”
“I doubt I could have provided the influence that would have saved Ian, sir.”
“Of course not.” A sardonic laugh. “Ian’s issue was not a lack of discipline, but a lack of self. Most assuredly, neither of which are your issues.”
Like you have a clue what my issues might be. “What is it you want to talk with me about, father?”
Edward swirls the whiskey in his glass and takes another sip of his drink. “It is time to discuss your upcoming role in our family’s future.”
Prickling rush sweeps through me, like the kind that follows just barely missing the Mack truck. “Let’s not go down that road again, Edward. I told you I wasn’t interested ten years ago. I’m still not.”
“We’re meeting to discuss obligation, responsibility, not choice, James.”
“Not a choice for Ian, maybe, but it is for me. I’m just lucky, I guess, that I wasn’t your first born, or legitimate.” Watch out. I’m letting him get to me.
Edward’s eyes narrow. “Your arrogance is only surpassed by your ignorance.” He shakes his head slowly, then takes a gulp of his drink, moves from the bar and begins circling me. It’s unnerving. “Your brother was a lazy, spoiled, contentious, undisciplined brat. I had no expectations of him managing the family estate since he could not manage his own behavior.” Edward stops a few feet in front of me, close enough to smell his sour breath.
Every part of me tenses. It takes considerable effort to relax my balled fists. Flex my fingers discreetly. We’re the same height. I’m almost fifty years younger, and in good shape. But I’m still afraid of him. “Why am I here, Edward? What do you want?”
“An easy transition,” Edward takes another sip of whiskey, “Though that seems unlikely.” He drains his glass in one final gulp. “James, did you honestly expect to walk away and sever all ties to your family? If you did, I’m afraid you were sadly mistaken.”
“What ties?” He has to be kidding. “We have no ties. We haven’t spoken in a decade. You know nothing about me. When you had the opportunity the five years I lived here, you chose your constituents, your agenda, other commitments.”
“I had two sons.” Edward almost shouts. “Now I have one.” He goes back to the bar and pours himself another drink, then takes a long, slow draw and looks at me. “Am I to expect the same petty contempt from you as from your brother?”
My heart’s coming through my chest again. All I want to do is get out of here, away from him. “What do you want me to say? What are you looking to hear from me, father?” It suddenly strikes me what Edward wants. I have to laugh. “I can’t give you what you want, Edward. I won’t. I’m about the last person to grant you absolution.”
Edward laughs heartily. “Absolution?” He shakes his head with a twisted grin. “You are young, and naive, so you are forgiven.” Then raises his glass to me, brings it to his lips and drains it, goes back to the bar and pours himself another.
“I don't need your forgiveness, Edward.” I need to get out of here.
Edward stands at the bar studying me, then finishes his drink and places the glass down gently. Never seen my father drink so much. Worries me. I’ve never got on with drunks. Anxiety suddenly consumes me. This could turn into a very bad scene.
“Please, sit down, James.” Edward indicates the steel and leather chairs in front of his desk as he goes behind it and stands waiting.
I glance at the door then look back at my father.
“Please.” Edward is casual, somehow making the command sound like a request, and again he motions to the Van Der Rohe chairs with a sweep of his hand.
I don’t sit until he does.
He presses a few keys on his laptop and closes it, arranges some papers on his desk then folds his huge hands casually in his lap and looks at me.
“With Ian’s passing, you will become the sole heir to the family estate upon my death. The estate is currently valued at over two billion in assets. Most of it is tied up in real estate holdings, though a good percentage is incorporated into a variety of business ventures, some of which—”
“I can’t believe you are insisting on this conversation.” I stand abruptly and my chair slides back silently over the polished oak floors. I back away from the desk, move behind the chair and grip its steel bar with both hands. “I told you I’m not interested. I don’t want any of your money. If this is all you wanted to talk to me about, then we’re done, Edward.”
“This isn’t about money, James.”
“Well, excuse me for being vulgar, father, but whatever it’s about I’m not interested in any part of your estate. This is absurd. You can’t honestly expect me to walk away from everything I’ve established, worked for my entire life.”
“I’ve not suggested you abandon anything. I am expecting you to absorb your additional obligations, and invest the time necessary to become effective at overseeing our collective assets—not overnight, of course, over time. You have lived a lifestyle known only to the privileged few. Do not minimize the role your heritage has played in your accomplishments.”
You pompous, self-aggrandizing prick. “I have devoted my entire life to music. I work my ass off, round the clock, since well before you came along. I’ve made millions on my own, without your money or connections. And somehow, according to you, I owe all my success to this family. Well, that’s bullshit, Edward.”
“It’s not my intention to minimize your achievements. Your dedication is beyond reproach. But your commitment to this family will be equally fulfilling when you invest some of the energy you’ve given so exclusively to your music, and redirect it into managing the Trust.”
“I have no commitment to you or this family. And you sure as hell have no right to sit there and tell me that I am behaving like an arrogant child, following the path you not only paved, but shoved down my throat.” I’m almost shouting. My heart’s racing. It’s hard to catch my breath. “I don’t want to be part of your world, Edward, and I won’t let you pull me away from the one thing I love.”
“It is narcissism, at best, that the only thing you know of love is your own talent.”
“That’s not what I meant. You’re taking what I said out of context.”
“Am I?” Edward rises and spreads his hands on his desk. “You have served yourself and no one else all of your adult life. You’ve cultivated relationships merely to satisfy your muse. Two years from thirty, you’ve not even the prospect for a wife, or children to inherit your name.” He shakes his head and takes a few measured steps from his desk and looks at me. “Serving the family Trust will compel you to step outside of yourself, and the infinitesimally small world in which you operate. Like it or not, you are a part of this family, inexorably linked to its past, and destined to help carve its future, and the thousands of lives we affect. The only question is how you will play the hand you have been dealt.” He moves to the front of his desk as he speaks and stops in front of me, not two feet away. His eyes are fixed on mine, boring a hole right through my head.
He’s too close. Run. Escape while I still can.
“There is no such thing as destiny. I choose, father. And I will not let you manipulate me into taking a position for which I have no passion, or interest. It’s my life. Everything is transitory, Edward, even this family. I am not the answer to your need for immortality. I can’t save you. This conversation is over. I’m leaving.”
“Sit down, James.”
“Fuck off, Edward,” came out of my mouth and I feel strangely vindicated, until he backhands me. My right eye explodes and I bury my face in my hands, push hard against my eye to counter the throbbing. The entire right side of my face is on fire. Stumble back, out of his range, wipe the tears from my eyes on my shirtsleeve then rub my cheek where Edward connected.
I’m frozen, like a deer in the headlights, shocked. Until now, Edward’s never raised a hand to me, or Ian, as far as I know. Can’t recall my father ever being violent. He’d always been so contained, controlled. I stare at him, trying to gauge his state of mind. He doesn’t look at me. He goes to the bar and pours himself another whiskey, and in one swift gulp drains the glass.
--
EDWARD
His inability to maintain even a modicum of decorum makes it clear to Edward that his son is on something. Edward would have expected this behavior from Ian, but not from James. Boy’s been far too productive to be ravaged by drugs. Yet, his behavior is fundamentally disturbing.
James holds his cheek, stares at him as if he’s Satan. Tears in his eyes, and Edward sees the grief stricken boy, the day he’d arrived at Castlewood, directly after his mother and step-father died. He’d been unable to talk to his son then. It is unfortunate they’ve yet to move off that mark.
“Please, sit down, James.”
James stands his ground. He has his mother’s striking beauty, with her thick, fine chestnut hair hanging over his brow and in his eyes—worn wild, just as she did, framing his square jawline, his full lips. Wide, glassy green eyes are fixed on Edward’s.
“I’m leaving, Edward. Tell Stefan to take me to Canterbury, or give me a phone, or I’m taking one of the horses and riding to Hythe or Folkestone to get a cell connection for a taxi.” His arms are crossed over his chest, his elegant hands tucked against his sides, he glares at Edward, waiting.
“You must have become a hell of a rider, son. Doubt I’d be able to make a ten mile journey in the dark, in the rain, without injury to the horse or myself. But, of course, the horses are yours, as is everything here. You don’t need my permission to take one.”
“Damn you!” He glares at Edward. “I. Don’t. Want. It. Do you get it?”
Edward’s ire rises. “Do not address me with that tone again,” and he would have smacked James a second time if the boy hadn’t been out of range. “I have neither the right nor the will to break five hundred years of tradition by passing on the Whren legacy to anyone other than a blood heir. Ownership of the Trust will transfer to you upon my retirement, or death. A simple fact to do with what you will.”
James runs his hand through his hair, clearly agitated. He looks around the room as if he’s trapped. “You can’t keep me here, Edward. I’m not thirteen anymore.” He shakes his head with obvious disdain. “I want a phone. I want it now.”
“You are not a prisoner here, James. You agreed to this meeting tonight, which I assumed you were well aware of its content, as it was our last discussion before you moved from here, you may recall.”
Clearly, he doesn’t. Eyes drift, as if he’s thinking back, then he fixes on Edward again. “I don’t give a shit. Just tell me where I can find a phone.”
“We’ve yet to resolve any business here tonight. I’d like to do that before you go.”
“What makes you think I care what you want.” His tone is low, angry, practically growling. “I’m leaving. Tell me where there’s a goddamn phone or I’m going to rip this house apart to find one. Do you understand?” He's shouting, infuriated, sweating, his eyes wide and unblinking, confirming Edward’s fear James is either on drugs or withdrawing from them.
Howard gently knocks on one of the sliding walnut doors.
“Come.” Edward says.
Howard enters, his thin lips pursed, he narrows his brow at James then looks at Edward. “May I be of assistance?”
“Thank you, Howard. Please notify Stefan he’s to be available for my son throughout the evening, and to deliver James to Heathrow for his flight tomorrow morning.”
Howard nods. Again he glares at James, scrutinizes him. “You are here to bury your brother, not malign your father. Enough, James.” And he turns around and walks out of the room.
James spreads his hands in surrender, shakes his head and laughs at Howard condescendingly, then looks back at Edward. He studies his father, they stare at each other for a long, tense moment. “I’m sorry for you, father. You’ve lost one son by playing God, and you’re about to lose the other.”
“I’ve no illusions of omnipotence, son, hence our meeting tonight. I have been, and remain humbled by that which is greater than me. What humbles you, James?”
He shoots Edward an insolent grin. “Not you. Not anymore. Watch out, Edward. You're not in control.” His grin fades as his jaw line tightens, hollowing his cheeks, revealing his mother’s high cheekbones. Deep forest green eyes stay fixed on Edward another moment, then he turns and walks out of the study.
Edward watches his son leave, but James’ insolent grin remains in his mind’s eye. He recalls that same grin on the boy’s face when he was seventeen, on the hillside overlooking the Kinloch Hourn Estate. He’d disappeared from Castlewood after refusing to even discuss attending King’s College acclaimed Social Sciences PhD program upon graduating from The Royal Academy. An unusually warm afternoon for the Highlands, and Edward remembers being winded when he made it to the top of the hill to talk to his son. He’d tried to enlighten James as to why it was important to prepare himself for his responsibilities ahead, in part, as the landowner of all they could see—the lochs that fed the farms; the forests their timber companies harvested; the commodities they sold, the people they employed.
“Some friends from school got signed by Capital Records, and they’re paying me two hundred thousand dollars to co-write and produce the music for their first release. I’m leaving on the twenty-ninth, my eighteenth birthday, and moving to L.A.” He looked at Edward passively. “And you can’t stop me.” Edward had wanted to slap that insolent grin off his face, but refrained. Perhaps that was a mistake...
His impudence at seventeen can be rationalized away as teenage angst. But at twenty-eight, there was little justification for his disrespect—drug abuse the most obvious. Traveled this road with James only once when instead of the agreed upon Blue Danube, he played something about American idiots with a lot of foul language at Edward's appointment to the Shadow Ministry. It was obvious to everyone he was on something. Howard took him back to the Chelsea flat after that, and since then, drugs had ceased to be an issue with James. Until now.
Images of Ian come to the fore, stoned out of his mind, slumped in Edward’s chair and spinning it round and round, singing television jingles to shut down what he considered his father’s diatribe on responsible behavior. Edward pictures the chair twirling faster, and Ian’s face becomes a grinning mask, and he starts to feel faint as Ian’s face flashes by. Then the chair stops, but now it’s James Edward sees sitting there, wearing his insolent grin, Death standing behind him holding the chair still.
The room becomes stifling. Edward has to get out. He keeps his pace measured, and somehow makes it outside to the rose garden without faltering. Draws in the misted air with great gasps, then sits down on the marble bench near the Rodin and watches the condensation as it collects and drips from The Madonna's carved breasts.
He recalls his last exchange with Ian, four months earlier entering the Chelsea flat and finding his son unconscious on the white Foust couch. It was marked with bloodstains from careless injections and burn holes from fallen ash. Stench in the apartment revealed Ian had been there quite some time. Yet, it never occurred to Edward when he threw his son out that rainy afternoon it would be the last time he would see him alive.
First born dead from abusing drugs, and his remaining child likely heading down the same path. If Edward lets James return to the States and the lifestyle he's adopted there, it could lead to his undoing. Could mean prison, scandal, or worse—end up where Ian took it, and Kathryn, Ian’s mother, before him.
Edward shudders as if a ghost has passed through him, huddles into his wool jacket for warmth, but the cold does not pass. It clings to his bones and Death sits down with a groan beside him and refuses to leave. “I won’t let you take my son,” he whispers aloud to no one. Warm tears spill on his cheeks and to his disgrace he’s crying—grief, sadness, frustration consuming him until he’s able to delineate the voice of reason through his fear.
This time he isn’t going to turn a blind eye and do nothing. Edward will not lose his only remaining child. Month or two in a private, discreet recovery program could teach James self-restraint, help him achieve some measure of balance by learning to moderate his obsessive behavior. He’d emerge drug-free, slave to nothing. The experience may even impress upon his son some of the privileges that come with positions of power. But Edward must act now, tonight, before James leaves Britain. He must use his resources to prevent his remaining son from harming himself, the family name, or God forbid, succumb to addiction, and sever Edward’s only real connection to his beautiful Anna.
Creaks and pops of his bones echo in the quiet garden as he stands. Death does not accompany him as he walks back inside. It stays out in the damp night, filling the air with plumes of steamy laughter, and gives him a sly wink just before he enters the portrait-lined hall.
Edward returns to the study, sits down in front of the laptop and pulls up Home Secretary Rt. Hon. Douglas Perkins profile. Five hundred thousand dollars in donations to his Reform Referendum should be more than enough to call in one small favor.
-
-
BOOK ONE
Entropy
Chapter One
--
Martin Risner stares out the living room picture window and watches the towering redwoods sway against the deepening indigo sky. He counts seconds between the lightning flash and the sound of the thunder. Storm’s still off a ways. But it’s coming, and a smile creeps across his face. Martin loves storms—the power, the drama, the rain. Had John shared his enthusiasm, they’d be enjoying the storm together right now.
Christ, they’re so old and boring.
He looks through the telescope—John’s housewarming gift to the both of them years ago, and spies lightning cells dancing along the southern ridge. He watches, astounded by the beauty, and saddened by another shared moment missed.
Front gate buzzer sounds.
Can’t be anyone for John’s clinic. Everyone in the area knew to use John Muir Hospital in Auburn if there’s an emergency after five. Has to be some idiots looking for wine tasting who didn’t bother to read the sign on the stone wall that says ‘Private Residence.’ Martin can’t see who it is. Gate camera is still out. John promised to fix it about a hundred times already. Promises. Promises.
He ignores the first three rings, but by the fourth he goes down the hall and presses the button. “What is it?”
“Martin, is that you? It’s James Whren. Could you open the gate?”
His heart practically skips a beat. My Chiseled Art? No. Couldn’t be. The voice, and British accent sounds familiar, but strange, more East End than cultivated. Besides, James hadn’t used his father’s last name since he left England.
“Who is this?”
“Martin, it’s James—Logan. Will you please open the gate?”
“James?” He can’t believe it. “Is that really you?”
“Yes! Open the gate, Martin.”
He presses the gate release. Has to be some sort of joke. James has never just shown up. But Martin isn’t too concerned with letting whoever it is in. Cameras at the front of the house still work. Can see who it was without ever having to open the front door. Would be wild if it was James. My beautiful James. Last time Martin saw him was at Ian’s funeral, over a year ago now. Was some weird rumor going around about him after that. What was it?
He turns on the floodlights and lights up the front of the house like daylight. He’d heard James was on a DreamWorks project at Apple in London. No. It was something else. Something stupid and he’d dismissed it. Oh well. He’ll think of it later.
Martin stands in the foyer and watches a white SUV come on to the security monitor. Windows are up and reflective so he can’t see who’s inside. He waits for the car to stop when it comes to the center circle, but it doesn’t. It keeps going, very slowly, and sideswipes the fountain. Martin stares at the screen in shock. Car finally jerks to a stop. Then the horn starts blaring.
He can’t believe it. And right then it hits him he’s not watching TV. Martin runs from the house and out to the car, and hesitated only a second when he sees the driver’s door swing open. Young woman sits behind the wheel. She has one hand on the horn but releases it upon seeing Martin. Her other hand holds the face of a young man seemingly asleep in her lap. Upon closer examination Martin sees the man is James.
“Are you Martin Risner?” she says above the beep, beep, beep of the open car door.
“Yes.”
“Your friend needs your help. I’m not sure he’s breathing.” She looks at Martin. Tears streak down her freckled cheeks. Flaming red hair tumbles over her shoulders and frames her wide, delicate face.
Martin reaches over and pulls the keys far enough from the ignition to stop the incessant beeping.
James suddenly opens his eyes, gasps for air and bolts upright. He sits in the passenger seat holding his right side, choking, struggling to breathe. He's very pale. His lips are purple, bordering on blue. He stares at Martin then looks back at the woman driving, glares at her actually.
“Fuck! Why are we here, Kate? I thought you were going to drop me at a motel. This is stupid—” Then he takes a deep breath and starts coughing again.
“I never said that. Look, I’m just trying to help you–”
“You’re not. You’re making it complicated.” His face contorts in pain as he starts to get out of the car, but he keeps moving with only a moment’s hesitation. Moves his legs out and onto the gravel drive, and then just sits there.
Martin goes around the car to the passenger side, and sees John coming from the clinic toward them, his white lab coat whipping around his lanky frame.
“It’s James Logan.” Martin yells as John approaches. “Something happened to him.”
James pulls himself out of the car, stands, and almost falls. Martin moves to help, but James pushes him off. He leans against the car panting icy smoke, holding one hand out to keep distance, with the other he clutches his right side, all his attention focused on the simple act of breathing. He looks at Martin as if to speak, then his eyes rolled back in his head and close as he slides against the car onto the ground.
Martin moves to catch him but misses. Kneels next to James slumped motionless against the SUV, and shudders in sudden terror that James is dead. Second later, John kneels in front of James. Martin stands, moves out of John's way, where he so often finds himself these days. The woman James called Kate comes around the car and stands beside him.
“Are you hurt?” John glances back at her.
She shakes her head as John turns back to James and feels his neck for a pulse.
“No! Get away!” James wakes, panicked, punches John in the chest with the base of his palm then slugs him in the jaw with a closed fist as he scrambles to get up.
Martin gasps as John’s head snapped back, but then John turns back on James, grabs his wrists and pins them against the car on either side of his head.
“What the hell’s wrong with you! James! It’s me. John. Look at me!”
James freezes under John’s grip. Trembles violently. Eyes are black, wide, and vacant. “Get the fuck off me or I’ll fucking kill you." He speaks in a harsh whisper but Martin hears him and is stunned. The James he knew abhorred violence, and rarely cursed.
“James, look at me! I’m John. You know me. Focus on me.” John releases him, holds his hands up in surrender. “I’m trying to help you. Okay?”
James doesn’t respond. He sits there shaking, his hands still fisted against the car, black eyes fixed on John—but not on him, more like through him, locked in some terrible place. When he blinks, tears fall. Then his eyes roll back in his head again.
“Hey! Stay with me, James.” John stays kneeling in front of him. “Hey. Hey! Focus on me.”
James looks at him then. Connects. His dazed gaze travels to Martin, then Kate, then back to John. He brings his arms to his sides and spreads his long fingers wide on the gravel drive. “Shit, man. I’m sorry...I...I thought...You okay?” He reaches up to John’s face where he’d hit him, but in doing so it must have hurt because he sucks in his breath sharply, brings his hand to his ribs and holds them, again struggling to breathe.
John studies him. “I’m going to check out your ribs, okay?” He moves slowly, gently probing James torso. “Can you stand?”
James stares back at him blankly.
“Come on, man. Stay with me, James. Focus on me.”
He does, squints at John then flashes his infamous wily, single dimple grin.
Martin smiles, can’t help it. Even totally ravaged, James is still magnificently adorable.
“You need to lie down before you puncture a lung, if you haven’t already.” John glances up at Martin. “Let’s take him to the guestroom. He’ll be more comfortable than in the clinic. Get his left side, I’ll get his right.” He looks back at James as Martin takes position. “I’m going to take your arm and put it around my neck. And Martin is going to do the same with your other arm. Ready?”
“Hey, Martin.” James says casually as Martin kneels down beside him. His usually stunning green eyes were now black marbles. His thick, chestnut hair is longer than Martin has ever seen it—hangs in wild waves just past his shoulders, framing his drawn, slightly stubbled cheeks, exaggerating their hollow and accentuating his square jaw.
“Okay. Here we go. Ready?” John takes James’ hand and draws his arm around his shoulder and nods at Martin to do the same.
James sucks in a gasping breath just this side of a scream as John and Martin help him stand.
John looks at Kate as he guides them forward. “What happened to him?” James takes a few drunken steps but for the most part, Martin and John carry him.
“We were in a car accident up near Tahoe.” Kate follows them. “He wouldn’t go to a hospital. He wanted me to just drop him off at a motel but I wouldn’t, so he told me to take him here.”
“Was he unconscious most of the time, or was he in and out?”
“In and out, but more out after a while.”
“What was his longest period unconscious?”
“The half hour before we got here.”
James’ dark flannel shirt ripples in the fierce wind. He looks absolutely gaunt. He’s easy to carry, surprisingly light, especially for almost dead weight. James is close to six feet, was an avid runner and surfer, a beautifully built athlete. What happened?
“It’s going to be okay, James. You’re going to be fine.” Soothes Martin to repeat it endlessly as they round the car and head for the house. Cold wind whistles through the trees and before they make it to the front doors, an icy rain starts to fall. Martin feels James shivering.
“Did he vomit at all? Spit up blood.” John continues the third-degree.
“He didn’t throw up, but he spit up something and it may have been blood. I couldn’t see.” Kate paces John, practically yelling her responses over the wind and rumbling thunder.
“We’re almost there. You’re going to be okay, James,” Martin chants as they dragged him through the doorway into the warm house. They make their way through the foyer to the guestroom and John tosses aside the quilted maroon comforter and they gently release him onto the double bed. His eyes are still open but he looks dead, like he’s been dead for quite a while. “You’re okay, James. John’s going to take care of you. You’re going be fine.”
“I’m sorry, Martin. I shouldn't be here.” James closes his eyes.
John sits on the bed next to him. “Would you get his boots off, Martin?”
More a command than request, as again was so often the dialog between them of late. James does not stir as Martin removes his boots and John gently unbuttons his shirt. Martin feels that familiar twinge of desire watching John strip him. James was on the bed, unconscious before him, not frenetically working, enraptured with his muse. Martin’s spent many hours fantasizing about having James in his bed...He looks away, at Kate, to suppress his misplaced, unrequited lust.
She stands in the doorjamb, as if unsure she's welcome, staring down at James. Young, early to mid-twenties; her red hair pulled over her slender shoulders is offset by an oversized black cashmere sweater. Irish ancestry most likely, by her fair skin tone and blushed cheeks. Then all the color suddenly drains from her freckled face. Martin looks back down at James as John peels back his flannel shirt.
Torso still defined, with that surfer build James always had going, but red, purple and gray bruises spot his flat, tight stomach. Three inch gash across several ribs is oozing blood but has started to clot. White of bone presses under his skin below the gash along his right side. It’s disgusting.
“Oh my God. He’s a mess.” Kate whispers. She draws in a quick breath, her soft mouth quivers. She blinks and tears slide down her cheeks.
“Lying flat will keep the pressure off his lungs.” John lifts James’ eyelid and shines a penlight he’s retrieved from his lab coat pocket in his eye. James doesn’t stir, his black eye stares ahead blankly. “It’s either a concussion, or drugs, that concern me.” John lifts James’ other eyelid. “Concussions are tricky. Bleeding in or around the brain can cause seizures, coma.” John releases James’ eyelid and it closes. “And it’s even trickier if he’s on something.” Then he unbuttons James’ shirtsleeve and pushes it up his forearm. “God damn son of a bitch,” he whispers.
Martin’s breath catches in his throat. He hears Kate gasp.
James’ wrist is callused, bruised, the skin stripped to red in parts, like irritation from restraints. But even more disturbing is the long vertical cut on the inside of his forearm. The jagged red scar runs from the base of his wrist, six or more inches up the middle of his arm. John unbuttons James’ other shirtsleeve and pushes it back. His left arm is equally disfigured.
“These wounds are fairly recent, maybe a few weeks or so old.” John runs his fingers gently over the cuts. “And they’re not defensive wounds.” He glances at Kate. “You know anything about this?”
Kate stares back at him and shakes her head. “I met him two hours ago, when he smashed into me.”
Martin is sure he’s going to be sick. “Why would James do something like that?”
“I don’t know, Martin. But it looks like he was serious. I think your friend is in some major trouble.”
It annoys Martin how John phrased that. My friend, like he hadn’t known James for the last fifteen years, too.
“My uncle Calvin killed himself.” Kate stands rooted to her spot in the doorway and speaks just above a whisper. “Sliced his wrists and bled out in the tub. I was the first one in the bathroom. I was six. I remember because it was right after my birthday party. I was going to show everyone what a big kid I was taking a bath all by myself.”
Martin tastes the tofu curry at the back of his throat and swallows repeatedly to keep lunch down. John is engrossed in examining James and does not acknowledge she’s spoken. Martin hates that. Lately, John does that to him all the friggin’ time.
“I’m sorry,” is all Martin can think of to say. And suddenly he remembers the rumor. It was a few days after Ian’s funeral. Who was it that told him, James was busted for meth at Heathrow on his way home, and had to do mandatory rehab? Martin didn’t give it a lot of thought at the time. It seemed absurd. He’d known James to indulge in various amphetamines that work cronies supplied him during sessions. Working twenty hour days, most everyone did something. Martin, and other friends of Bill W., lived on triple espressos. James was addicted to music, not drugs. Martin had never known James to use meth, or any hard drugs, and he’d never be so stupid to carry it overseas. Gossip abounds in the Industry. Martin had figured James was totally immersed in studio. It was easy to lose James. It happened often.
John pulls the comforter up to the middle of James’ chest and tucks it around him, strokes the hair from his face gently. Martin caves. He loves the softer side of John.
“I need some things from the clinic. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” And John gets up from the bed, hesitates only a moment for Kate to step aside then exits the guestroom.
Martin turns to Kate now standing in the hallway. “Come in. Come in. Sit down. You must be exhausted. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
“I’m fine.”
“Good. I’m Martin Risner.” Extends his hand to her from where he stands near the bed so she’ll have to come into the room to shake it.
She does, hesitates before crossing the threshold and planting herself next to the Deco dresser before shaking Martin’s hand. “Kate McConnell.” Her eyes fill again and she looks back down at James as her tears fall. “I’m real sorry about your friend.”
“Thank you for helping him, bringing him here.”
Her hand covers her mouth. She inhales sharply, her entire body trembles as she pulls her hair back then wipes her eyes and nose on her sleeve. “I did this. It’s my fault. I didn’t see his car. The accident was my fault. There’s no way he could have stopped.” She takes a quivering breath. “I’m really so very sorry.” She never takes her eyes off James.
“Hang on a minute, girl. Kate, right?”
She nods.
“Hey. That’s why they call it an accident,” Martin assures her. “And accidents happen all the time.”
She finally looks at him with glassy green eyes.
“I was high, Mr. Risner. I was coming from an office party and I was totally buzzed.”
Rage, compassion and regret consume him almost simultaneously, and Martin can’t think of what to say. The only sound in the room is James’ labored breathing. Martin flashes back to the memory of the cyclist flying over the hood of his BMW on his way home from yet another drunken Halloween in the Castro, and shame encases him.
“It was an accident,” he assures her again. “And, please, call me Martin. I may be old enough to be your father, but Mr. Risner is my dad, and the inference is rather...disturbing.” He’s trying to lighten things up but it isn’t working. Kate stares down at James.
“He is extraordinary looking, isn’t he?” Martin knows it’s catty, especially given the circumstance, but he sees the way she looks at James, like everyone looks at James.
Kate glances at Martin. Her face flushes.
“He’s going to be fine, Kate. John will take good care of him.”
She nods.
“You didn’t have to bring him here. You could have dropped him at a motel and driven away. But you didn’t. You’ve done all you can to help him. Your conscience should be clear.”
“Right.” She shakes her head. “He’d be in Tiburon, safe and sound, with his very expensive sports car by now if it weren’t for me.”
“Maybe.” Martin flashes the faintest smile. “But a mile down the road he may have hit a jackknifed truck and died.”
Kate looks at him then, gives him a faint smile. “Are you always this philosophical, or are you just trying to make me feel better?”
“Bit of both.” Martin studies her. “How do you know he was going to Tiburon?”
“He told me on the way here. He said he was coming from Boston on his way to Tiburon and that he didn’t live anywhere. But I really doubt he’s homeless.”
“No, James isn’t homeless. At least he didn’t use to be. He has a gorgeous home overlooking Zuma Beach, near L.A. At least, he did. What else did he say to you?”
“Not much. He was pretty out of it.” She looks back at James. “His car was totaled. Instantly. Then it blew up. God….”
“Blew up? With him in it?”
“No. He’d gotten out by then.”
“What kind of car was he driving?”
“A little sports car, a Porsche Spyder I think, like the kind James Dean got killed in. Why?”
Martin leans back against the dresser, three feet from where Kate stands. “James had a hybrid of some sort. He never owned a Porsche, not that I know of, anyway.”
“He told me it wasn’t his. He said it was a friend of his, and she’d got it from a divorce settlement so she wouldn’t care that it got wrecked. But I care.” She takes another quivering breath. Tears slid down her cheeks again.
Martin watches her but she doesn't look at him. She stares down at James.
John comes back right then and sets a small black case, some washcloths, a bottle of something clear, and the iPad under his arm on the Mission end table. He sits on the bed, opens the case and pulls out a filled syringe.
“John?” James blinks heavy-lidded at him. “Am I dreaming?”
“No. I’m here, James.”
James looks confused, like a child upon waking from a nightmare. Martin moves closer to the bed. “Martin?” His eyes open wide. “What is this place? What’s happening?”
“You’re at Paradise, James, at our vineyard in Sonora, in our guestroom.”
“Do you remember coming here with your friend tonight?” John glances at Kate. She gives James a quick smile as he looks at her.
“Kate? Shit. What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here.” He tries to sit up, starts choking and falls back against the pile of pillows.
“Relax.” John holds his shoulder to the bed. “You need to be still, flat on your back. You’ve got a broken rib, which is why you’re having trouble breathing, and what looks like a concussion, unless you’re on something. Are you on drugs, James?”
His black eyes almost twinkle. He half-laughs, thick with irony. “Nope.”
John nods once, to himself. “Okay. Then we’ve gotta get you over to Muir, get you stabilized. You’re gonna be fine—”
“No. Can’t go to a hospital.” He stares at Kate. “Must be why I told you to take me here…”
“I can’t do a CT here. There could be swelling—”
“I don’t care. No hospitals. Please. You’ll crucify me if you force me into a public position.” He stays on John a minute then fixes his gaze on Martin. “And no one knows I’m here. You get it, Martin? No gossip. No bullshit.”
“I get it, James. Relax. I won’t tell anyone you’re here.”
James narrows his eyes on Kate. “You shouldn’t be here. You have to leave.” His gaze stays on her until John lifts the syringe and James catches sight of it. Eyes go wide and he scrambles up but John pins his shoulder against the pine headboard. “No! No meds. You’re not putting me out. No.” He glares at John, trembling, his huge hands on John’s arm and chest trying to push him off.
“It’s Fentanyl, James, for the pain.” John releases him and sits back on the bed, needle still in hand. “It’s only a low dose—”
“I don’t want it.” James slumps back, struggling to breathe again, hand clutching his ribs. “Unless you OD me.” He flashes a sardonic grin, but Martin’s sure he’s not joking.
John stares at him, shakes his head, drops the syringe on the end table. He glances at Martin, brows furrowed, clearly concerned, which concerns Martin. Then he reaches for his black bag, takes out some bandages and lays them on the bed. He wets a cloth with rubbing alcohol and James recoils on contact as John cleans the bloody gash.
“Breathe, James.” John commands.
James releases a wheezing breath and gasps for another.
“Want to tell us what's going on?” John inquires as he bandages the wound.
“No.” James retorts, flinching with John's touch.
“Try and relax. This will just take a minute.” He wraps James’ ribs, guiding him gently forward as he brings the ace bandage around his back.
“Kill me or be done, John.” Sweat trickles down James' face.
John’s pause is barely perceptible before he clips the bandage closed and smoothes it out against James’ torso. James sinks back into the pillows piled up against the pine headboard. His hair is scattered in his eyes which are half-mast, red rimmed and surrounded by dark. He looks like the lead in a punk band.
Martin recalls their last encounter, at Ian’s funeral. They didn’t really talk then, just that quick handshake in the chapel. At the grave site, James was across from him, rocking out to some tune in his head. The man was possessed. He was fine then, gorgeous as always. He’d been the silent center of attention. Martin wonders if anyone else caught him fingering.
“Well, that’s about all I can do right now.” John says as he checks James’ eyes with the penlight again. Martin spies a thin ring of luminous emerald around James’ enlarged pupils before John pockets the light, then pulls his tablet from the end table and begins filling in fields of a chart.
“You need to leave, Kate. Now.” James lays slouched against the pillows watching her.
She stares back at him, her face flushes crimson.
“Ignore him.” Martin senses Kate’s embarrassment, and knows her guilt. “He’s out of his mind, clearly. You’re welcome to stay, Kate, as long as you like.”
James scowls at Martin, blinking to keep his eyes open. “Couple hours sleep and I’m outta here, too.”
John glances at James and shakes his head but doesn’t say anything.
“This is too fucking hard. I want to be done.” James whispers then closes his eyes. Then his body goes slack and he sleeps, his breathing even for the first time that evening.
Kate stands stone still at the end of the dresser by the doorway. “Is he going to be okay?” she asks in a small voice.
“I have no idea.” John stands and faces her. “I don’t know the extent of his injuries. We’ll give it until morning, monitor his vitals. If he doesn’t respond the way he should, then he goes to Muir. He’s probably better off here right now. It’ll take an hour or more to get to Auburn in this rain, and the winding roads wouldn’t help him any. He needs to be still. Warm, dry, and still.” He gathers his syringe off the table, caps and pockets it, then picks up his iPad, tucks it under his arm and looks at Martin. “I have to find the power pack for the heart monitor, and the portable defib, and research seizure meds. I may be a while. Call me if you notice anything weird.”
“What do you mean, ‘weird?’”
“If he stops breathing, Martin. Call me if he stops breathing.”
Martin ignores his condescension, sort of. “What’s the likelihood he’ll stop breathing?”
“I don’t know. I’m a doctor, not God. He just needs to be still, flat on his back and he’ll probably be fine. Don’t worry about it.” John looks at Kate. “I’m more worried about his friend here. Kate, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“And you were not injured in the accident. Is that correct?”
“No. Yes. I mean...I’m not hurt.”
“Good. Your car seems fine, too.” He reaches in the pocket of his lab coat and pulls out her keys. “I moved it into a parking space by the clinic.”
“Oh God, I’m so sorry for wrecking your fountain!” She’d completely forgotten about hitting it when James passed out in her lap. “I’ll pay for whatever it costs to repair. I’m really sorry.”
“No need. The damage to the fountain is minimal as well. Nothing a bit of concrete won’t fix. Your follow-through in bringing James here is admirable. Thank you.” He stays focused on her a moment. “Well then, Martin will look after you. He can fix you a strong cup of green tea.” He glances at Martin then leaves the guestroom.
-
-
Chapter Two
--
Martin gets his favorite Goofy mug from the cupboard, puts it on the glazed concrete counter top next to the other mug. Kate is in the bathroom freshening up, and after, she’s agreed to join him for coffee before leaving. He leans back against the counter by the enormous stainless sink and stares across the virtually sterile kitchen through the glass breakfast nook. It’s completely dark out, rain pelting the windows exaggerating the warmth within, and Martin revels in it for a moment.
Muffled voices and spontaneous bursts of laughter surround him while he watches the coffee drip into the carafe. The rich bitter/sweet aroma takes him back to that café in the Village, all those years ago. He sat on that splintered bench, banging on the piano. James was perched on that rickety stool strumming his acoustic so fast Martin could barely keep up. They worked together a lot back then. James was more of a fixture in their lives, back in the glory days, the days before sickness.
He leans back against the hard counter and recalls John tease that Martin and James together reminded him of Donald Duck and Peanut’s Schroeder. Those were the days John used to be jealous.
Dripping stops. Carafe is full, and Martin fills his cup and leans against the counter, cradling the warm mug next to his soft belly. Those were the days…
Martin hears screaming. Tortured screaming. James is screaming. He puts his mug down and runs down the hall and into the guestroom to find James locked in a nightmare.
“NO! NO! STOP!” are the only intelligible words through the screaming.
“James!” Martin sits on the bed and tries to wake him. “JAMES. WAKE UP!”
James slugs at him, throwing wild punches. “NO! Get off me! Get away!” He scrambles off the bed, falls onto the floor and clambers up against the wall. He sits hunched in the corner, shirt hanging open, his hands spread wide on the ground, trembling to the point of convulsing. His eyes are open, but it’s clear he is still stuck in his dream.
Martin stands and slowly moves around the bed toward him on the floor by the bay window.
“Get away!” James practically growls. He’s breathless, wide-eyed. “Why are you doing this? Why are you torturing me?!”
“James! It’s Martin. I’m not hurting you. WAKE UP!” Martin kneels in front of him and James recoils to strike but freezes. So does Martin.
James’ eyes are open hugely wide—black, glassy, riveted on Martin, and suddenly he connects. Martin feels a tangible pulse between them. He unclenches his fist and brings his hand to his side. “Sorry. Sorry. You okay? Sorry.” He flashes a guilty smile, and a quick laugh, then runs his hand through his hair and looks around the room, shivering uncontrollably.
Martin kneels in front of him, lost for what to say.
James pushes himself up against the wall until he's standing. Martin stands, too, fixed on James who stares back at him.
“I know how this looks.” He flashes a grin that borders madness. “But I’m not crazy.” His eyes drift past Martin to John and Kate standing near the doorway. “I’m not. It was just a bad dream. I’m not crazy.”
He looks crazy. He stands plastered against the wall, his eyes still open wide, black and hardly blinking. He stares at Kate. She stands just inside the guestroom doorway, her delicate nipples protruding through her sheer, deep red camisole which is minimally tucked into her jeans.
John moves past her into the room, takes the small black case from under his arm and puts it on the edge of the dresser. “You need to be lying down, James.”
James stays glued to the wall, eyes now on John.
“You don’t get it, do you?” John speaks gently, but precisely. “You have at least one broken rib. Dislodge it, and it could puncture your lung. You have a type-three concussion. Swelling around your brain, and you traumatize it again, even slightly—maybe move your head around too fast, you die instantly.” John studies him. “Anything but rest can possibly kill you. Get the picture? Do you care?”
James and John are fixed on each other, the two of them exchanging some hidden dialog. Martin stands there trying to decipher what's going on exactly. He has this nagging suspicion it isn’t good.
“You don’t get it.” James narrows his eyes to black slits. “Three weeks ago I left a maximum security mental hospital in Scotland—without permission. I’m wanted back there, and in the States now, too.” He gives a quick, disdainful laugh. “But I’m never going back there. Not ever. No one can make me go back there. I’ll meet them in hell before I ever let them take me back there. Get the picture?”
Rain drums the windows. Only sound in the room. Martin is speechless. What James has just told them is incomprehensible, and Martin blanks.
James laughs, low and hollow, filled with irony and anger. Then he runs his fingers through his hair and looks around the room. “I shouldn’t be here. I have to get out of here.”
“You’ve got nowhere to go tonight, James.” John keeps his tone gentle but clinically commanding. “You need to rest.”
James stays against the wall staring wide-eyed at John, and slowly shakes his head.
“Who knows where you are right now but us?”
He looks at Martin, then quickly at Kate, then back at John. “No one.”
“And what are the odds of someone, anyone, figuring it out overnight?”
A conceding smile spreads across James’ face. He looks down.
“You need to rest, James. You’re safe here.”
James glares at John with disdained amusement. “Safe. Right.” He gives another quick laugh and speaks to himself. “I’m fucked. In a world this wired, how far is gone? They’re going to find me. It doesn’t matter where I go. They’re going to find me. And then I’m fucked.” James shivers, looks away and laughs again, and keeps laughing. It's out of control, maniacal. He starts coughing, then manages to stop and gasping for breath, he slides to the floor, buries his face in his hands and seems to curl into a ball as he sits on the floor crying, rocking, his long fingers grip his hair and dig into his head.
Uncertain of what to say or do, Martin stands there watching. He’s never seen James break down before. Never seen any man come apart like James was. He shoots John a quick glance, but John is fixed on James. Kate stares down at James, too.
Martin kneels in front of him and speaks softly. “It’s okay, James…” He touches James’ arm lightly, but James hits his hand away—hard. Martin falls back and lands on his butt. He sits there stunned and feeling stupid.
“Sorry. You okay?” Again James’ grin touches insanity. “I’m okay. Really. Don’t worry about me.” He laughs again. “Sorry. I’m not crazy. I’m not.” His breathing comes in quick quivers. Face is tear-streaked and chalk white. Eyes dart to John and then to Kate, and stay on her for a moment, then he looks back down. “Please, go. Leave me alone.” James sits on the floor, his back to the wall, knees to his chest.
Martin looks up at John and John nods, then he looks at Kate. She’s still fixed on James.
James stares at the ground. “Get out!”
John touches her arm, grips it lightly and guides her towards the door. Martin gets up, looks down at James who stares at the floor. He waits a few awkward moments then finally leaves, follows John and Kate down the hall as he tries to control his breathing and slow his pounding heart.
“I’m calling Shelly Pasquel to see about getting James over to Mt. Sinai.” John says it definitively as he pulls his cell from his lab coat pocket when he enters the kitchen. He has that directed efficiency about him, where he forgets to factor in feelings.
“John, wait a minute. We need to talk about this. I think it’s a bad idea.”
“You’re not a doctor, Martin. You’re not a psychiatrist, and neither am I, and James needs a psychiatrist now.”
“Didn’t you hear what he said? He just got out of being locked up. He’s running. He’s scared. Getting him locked up again my not be the best way to help him, John. James isn’t a manic depressive teen. Not everyone is Phillip, you know.”
Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say.
John glares at him. “What do you want me to do, Martin? Your friend is laying in there half dead, and I don’t think he gives a damn whether he recovers or not. Do you understand that? He’s still suicidal. I can see it. He should be in a hospital where they can get him on the right medications to balance him out.”
“Or zombify him.”
“Don’t be so melodramatic.”
“I’m not. Thorazine, Lithium, all that crap does is numb your brain.”
“James is ill, Martin. He’s distraught, maybe delusional. He just admitted to being hospitalized, probably for attempting suicide. Do you have any idea what the stats are for a long life with people who seriously attempt suicide? Of course you don’t. You write show tunes for a living.”
Martin looks at Kate standing near the butcher block island, flashes her a small, apologetic grin, then turns back to John. “He’ll never agree to it.”
“I don’t care.” John snaps back.
“You lock James up and you may be hurting him more than helping him. You ready to shoulder that, John.”
John glares at him. “Damn you, Martin. We let him walk out of here now and it’s like letting a drunk get behind the wheel.” He stays fixed on Martin another second then turns away in frustration.
“Let me talk to him, John. Find out what is going on before you do anything.” Martin waits for John's response but gets none. “I'm going to talk to him,” he says definitively as he passes John, and stops in front of Kate. “You okay, honey?”
She nods. She doesn't look okay. Her freckled face is ashen. She hugs herself with bare arms, the thin spaghetti straps of her camisole hang on her bare shoulders.
“Well, come in. Sit down,” and he indicates the kitchen table tucked into the glass breakfast nook. “John will get you your promised cup of coffee. I'll be back in a jiff. Hopefully with a reality check.” Martin flashes John a quick glance. John scowls back at him as Martin leaves him in the kitchen with Kate.
-
-
Chapter Three
–
Thunder rumbles close by as Martin walks down the hallway. He’s blinded by lightning through the bay windows as he enters the guestroom. Thunder cracks an instant later. Storm cell is passing overhead. Lightning strikes again and this time lights up James standing five feet from him, in front of the bay windows looking out. He glows for an instant, translucent, like a ghost. After-image of him standing there, shirt hanging open, practically bare to the waistband of his low slung jeans remains when Martin blinks.
“You okay?” Martin feels anxious seeing him standing after John repeatedly said he should not.
“Yeah. Sorry about earlier.” James holds his ribs and stands slightly hunched as he stares outside. “This is wild. The air is electric.” His voice is soft, filled with wonder. “Feel that?”
Fine hairs on Martin’s skin feel like they’re standing up. “Yeah.” Thunder cracks and crackles so loud it shakes the windows. “ Cool. So, how do you feel?” He flips on the Tiffany lamp on the small Mission table between them.
“Like shit.” He whispers then shoots Martin a quick grin. “I’m okay.”
“Really. You look like hell, well, for you.”
James laughs. “Thanks, Martin.” He squints at the light then looks back outside.
“Want to tell me what’s going on, James?”
“Not really.”
He watches James stare out the windows and feels uncertain how to proceed, then decides on the direct approach. “Is it true you were busted for speed at Heathrow on your way home from Ian’s funeral?”
Lightning crackles horizontally over the valley, spreads like a million tiny fingers.
“Wow! See that?” James whispers in amazement, just like a kid.
“Yeah.” Thunder booms. “Is the rumor true, James?”
He half-laughs, shakes his head. “Is that what you heard? That’s what everyone thinks?”
Window resonates with the wind as it howls through the split redwood frame.
“D-major. Hear it?” James grins at Martin, then it’s gone and he looks back out. He seems a million miles away, and for a moment Martin sees the old James, lost in his head.
Martin stares at him. Ace bandage wraps his ribs to his waist, accentuating the muscles of his chest and arms. Stacked abs peek through and below the bandage. His hands are shoved deep in the pockets of his worn jeans, pulling the waistband down in front, exposing his bellybutton and the graceful line of his pelvic bones. And even though he knows it was completely inappropriate, Martin wants to jump his bones.
Lightning crackles across the valley again. James startles from the clap of thunder that follows. He glances at Martin with a quick, demented laugh.
“I’ve become a bit jumpy.” He flashes a twisted grin.
“I can see that.” Martin meets his black-eyed stare. And the old James is gone. The James he knew was casual and confident—to the point of arrogant. The James who showed up this evening seems positively unhinged. He’s almost the same exquisite work of art, but Martin does not know this man. “God, someone really messed with you, didn’t they?”
James stares out at the storm. He nods slightly. “You think I’m crazy, Martin?” He whispers the question. The James he knew never would have asked it.
“You mean now, or have always been?”
James smiles. “Let’s start with always.”
“I’m not qualified to judge crazy, James. But I recognize obsession. I’ve lived it, with you at times. Actually, anytime with you.”
James scoffs, then looks at Martin. “That wasn’t obsession. It was love.”
“That’s not love, James. Music can’t love you back.”
His expression hardens and he looks back out. “Yeah… I got that, alone in hell...” He stands stone still, completely absorbed in his thoughts, but not like the old James—clearly rapt in the sounds he created. Now his face is expressionless, like a mask on top of many.
Thunder rumbles but it's distant. Storm cell is passing. Half-moon peeks out and lights the rolling hills of vineyards in deep blues. Ambient light cast James in marble, like a Greek god. But then Martin notices him trembling. And the indestructible archetype is gone.
“Do you think you’re crazy, James?”
He shoots Martin a quick look, then turns away, pulls the blanket off the end of the bed and wraps it around his shoulders. He stares outside. “I know what crazy is. I lived it, with it for the past thirteen months.” He gives a dismissive laugh and shakes his head slightly. “I’ll admit to being obsessed, but I don’t think I was crazy. I don’t know if I am now. I may be.” Another quick, derisive laugh. “They tried to make me crazy.” He speaks as if to himself. “I know John thinks I’m crazy.”
“John thinks you’re still suicidal.” Martin waits for a reaction but gets none. “And I must admit, I’m concerned, too, after seeing what you did to yourself. Care to fill me in on the accuracy of John’s assessment?”
James looks at Martin and cocks his head. “What’s the deal, Martin? What difference does it make to you? I mean, really? We haven’t seen each other or worked together in years. If we never saw each other again, what impact would it have on your life? Honestly, why does it matter?”
“Jesus, James. What the hell kind of question is that? How long have we been friends?”
“Is this a test?” Soft smile on his face. “I don’t know, Martin. But we’ve known each other a long time.”
His comment cut. It was careless, and so James. “Fifteen years. You’ve been a part of my life for fifteen years. Whether by default or design, you’ve affected it. I’ve done some of my best work with you. You got me my first Broadway gig, and my first Tony nomination for Christ’s sake.”
“You’re a talented composer, Martin. It was always a privilege working with you.”
Martin softens. “And for me, with you, James.”
Sad smile dances across his full lips. He stares out the bay windows at the blue valley. He looks like a monk, or one of those young fantasy novel heroes. “We made some good music together.” James whispers, as if to himself again.
“And we’ll make more down the road—”
He laughs, like Martin is absurd.
Martin finds it deeply disturbing. “Are you looking for permission to kill yourself?”
James shoots him a black-eyed stare.
“I’m not going to give it to you, James.” Martin stares back at him. “You impact everyone you touch whether you acknowledge it or not. You’ve affected my life way beyond just music. I mean, John and I might not be together today if it weren’t for you and that time up in the Hampton’s.”
He stares at Martin blankly. Obviously, he doesn't recall one of the most important weekends of Martin’s life. “Look, I’ve known you to be incredibly perceptive and brutally accurate when you’re paying attention. The trick has always been getting your attention.”
Rain begins again, and within moments sheets the windows encasing the room. James stares out. “I pay attention, Martin. I just never cared to engage.”
Again his sharp edge cuts. Martin is nothing more than a colleague, one of many to the man. He sighs, exasperated. “You know, I hope sooner rather than later you’ll discover how magnificent your life can be when you let yourself be touched by the people in it.”
James narrows his eyes on Martin. “Is this an inquisition?”
“Think of it more like an intervention.” Martin smiles to lighten the tension. It doesn't.
“It’s harsh, man. And not true.” He runs his fingers through his hair and stares out. “I’ve just been better with music than people.”
“Because you want to be, James.”
He shoots Martin a sideways glance. “You sound like Julia.”
Martin laughs. “I’ve often been accused of sounding like a woman.”
James smiles, but it doesn’t last. “Have you heard from her?”
“Only once. She was calling around, looking for you.”
“When?”
“It was winter, around this time last year, I think.”
“What did you tell her?”
“Just what I’d heard—either you were busted for speed in England, or you were doing a studio gig at Apple with Phil Sinclair.”
James looks down, pulls the blanket around him tighter and huddles in it, like it's a cave. “Damn lies, stats and rumors.” Again he seems to speak to himself.
“Wait a minute, James. We had no idea where you really were.”
“I used to wonder if anyone was looking.”
“I don’t know. I didn’t. There was no reason to. Julia confirmed what I’d already heard—that the Zone guys went with Mike Pearson to finish their album after a call on your behalf from some famous lawyer in Britain. We assumed it’s where the rumor started. I told her I thought you offered the gig to Pearson to work with techno-punk Phil on the Pandora release.” Martin smiles at his characterization. James does not. “Look, even at worst, and you were busted, you’d have been held up for a month or two, got out and absorbed in working again. Honestly, I thought it was bullshit, and that you were in London, working with Sinclair.”
He smiles. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Martin.”
“You know, just as a heads up—Julia said she didn’t believe the rumor either. She thought you were working, too. The articles in the rags, the Mirror and E!, were all reporting you were at some rehab for the rich and famous for a month. When she didn’t hear from you, she was sure you started working in London, your way of cuing you guys were through. She told me about the fight, right before the funeral.” Martin waits for James to respond, but he doesn't. “I think she was afraid of chasing after you, of looking pathetic since you never let it be more than a casual thing.”
James shakes his head. “I wasn’t the only one in that relationship, you know.”
“What does that mean, exactly? Can you honestly tell me you made a concentrated effort to keep that relationship vital?”
“No. Probably not.”
“Probably? Julia body slammed you at the Palisades studio, grabbed you by the hair and smashed your head into the wall to get your attention.”
James laughs. “She was just screwing around.”
“You still don’t get it, do you? Our dear Julia carried out a fantasy many of us harbored towards you James.”
James scowls at him. “Well, since I no longer hear music in my head, you’ll be pleased that I don’t hang out there anymore. You have my attention, Martin, just above the screaming.”
Martin stares at him. What is he supposed to say to that? “Screaming isn’t good. The dreams probably won’t go away either until you deal with whatever happened to you, find a way to live with it and move on. You won’t get away with trying to bury it.”
“Watch me. I bury it or it buries me. It’s warped and distorted and I just want it to go away. Dissecting the past won’t change it.”
“It may help you come to terms with what happened, and why. Nothing happens in a vacuum, James.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Martin hesitates. The path he’s taking James down might not be the best one right now. James seems on the edge of contained, and Martin doesn’t want to push him over.
James glares at him. “Straight up, Martin. What are you getting at?”
Still Martin hesitates, but with James staring at him, waiting, there seems to be no turning back. “Remember Ian’s funeral? I do. You couldn’t stand still. At the grave site you were actually rocking to some tune in your head. That’s pretty far gone, even for you. It was your brother’s funeral, James. You should have been paying attention.”
His eyes narrow to razor slits. “So you’re saying this is all my own fault?” James holds the blanket to his shoulders like a cloak, and paces a few steps, then stops and glares at Martin again. “Well, screw you, Martin. Nothing I’ve done justifies what they did to me. They may have robbed me my ability to ever play music again.” He glares at Martin across the room. “Damn you…! You say ‘move on.’ To what? If I’m not a musician anymore, than what the hell am I?”
Rain pelts the window pane in a soft, even rhythm. James stares at him waiting for an answer, but Martin feels afraid to say anything.
James stays on him, his black eyes piercing into Martin’s, then he sighs, shakes his head slightly and turns back to the bay windows. “I’m sorry. I’m tired.” He stares outside through the blurry silvery ribbons streaking down the three giant panes. “Relax, Martin. I won’t lose it again.”
Again the Greek statue comes to mind, especially with the blanket around him like a hooded cape. But then Martin sees the tears streaming down his face and the classic image is replaced with the lost man before him. “You can be whatever you want to be, James. Music doesn’t have to be all there is. You just made it that way.”
He wipes his tear-streaked face on his hand then looks back at Martin. “I’ve just spent three hundred and ninety-five days in hell repenting for my sin of omission. Does that satisfy you, Martin?”
“Only if you learned something, James.”
James stares back out but Martin catches the hint of a smile. Hail begins hitting the windows. Little white balls strike the glass with pings, slide down the panes and gather on the weathered frames.
“I learned many things,” James whispers. “Things I never knew, I never wanted to know. They tortured me, raped me, kept me isolated for months at a time. I’ve been intimate with Lonely, and a blackness I never knew existed. And now I know fear. It’s pervasive.” He glances around the room, then looks at Martin. “The weird thing is, I see things like before, only now I feel them too, more viscerally than ever before. I get you’re afraid for me, even of me right now. I can feel your anxiety, like it’s inside me. I feel everything now, except the tips of my fingers.” Holds his hand up in front of him and rubs the tips of his long, slender fingers together. “And I don’t know how to live like this.” His jaw line hardens and hollows his cheeks.
Martin catches his dark resolve and is chilled by it. He’s dumbstruck, nauseated, yet tantalized by James’ confession. Tortured? Flash image of James tied down being sexually assaulted were some of Martin's BDSM fantasies, though he’s had no desire to see them realized. Again, Martin’s lost for words.
James stares at him. For a second Martin is certain he’s pleading for salvation, direction maybe. Then the mask on many returns, and he looks back outside.
“Details of my torture play into your fantasies, Martin?” His tone is impassive, not accusatory, and he doesn’t look at Martin with the question.
Martin blushes, face and body flush and he breaks out in a sweat. James doesn’t seem to notice. Bless him. “Do you hate me?” He blurts, unable to contain his guilt.
James smiles, but still doesn’t look at him. “No. Seems you’re not alone, Martin.” A quick shake of his head. “It doesn’t matter to me what you think, only what you do.”
Now Martin smiles. The old James stands before him—the brutally perceptive, fluid philosopher. He runs his hand through his hair and it tumbles back into his eyes and onto his shoulders. All these years Martin believed James was a narcissist: doing what he wanted, when he wanted, because he could. But it suddenly occurs to him that James was actually a solipsist. Unless you were of immediate concern, he didn’t know you existed. “You know that you don’t have music to shelter you anymore may not be such a bad thing.”
James shoots him an irate glare. “Go to hell, Martin.”
“I’m trying to help you out of it.” The tension grows between them but Martin feels a need to give him direction out of the tunnel he’s seemingly stuck in. “Think about it, James. Just imagine the possibilities when you let people in.”
His black eyes flash irritation, but Martin is certain he sees humor, perhaps enlightenment as James looks back outside.
“Tell me what’s going on, and between you, me, and John we can figure out how to help you. Resolve your past, take what you learned and start with a clean slate—recreate yourself, become whoever you want to be.”
“I want my fucking life back. I want it to be how it was.”
“And what was that? Where did it get you?”
Quick laugh. Sad smile. He stares out, but Martin gets James heard him.
Ice balls gather in the corners of the five square panes that top the three long bay windows. Pinging grows louder, and harder, and combined with the resonance of the wind creates a soft but audible symphony.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” James whispers in wonder.
“It is.” Martin watches him. He seems a million miles away again. “I’m sorry for whatever you’ve been through, James. And I don’t mean to seem harsh, but you’re here now, and have to play it as it lays. You have a choice, right now. Keep running, or stop and deal—get a lawyer, a team of them, whatever it takes.”
James shakes his head then fixes his black-eyed stare on Martin. “No.” He brings his hand back to his ribs, his long fingers extending around his slender side. “I can't afford to lose. I told you, I’m never going back there, Martin.” His jaw tightens with his resolve.
Martin feels apprehensive about pushing James further. “John will be all over me if he finds out you’re out of bed. You should lie back down. Get some rest.”
No response. James stares out as moonlight breaks through the clouds, the vineyards suddenly awash in silver droplets against royal blues. Locks of fine hair spill over his brow and brush his long lashes. He blinks repeatedly, as if to keep his eyes open.
“You really ought to rest. We’ll talk in the morning. You’re gonna have to fill in a few blanks for us to help you out of the mess you're in. But for right now, get some sleep, James.”
He stares outside. “Thank you, Martin.”
“No problem. Hope I helped.”
James does not comment.
Hail begins blending with rain. Fat raindrops mix with the small white dots which became fewer and fewer until only water slides down the glass. Martin waits another second but James does not look at him. “Good night, James.” He shakes his head in defeat as he leaves the guestroom.
Martin’s suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion. Hallway to the kitchen looks long and feels daunting. And he wants a drink. Correction. Many drinks.
-
-
Chapter Four
–
John sits in his office in front of his laptop reviewing the thirty thousand search returns on ‘James Michael Whren.’ ‘James Michael Logan,’ his mother’s married name, yielded almost a million results, most highlighting his music career, producing and writing credits, and the like. John is looking to find out what’s happened to him recently. Can’t possibly help the man without some understanding of what is going on.
He’d never have guessed James would attempt suicide. People driven by an internal obsession were usually unscathed by the external world. Whatever happened to him must have been powerful enough to rip him from the cocoon he’d built with music, which John wouldn’t have believed possible. Not James.
A piano or a guitar seemed to be involved with every memory, from the first time he saw the boy pounding away on the piano on the empty stage at Covent Garden in London. ‘That’s the child prodigy,’ Martin had told him. ‘He’s fourteen.’ Martin was in his mid-twenties then, back in the days when he was hot, and healthy. Thought is so overwhelmingly depressing he pushes it aside and continues his reverie... And the prodigy became a man, and John recalled James on the beach that winter in the Hampton’s, in those worn jeans and that gray sweater, running scales on the guitar at six in the morning. No denying the man’s talent, or beauty. John used to tease Martin for his interest, but there had been times even he’d harbored fantasies.
James had always been Martin’s friend. Really, they were more like colleagues, since James never integrated into their lives like so many of Martin's other work cronies. Mentally compromised, possibly suicidal and clearly ravaged, and Martin still wants him. John doesn’t. He has no desire to be with someone so insular. John wants to be James. Or, at least, have the looks, possess his talent, and have his family money. Martin doesn't look at him the way he looks at James. No one ever looked at John the way most people look at James. John wants to try that on for a day. Wear it awhile. Bask in being the object of lust. Hard to remember feeling desired.
He relaxes back into the chair and rubs his eyes, then focuses on the page of links, seemingly different versions of the same story:
James Whren, Sole Heir to Whren Family Fortune Arrested in Drug Scandal.
John clicks on the link and brings up an article in the London Times Mirror. Picture of James in his late teens conducting the London Symphony Orchestra at the Barbican. His eyes are closed, his arms up and extended, he’s holding thin white batons in both hands. He looks like he’s making it with God.
John stares at the picture. He doesn't really want to be James. There’s a price with everything. With looks comes fickle lust. With money, especially inherited money comes responsibility. Great talent is only achieved through focused practice, letting most everything else fall away, which is exactly what James had done. If John doesn’t watch it, he’s about to go there with Martin. Surprises him to see himself reflect James, and even more surprising to feel shamed by it. And it suddenly dawns on him why James may not want to be James anymore.
--
“James Whren, son of Edward Whren, twenty first Earl of Carham, was arrested Tuesday on drug related charges.
Chief Constable Richard Brunstrom of New Scotland Yard made the arrest at Heathrow airport before Mr. Whren boarded a flight back to the United States with allegedly close to half an ounce of methamphetamine.
Sir Edward Whren, a Conservative heredity peer of the House of Lords and a Shadow Minister of State Foreign Affairs, withheld comment in regards to his son’s arrest…”
--
The article goes on to talk about the arresting officers and that the case was pending trial. It does not shed any light on John’s existing knowledge. He knew of the rumor, of course. Martin had told him ages back, and like Martin, he’d dismissed it. After reviewing several more sites with the same basic information, he rubs his eyes, shuts the laptop, then collects what he needs and leaves the office.
Air is wet, windy and cold. Fine mist falls from the soaked trees but the rain has stopped. The moon shines brightly on the small wet stones of the gravel drive. John crunches across them, then wipes his feet on the welcome mat as he crosses the threshold into the warm house. He brushes the beads of water off his wool sweater as he walks down the short hallway to the guestroom.
The bed is empty. He looks around the vacant room as he places the black bag and heart monitor on the end of the dresser. James is gone, and for a moment John feels a surge of anxiety, but then notices the door to the bathroom is ajar. Before he gets to the threshold he can see James lying on the marble floor, slouched up against the shower wall. His shirt hangs open exposing his wrapped ribs and bare stomach, but the long sleeves are buttoned, and hide the scars on his arms. John kneels in from of him. James stares ahead, focused on nothing. When his eyes finally travel to John's, it's clear he’s totally out of it. “What’s going on? You with me, James?” Then John noticed the amber prescription bottle next to the half empty glass of water on the counter next to the sink. “Oh God, what did you do?”
John grabs the empty bottle off the counter top. Valium, the prescription John had given Martin after he’d quit drinking to help him with the transition. There were twenty pills in that bottle, 10mg each, and Martin had only taken only a few, afraid of getting addicted. James had just taken the rest.
“Goddamn you, James!” John grabs both sides of James’ shirt in fury.
“Damn me to hell, John.” James whispers.
“What is going on in here?” Martin stands in the bathroom doorway with his mouth gaping.
John releases James and stands. “James just ate a bottle of Valium.”
James groans. “No worries, John. It doesn’t agree with me.” He manages to get up off the floor but has to grasp the sink counter to stay standing. His eyes are half-mast. He’s breathing in quick gasps as he swallows repeatedly, then grabs his side, leans over the sink and vomits starchy white fluid until it turns into dry heaves. He finally collapsed back against the glass shower wall but managed to stay standing. He looks at Martin, then John, then laughs that maniacal, lunatic fringe laugh, then wipes his mouth clean on his shirt sleeve. Then he staggers past Martin from the bathroom.
From the mirrored wall, John sees him practically fall onto the bed and then curl onto his side.
Martin still stands in the doorway. “What the hell is going on?” He looks from John to James on the bed, his eyes now closed. “We were just talking ten minutes ago.”
John picks up the empty bottle he'd dropped on the floor and goes to the sink. “Why didn’t you call me after you spoke with him?”
“This isn’t my fault, John.”
“I’m not blaming you, Martin. James did this to himself.” John stands over the sink and runs his index finger though the vomit. Feels Martin glaring at him.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m looking to see if all the pills dissolved, gives me a window as to how much got into his system.” The starchy liquid mess has many small round white dots floating in it.
Martin comes closer to look in the sink. “Is he going to be okay?” He steps back as John faces him.
“He’ll live, for now, but he’s not okay, Martin. I tried to tell you before. James is not okay.” John turns on the tap and washes the vomit down the sink.
Martin goes back to the bathroom doorway, leans back against it and looks at James in bed, apparently sleeping. “All that talent and beauty, and he wants to blow it all away.”
“That’s what used to boggle my mind about you when you were drinking yourself to death.” John looks at Martin’s reflection in the mirrored wall in front of him. Martin doesn’t respond. He stares at James. John sighs, shakes his head and goes back to the guestroom. “James! Wake up. Come on. Open your eyes.” John sits on the bed next to him.
James lies curled on his side. John pushes his shoulder back and James moves onto his back, gripping his ribs as he opens his eyes and glares at John through narrow slits. “Give me a break. Leave me alone. Go away.” He tries to curl up again but John grips his face in one hand, pulls his penlight from his lab coat pocket with the other and shines it in James’ eyes. James pushes him off, moves to the head of the bed to get away from John. “Get off of me. Leave me alone.”
John stares at him huddled against the headboard. “Why, James? What the hell were you thinking?”
James closes his eyes again, but John’s on him.
“Wake up! Look at me! Pay attention.”
James opens his eyes to slits again and stares at him.
“You took three quarters of a bottle of Valium, James.” John gets up, goes to the bathroom and gets the prescription bottle, comes back to the bedside and holds the amber bottle an inch from James’ face. “What the hell were you trying to do?”
“Ease up, John.” Martin says.
“Shut up, Martin.”
James laughs condescendingly. John flushes with anger and before he can stop himself he throws the empty bottle at him. James flinches when it hits his chest, his smirk gone. “I didn’t count ‘em, John. I just wanted to shut down. Turn off. Sleep without dreams. Pills were right there.” He squints at Martin across the bed. “You got it right, Martin. I spent the last thirteen months in hell wanting to be what I was, which turns out to be nothing.”
Martin’s jaw drops. “I never said that James—”
He blinks at Martin several times then his eyes drift to John. “Just need to sleep a bit…please...” Eyes roll back in his head a little then he fixes them back on John. “I’m fine. Really. I swear. Just sleep it off for half an hour and I’m outta here.” He blinks a few times then his eyes stay closed. His body goes slack and he slouches back against the pillows, unconscious.
John stares down at him. He looks Christ-like, his slender, muscular body lay over the pillows, his arms slack at his sides. His huge hands are face down and spread loosely on top of the maroon quilt. He looks perfect. Undamaged— but John knows it’s a lie. Anger wells in the pit of his gut. The man is going to walk out their door, and unless he gets help, in a week, a month, a year down the line, he’ll likely be joining Martin at James’ memorial.
“I’m calling Shelly. I’m getting him over to Mt. Sinai.” John looks at Martin standing at the foot of the bed. “He needs to be in a hospital, Martin, where someone can watch him around the clock, get him on the right meds to quell his death wish.” John strokes James hair away from his eyes gently and feels his forehead but there’s no fever. “I’m an internist, just a GP. I handle cuts and colds. I’ve done what I can for him. I’m getting him over to Mt. Sinai.” He stares down at James a second more then glances at Martin before leaving the room.
John takes his cell from his coat pocket as he goes down the hall, searching its database for Dr. Shelly Pasquel’s contact numbers. He finds her listing as he enters the kitchen and calls her cell. Kate is at the table in the nook, nursing a cup of coffee. She stands when he looks at her.
“This is Shelly. What can I do for you, John?”
“Sorry about the hour, Shel, but I have a patient. White male, late twenties, physically and mentally unstable. He’s already attempted suicide at least twice.” John paces the kitchen with the phone to his ear.
“Since when did you start taking on adults?”
“Well, he’s not actually my patient. He’s more like a friend.”
“Sounds like your friend’s in trouble. Were the attempts serious?”
“Yes.”
“Were both attempts recent? Possibly a response to critical life changes?”
“Yes. I believe so. The thing is, I’m afraid he’s going to try again. He’s experienced some major trauma, and I don’t know exactly how to help him.”
“Bring him in, John. Will he come?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
“Well, we can get an ambulance over to you on a 51/50. EMTs can handle him once they’re there.”
‘Or zombify him.’ John hears Martin in his head. He turns around and continues pacing and almost runs into Martin standing in the kitchen doorway.
“He wasn’t trying to kill himself, John.”
“He ate three quarters of a bottle of Valium, Martin. James just OD’ed.”
Kate gasps.
“Yeah, but I don’t think intentionally.” Martin responds to John but looks at Kate.
John glances at her, her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide in horror. James is right. She shouldn’t be here.
“John? Is there a problem?” Shelly’s tone is so damn clinical.
John stands in the center of the kitchen glaring at Martin. “James crossed the line. I can’t just let him walk out of here now.”
“Don’t get him locked up, John.” Martin stands near the doorway staring at his partner of twenty years with his puppy face on. “At least wait until morning and find out why he took the pills. I spent half an hour talking to him earlier. He’s lucid, John. I’m telling you, James is not crazy.”
“John?” Shelly’s voice sounds shrill. “Should I send someone?”
Martin stares at him. “Phillip was locked up, and it didn’t do him any good.”
Martin’s words cut right to the core of John’s certainty. “At the very least, James is reckless, Martin.”
“John.” Shelly is speaking to him again. “I can get someone over there in half an hour if you feel it’s warranted. You understand that once he’s in our system you won’t be able to see him for at least forty-eight hours, and only then by professional courtesy.”
John flashes on James institutionalized, imagines him restrained, sedated, blank. If James isn’t suicidal, John may be sentencing him because of his own fears. And once James was ‘in the system’… “Thanks, Shelly. I’ll call you back. Thanks a lot.” John disconnects and holds up the phone for Martin to see. It takes considerable restraint not to throw it at him. Feels as if he’s surrendering a weapon as he put his cell on the butcher block island.
“You’re doing the right thing. Thank you for trusting me.”
“I don’t. I just don’t trust myself.” John looks at Kate still standing in the nook by the table, then back at Martin standing a few feet from him. “James is not your entertainment du jour, Martin. This isn’t a Broadway score you two are constructing. You’re playing with his life.”
“I’m not playing, John. I’m well aware of the gravity here.” Martin sighs, shakes his head and shoves his hands in the pockets of his baggy parachute pants. “You know, locking him up may postpone his death, but it won’t save his life. James has got to want to do that.”
“God, I’m so sick of AA platitudes. But you’re right, Martin. James has got to want to live. The problem is, I don’t think he does.”
“And you can’t stop him if he’s hell bent on killing himself.” Martin delivers his cutting words softly.
“Excuse me.” Both men look at Kate. “I don’t know if I’m allowed an opinion here—”
“No.” John glares at her.
“Yes.” Martin glares at John.
“Well, I can’t tell you what the right thing to do for your friend is, but I get the feeling if you force him to do something he doesn’t want, well, he’ll run the first chance he gets—one way or another.” She looks at John. “I just mean, well, you could push him into a position where his only way out is to do the very thing you’re afraid of.”
John glares at her, stays fixed on her a moment, then turns to Martin. “I’ll watch James tonight. If at any time I feel it warranted, I’ll do what I need to do for him, with or without your consent.” John shakes his head then walks out of the kitchen.
-
-
Chapter Five
–
Kate watches Martin watch John leave. Martin looks down when John is gone, his pudgy frame seems to slouch and Kate witnesses sadness consume him. She recognizes black. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to aggravate anything between you.”
“You stop right there, girl. This isn’t about you. John and I have been together a long time. Relationships go through stages, and we’re not at a particularly great one right now.” He gives her an apologetic grin and shrugs. “He seems to think his way is the only way of late.”
“Well, he could be right. Maybe being hospitalized would be the best thing for your friend right now, especially if he just tried to OD.”
“He didn’t.”
“How do you know that? Taking three quarters of a bottle of Valium isn’t rational behavior, Mr. Risner. Maybe James needs more help right now than you can give him.”
“So now you’re taking John’s side?” Martin stands near the massive Sub-Zero PRO stainless fridge and glares at her across the large modern kitchen.
“I’m not taking anyone’s side. Look, your friend’s in trouble, much more than I caused him. I just want to help.”
“Why? Why is that?” Martin moves toward her slowly. “Is this a guilt thing? A fantasy thing? Disney mess with your mind, Cinderella?” He stops three feet from her. “He may look the part, but James is not the Prince Charming type. Trust me.”
Kate can hardly breathe, though it probably wouldn’t feel so choking if he wasn’t right. James really is extraordinarily beautiful as Martin said. Maybe that’s why she wants to stay, why it’s so important to make sure he’s taken care of. Or maybe losing her uncle is driving her desire to save James. And maybe it’s because she caused their car accident while under the influence, and will burn in Hell for eternity if he dies. She shivers at the notion and would have crossed herself right then, except for Martin Risner. She looks away.
“I’m sorry. I’m feeling very anxious. And when I get anxious I get snippy.” Martin sits in one of the six maple Windsor chairs around the rectangular maple table. “I’ve been snippy a lot lately. Gonna have to cut that out.”
She smiles but doesn’t look at him. She stares down at the perfectly fitted strips of oak and marvels at how spotless the floor is—no dings, gouges or stains. Her pink and white checkered linoleum kitchen tiles don’t look anything like this.
“John’s not usually this...edgy, either.” Martin says softly. “Guess it threw him, seeing James like this. He’s a good doctor, but suicide kind of freaks him out. A year ago his sister’s teenage son, Phillip, killed himself. Jumped off the Golden Gate bridge.” He seems lost to the memory and Kate isn’t sure he’s actually talking to her. “Did you know there are like forty suicides a year off that bridge?”
She feels a sudden surge of compassion for John. He knows what it feels like to lose someone through suicide. Kate sits in the chair next to Martin’s, but doesn’t look at him. “After my uncle killed himself, my mom kind of melted down. It was her baby brother, and I think she felt responsible. She couldn’t forgive herself, so she turned to God. She became a fervent Christian— ‘Praise the Lord’ was every other sentence. She even pulled me out of public school and stuck me in private Catholic school with the nuns, the whole nine yards.” She feels Martin watching her and finally looks at him. “Sometimes the worst part when someone kills themselves is the ripple effect. Never know how it’s going to touch you.”
“I’m sorry about your uncle, but the outcome may have been the same no matter what was done for him. We can’t control James’ life. I can’t control my own life. Control is an illusion. We have to deal with what life throws at us. James does too, just like the rest of us. Whatever happened to him, he’s going to have to find a way to live with it. Or not. But ultimately it’s his choice.”
Kate flushes with anger. “There are no choices when you’re dead, Mr. Risner.”
“Martin, please.”
She pictures her uncle sitting on the gold shag carpet, leaning up against her mother’s bed, crying, while mom gave him the ‘grow up’ lecture. It was the morning of her birthday. He had his knees up, his head buried in them as he rocked back and forth with his arms over his head like he was trying to hold in his brain. “I think John is right, Martin. Suicide is insane. And insanity doesn’t make rational choices. I think what my uncle did, and James did, is crazy. Life is a gift. It is selfish and careless to throw it away. That’s why it’s a sin.” She pauses, looks down. “Killing yourself is never the reasonable choice. And sometimes people need help making better choices.”
Martin sighs and shakes his head. “God, you sound like John. That’s probably why I like you.” He smiles at Kate.
She smiles back, grateful to be accepted, even welcome, especially after what she’d done. She likes him, too. It feels safe, familiar sitting next to Martin. As a buyer for Macy’s Home Designs, Kate is used to gay men, even prefers their company. Usually bright, often intuitive and nurturing like women, but with a directed male perspective—and no worries of getting hit on.
“What is the defining line of crazy?” Martin asks, posing the philosophical question. “Just scratch the surface and we are all fatally flawed. We just run around pretending were not.”
Kate studies him, wondering what are Martin’s fatal flaws. Clearly successful, one of the in-crowd, living in Paradise—his christened estate vineyard, his gorgeous home, his doctor/partner he’s obviously in love with—what would he know of living an ordinary life. “I suck at pretending. It’s probably why I’m still single.” It just slips out. She blushes.
Martin cocks his head, seemingly mystified. “Honey, any man who is fool enough not to recognize your beauty and compassion should not be graced with your time and attention.”
Kate’s smile broadens, but looks outside to hide her blush. Beyond the floor to ceiling French glass is blackness, encasing them in the warmth inside. Rain sheets the windows, the noise striking like a melody. She’s sure she can hear bass...and piano, as if the drops are keystrokes of music notes.
“James...” Martin says.
She looks at him. He has this broad smile on his face. He’s listening too, and that’s when she hears the eerie piano melody coming from somewhere in the house.
“He’s in the music room.”
They both sit listening for a moment, the music moving up and down the scales virtually in time with the drops striking the panes. Tune is haunting, cascading flats and majors, like a storm on a churning sea, and masterfully played.
Music stops. Martin gets up. “Come on.”
Kate follows him through the large family room off the kitchen. Windows extend floor to ceiling between thick squared beams of redwood every yard or so along the exterior walls. A huge TV hangs on a stone wall perpendicular to an enormous fireplace. Westminster sectional sofa in black leather is set in an u-shape and dominates the room.
Music starts again, sounds crisper, louder—the same haunting melody.
They pass through a cozy study lined with bookshelves along all the interior walls. Books are tightly packed, and many others are stuffed haphazardly on top of the compact rows.
Music stops again.
“Shit,” she distinctly hears James say.
Music starts again as they enter a stylish Grecian bathroom, a huge sunken tub lines the exterior wall made entirely of glass bricks. Kate practically runs into Martin when he stops abruptly at the bathroom threshold that adjoins to the music room beyond.
She sees James over Martin’s shoulder. He sits on the bench at a huge, black grand piano with his eyes closed, his shirt still hanging open but the sleeves are buttoned now. His fingers moving fluidly, like spiders dancing on the keys, note for note then he mixes in descending chords holding a perfect tempo. He stops abruptly, opens his eyes, shakes his head as he rubs one hand with the other, then notices Martin in the bathroom doorway.
James stands, knocking the piano bench back and the sound of it scraping along the wood floor is all that breaks the tense silence. He stares at Kate wide-eyed. “Fuck. What are you still doing here, Kate? I thought you left.”
She flushes, looks away.
“I invited her to stay as long as she likes, James.” Martin says with resolve as he moves into the music room, that looks more like a recording studio with electronic keyboards on heavy stands, guitars, amps, and speakers lying about.
Kate follows him in a few step but stops at the edge of the massive rug that tops all but a few inches of the oak floor. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”
“And so you have.” James stares at her, then sighs, shakes his head. “Look, I’m sorry to offend.” He runs his long fingers through his hair. “It’s just...I’m really not the best person to be around. I probably never was, but right now is particularly bad.” His hair falls in soft waves around his sculpted face and hangs in his eyes, his dark lashes creating a tiger-like frame around a thin ring of vivid green irises.
She stares back at him, feels naked under his scrutiny, suddenly exposed in her thin camisole, her nipples hard under the sheer burgundy silk, her sweater in the bathroom where she left it when she’d heard James screaming from his nightmare.
“We’re square, Kate. You’re off the hook. Get back to your life. In a few days this will all be a fading memory.”
She folds in shame. “Maybe for you, but not me.” Kate looks down at the Egyptian pattern boarding the large rug. “And we’re not square. I wrecked your car. You smashed your ribs in because of me.” Say goodbye and she’d be back to no life, going home to no one missing her. “I’ll take to you Tiburon. I owe you that much. I live in San Francisco, the Marina District—”
He smiles. “Thanks, but I’ll get there on my own.” He moves to the side of the piano as he speaks, then leans back against it and rests his huge hands on the thick black top. He has on his soft boots, his shirt is unbuttoned. “I’m gonna be fine. Really.” His jeans hang on his hips just right, curve over his pelvic bone. “Nothing catastrophic happened, no irreparable damage. There’s really no need for you to stay.” He watches her, no, studies her, then gives her a gentle smile and shakes his head. “There are no white knights here, Kate. You don’t need one. Time for you to go home.”
She blushes, shamed again, glances at Martin, then looks back at James. “Maybe you’re the one who needs saving, James. Your friend, Dr. John, doesn’t seem to think you’re fine, which isn’t a stretch with what you did to yourself.” She flushes with anger—at his razor sharp perception, at herself for opening her mouth, now unable to shut it with his eyes narrowed on her. “He called a psychiatrist to get you into a place he called Mt. Sinai, which I assume is some kind of hospital, but Martin stopped him.” As the words leave her mouth, she knows she should not have spoken them.
“John wants to get me locked up?” James glares at Martin.
“I wouldn’t put it that way, James,” Martin begins. He scowls at Kate, then looks back at James. “He’s scared for you. We all are.”
“Damn him.” James whispers to himself then fixes his gaze back on Martin. “Did he tell anyone about me?”
Martin shakes his head. “No. He called a colleague to discuss your case. That’s it. Never mentioned your name.”
Kate attempts to repair her breach. “I’m absolutely sure John just wants to help you—”
James looks at her, his face drained of color. He pushes off from the piano, straightens, gasps and puts his hand to his ribs. “I’d like to reconsider your offer. A ride to Tiburon would be great. If the offer still stands, I’d like to go now.” He slowly begins buttoning his shirt. He has trouble lining up the buttons with the holes and manages only one after multiple attempts.
Kate moves in front of him, hesitates only a second before reaching up and buttoning the rest of his shirt.
He gives her a shy, grateful smile. “Thank you.”
“You think it’s a good idea for you to leave now?” Kate finishes buttoning.
“No time like the present.” James grins. “Carpe diem and all that. You ready?”
‘Yes’ is on her lips, but then John appears in the wide threshold of the music room.
“Hi.” He hovers breathless in the doorway, holding her black sweater.
James turns to face him but doesn’t say anything.
John glares at him. “You weren’t in bed…and I thought…”
“That I slit my wrists or something.” James offers teasingly. “Don’t worry about it, John. I wouldn’t mess up your shiny stone floors.”
“Just our marble sink.”
James gives Kate a quick, uneasy glance, then John a wary smile. “Sorry about that. Thought I was immune to the stuff after what they fed me. Gross miscalculation.”
She feels James tense as John comes into the room.
“Is that all it was, James?”
The two men stay fixed on each other. “A momentary lapse of reason,” James practically whispers.
John stops a few feet from them, stands on the other side of Martin, hands Kate her sweater.
“Thank you,” she says gently, slips on her sweater feeling the men mentally circling, and their tension scares her. She looks at Martin. His brown, puppy dog eyes are wide and fixed on John and James.
“I’m leaving, John.” James speaks softly.
“I don’t advise it. You need to rest—”
“I’m leaving. Kate has generously offered me a ride.” James glances at her.
She looks at John. He does not acknowledge her.
“You don’t need his permission.” James glowers at her. He looks at Martin, then back at John. “You don’t understand the risks. Obstruction of justice, aiding and abetting—they carry time if someone wanted to push it.”
“You are my patient, James. No matter what you’ve done, I am under oath to administer care. Martin is a theatre queen with HIV. No one wants him in jail.” John glances at Martin, then Kate, then looks back at James. “At least let me check you over before you go.”
“I’m alright. You’ve helped me all you can. And I appreciate it. Really.” James stays fixed on John.
“Tell me I’m not making a mistake letting you walk out of here.” John stands in front of James blocking his path. They’re eye to eye.
James raises an eyebrow. “Try and stop me and I’ll kick your ass, John.” He gives John a cocky grin, glances at Kate, then back at John. “I’ll be okay. You’ve got it wrong about earlier. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not crazy.”
John narrows his eyes on James. “I don’t know if you are now, but you clearly were, and not too long ago. You have one life, James. One. Whatever it is, this is it. Deal with it. Make it what you want. Don’t throw it away.”
James shakes his head with a soft smile. “You guys rehearse this stuff? Just had the same ‘Come to Jesus’ speech from Martin. You two are a tour de force.” His smile fades. “Slicing my wrists was the sanest thing I did my entire incarceration. I was justified, not crazy.” He stays with John another moment then he looks at Kate. “Ready?”
She hesitates before nodding. She looks at John, then Martin. “I really want to thank you for your kindness. Your home is beautiful. It’s been a pleasure meeting you both—”
“Come here, you.” Martin takes her by the hand and pulls her in. “Thank you for looking out for my friend.” Their bodies connect. She feels Martin’s transfer of appreciation with his hug, and returns it. He keeps his eyes on hers when they separate. “You are every bit as beautiful as,” he points to James, “he is. You’ve just got to believe it, girl.”
“Thank you.” Kate wants to kiss him right then, but she doesn't.
James and John stare at each other silently. After a moment, John moves aside to let them pass. “I’m letting you go because I think it’ll do you more harm than good to force you to stay. But watch yourself, James. Insanity feeds on justifications.”
James smiles and nods slowly, then extends his hand to John. John hesitates, then grasps James’ hand, shakes it once and releases him. James looks at Martin. “Catch ya on the flip side, Martin,” and he flashes a wide smile, a single, adorable dimple in one cheek only.
“Right back at ya, James.” Martin smiles and they have a visceral exchange to which Kate is not privy, but wishes she was. She’s so tired of being on the outside looking in. They seem to share a palpable affection as Martin takes James’ extended hand in both of his, and they shake hands heartily.
“Take good care of each other.” James stays on Martin another moment, then glances at John, then Kate. “Let’s go,” and he grips her arm lightly and leads her to the doorway. He stops before leaving, turns and looks at John. “If you’re looking for a test of my sanity, well, I can see what’s going on between you and Martin. And I’m lucid enough to know if you let what you two have established slip away it would be madness.” He gives John a quasi-grin, smiles at Martin, then turns away, takes Kate’s arm again and leads her out of the music room.
“If you need me, I’m at Paradise Pediatrics in Placer County. My service can reach me twenty-four seven.” John calls after them.
Martin follows them down the hallway. “Any chance you’ll fill me in on where you’re off to, so I can track you down if need be.”
“Nope. You suck at lying, Martin. I don’t want to put you in a position of having to.”
“Then what am I supposed to tell anyone who comes looking?”
“The truth. I showed up injured from a car accident. John patched me up and I left. Keep Kate out of it. You can do that, Martin. Omission isn’t a flat out lie.”
“Well now, that depends on the circumstances, doesn’t it. But your anonymity is safe with me and John, dear Kate. Not to worry,” Martin says as they make their way past the full-wall fish tank separating the modern dining room from the sunken living room. “Keep in touch, James. If we don’t hear from you in six months should I come looking?”
They cross into the foyer and James turns back to face Martin in what looks like awe. “If you don’t hear from me in six months there’ll be no reason to come looking.” He stares fixed on Martin. “I appreciate the offer though. You are forever humbling, Martin.” And he bows slightly, in the Asian fashion, his hand to his ribs.
“About time you noticed, James.” Martin flashes a whimsical grin but it fades quickly. “Now I just wish John did.”
“He does,” James assures him.
John stands by the fish tank wall in the living room. James sees him, too, but Martin doesn’t.
“Pay attention, Martin. He’s right behind you, where he’s always been.” James looks at John.
Martin swings around and looks at John. Kate feels them connect, just a hint of a smile from both men simultaneously, and she’s suddenly consumed with envy of their obvious bond.
“Take it easy, James,” John says cautiously.
James nods, then laces his fingers in Kate’s and clasps her hand. Her breath catches in her throat. He notices, shakes his head in response as he leads her out the front door, leaving Martin standing in the threshold.
Cold strikes her in the face and chills her nose and ears. Kate looks back as she hears John say, “Shut the damn door, Martin. It’s forty-five degrees outside. You’ll catch your death...” and sees Martin wave as he shuts the left side of the tall, slender oak doors.
Air is dense, thick with wet pine and moist soil. James pulls her gently by the hand and starts down the steps. Kate sees her car parked beyond the fountain, in one of the five parking spaces meant for the clinic across from the house. They crunch across the glittering, rain glazed gravel and stop next to her car. James lets go of her hand to examine the damage. Left fender is crumpled from the accident, but doesn’t touch the wheel. Left headlight is fractured too, but that’s about all the damage from the collision that destroyed his Porsche.
“Well, it looks drivable.” James straightens, winces, looks at her. “I’d like to drive. I feel safer driving.” He gives her a teasing grin.
She blushes. She couldn’t exactly fault him for not trusting her driving. “Sure, I guess.” Gust of wind whips her hair in her eyes and her mouth as Kate pulls her keys from her jeans pocket.
James takes the keys, then grasps her hand again and leads her around the car to the passenger side. He opens the door and ushers her in, like they were on a date or something, then shuts her door and goes around the back of the Blazer to the driver’s side and gets behind the wheel.
His body seems to melt into the seat. He rests his head back and closes his eyes while he struggles to catch his breath.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure you can drive?”
“Yeah.” He opens his eyes, and as he reaches out to shut the car door, sucks in a muffled gasp. He glances at her for just a second before he turns his attention to driving, sticks the key in the ignition, starts the engine, and then pulls the Acura around the fountain and down the sloping drive. His long lashes mingling with locks of his hair, and he blinks several times in a row as if to clear his vision, or keep his eyes open.
“Maybe it’s not the best idea to leave your friends right now.”
Road crunches under the tires as they move down the hill. Valley shimmers in pinpoints of silver—rain droplets clinging to endless rows of grapevines reflect the moon. James turns left off the gravel drive to Paradise and on to Gold Hill Road.
“I’m trying to keep everyone safe, and free, including me.” James combs his hair back with his elegant fingers. “You’re safer away from here, even with me, for the moment. Regardless of the accident, Martin is a known colleague of mine. If anyone’s looking for me, they’ll look here eventually. If the CHP connect the dots, and place me at the scene with the Porsche, they won’t do it in a day, if at all. As far as we know, no one knows you were involved in the accident. And you’re nobody to me.”
Boy, he's right about that. She’s nobody to James. Worse, she’s nobody to anybody. He stops at the crossroad of Hwy 49. She feels him look at her. Can’t look at him. Holds her breath and wills herself not to cry.
“I’ll take off as soon as we get to Sacramento. Old Town is only about forty minutes from here. I'll find my way from there.”
“I told you I’d take you to Tiburon. I want to.” Her voice sounds childlike.
He shakes his head. “It’ll be safer if we separate.”
“Why? I’m no one to you, right? And no one is looking for me.” Kate wonders if she sounds as small as she feels, throwing his words back at him.
“I didn’t mean safer for you.” James glances at her again, then turns right onto the slick black top heading west. “I’m obliged to take care of you when you’re with me. You’re a liability, which is why we need to separate.”
Feels like he’s slapped her. She stares ahead and holds back the tears. She cannot speak. Kate pushes the CD into the player. Fast picking of steel strings opens the disk of acoustic rock she’d gathered, and becomes the sound track for the scene. They move through the blackness on the practically empty, narrow highway, every few minutes momentarily blinded by blazing bright headlights on the other side of the road.
She looks at James. His skin tone is blushed ashen in the dim light; his full lips deep red. Trace stubble belies his baby face. He looks unscathed, normal—drop dead gorgeous kind of normal. His left palm is on the top of the wheel, his long fingers extending past it and are moving to the music. Kate is sure he isn’t consciously aware he’s subtly, but clearly, picking air guitar in perfect time to the complex Vertical Horizon piece, Washed Away. Of course, it’s obvious he’s a player, but she’d only made the connection when she saw him at the piano at Paradise. She lets the piece end before speaking.
“That was a beautiful piece you played earlier.”
“Ravel’s, Gaspard de la Nuit, but I massacred it.”
“I wouldn't know. So, you play piano, and the guitar, too.” It’s more statement than question since she knows the answer. His fingers are still contorted in the closing pick.
James glances at her, his eyes narrowed, like he’s suspicious of her question. “I used to.” He drops his hand from the top of the wheel and grips the bottom. “Don’t know that I can anymore.” A quick, angry laugh with a shake of his head. “You’ve seen my wrists. The restraints they had on me cut the circulation to my hands. I may have lost the dexterity. I don’t know.” He shrugs. His expression is somber. His eyes are glassy as he squints at oncoming headlights, and only then does Kate notice his long lashes sticking together from tears. He blinks and they steam down his face. James flashes her a quick glance, half-laughs, but not like it’s funny, and wipes his eyes on his shirtsleeve. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. Even if I could get back to where I was, I’m not so sure I ever want to go back there.”
“Why? Music is very powerful. It touches a lot of people.”
“Maybe my music did, but I’m finally getting that I probably didn’t.” His jaw hardens. He stares straight ahead.
“Are you famous? You look famous. I mean, should I know you?”
“No. I’m in the background, in the studio mostly.”
“What other instruments do you play?”
He flashes a smile. “Most all of them.”
“That’s impressive.” Kate is awed by people with passion, as she’s yet to find her own.
“Not really. Get good at anything with practice. I’ve been playing all my life. My stepfather taught me to play guitar when I was five.” He speaks as if telling a tale. “He was a violinist with the Boston Pops. My mom was a piano teacher at Berklee School of Music. She could pick the harmony out of a vacuum.” He seems to drift, like he’s hearing her sing. “She had the most amazing ear, and perfect pitch. I mean perfect.”
“Are your parents still in Boston?”
“They’re dead.” And he’s back in the car with Kate.
She’s astounded by his admission and for the first time feels a real connection to James. “Mine, too.” She practically whispers. “My dad died of a heart attack about a year ago. My mom, of cancer in late November, almost three months now.” She shuts her mouth and holds her breath and swallows back the lump in her throat.
“I lost my parents when I was thirteen in a plane crash on their way home from a benefit concert. So much for Karma.” He stares out the windshield. “Everyone said it would hurt less with time. But the longing is so often still intolerable.”
Kate crumbles. He’s right, of course. She still thinks of calling her mom almost every day, the impulse always followed by that horribly empty realization no one’s there to answer the phone. Tears spill down her face, and she can’t stop them. She stares out the windshield.
James stops at the crossroad of Hwy 50 and looks at her, his long eyelashes still beaded from tears. “No shame in grief, Kate.” He reaches out to her and wipes her tears away with his huge thumb, strokes her cheeks gently, first one, then the other, his glassy eyes filled with compassion unwaveringly focused on her.
She wants him to pull her face to his and kiss her. Tenderly. Passionately.
Truck whizzes by, startling him. Mist and droplets sparkle in the headlights as he brings both his hands back to the wheel, focuses forward, guns the engine and enters the crowded, fast-moving highway.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” he says gently, his thick British accent momentarily refined.
“I’m sorry for yours, too, James.”
He slowly nods. “Fucking sucks, being orphaned.”
Kate manages a smile through her tears. Again, she’s awestruck by his acute perception, and willingness to express it.
They listen to several tunes of smooth acoustic rhythms. James keeps his fingers still. The disk changes and begins with wailing electric of Incubus. Fast, pounding beat adds to her angst that grows with each passing mile. Kate feels herself falling in the rabbit hole, blackness looming. Beyond Sacramento is San Francisco—home—alone. Again. Still. Back to the seemingly endless search for her prince.
“We should be in the city in fifteen minutes. It’s where I take off, and you get back to your life.” He doesn’t look at her.
She wants to scream ‘NO!,’ but doesn’t. She considers asking him to stay with her until he’s well. She’d care for him. They’d bond, and like in the movies, he’d leave then come back to her. She wants to ask to go with him, but doesn’t. “Okay,” comes out of her mouth. “So, you’re off to Tiburon, then?”
He nods.
Kate looks outside. Housing developments line the highway on both sides now. The tall glass buildings of Sacramento sparkle with moonlight on the horizon against the black backdrop of night. Brandon Boyd sings Drive against the wet road din. “What’s in Tiburon?”
James stays focused on driving, as if she’s not spoken. Kate thinks he won’t answer her but then he says, “Money. Enough to get me set up some place safe. If I’ve got any left..."
“And if you don’t have any left?” I can save you...
“Then I’ll be living a whole other kind of lifestyle than I hoped. Probably be a lot colder, at least in the beginning.” He flashes a quick grin. “Don’t worry about me, Kate. I’ll be fine. Money or not, I can be very resourceful.”
“I don’t doubt that. For the asking, you could probably get most anything you want.”
“Clearly not. Or I’d have my life back.”
She stares at him. “You mean the one you tried to throw away?”
James glances at her with a furrowed brow.
Kate’s broken the glass wall and steps through. “Why did you try to kill yourself?” She has to know. She just can’t leave it.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Did you really want to die?”
“Yes.” He stares at the road.
“Do you still?”
“I don’t know. Sometimes.” He glances at her again then looks forward. “It doesn’t matter. I told you, I don’t want to discuss it.”
“Why? I’ve thought about it. I’m sure lots of people have. Suicide isn’t exclusive to artists and intellects, you know.”
“My decision to slit my wrists wasn’t motivated from melancholy. I was trapped in hell and it was the only way I could think of to get out.”
“Pretty radical solution.”
“A permanent one, to be sure, but at the time it seemed warranted.”
“Don’t you care that it’s a mortal sin to take your own life?”
He smiles. “No.”
“Well, then don’t you care that you’d be hurting people that love you?”
James stares out at the highway. Jaw tightens, his expression darkened, then veils, but Kate feels the weight of his sadness. She watches him for a second then has to look away. She’s all too familiar with that level of alone. Just hard to believe someone like James knows it, too.
Tall glass buildings of downtown twinkle and loom in the distance. James stays in the left lane and keeps pace with traffic. They pass a blue BMW on the right, and Kate looks at the white, middle-aged male driver on his cell phone. He never glances her way. The world is so encapsulated now. How was she to find a partner with all of us so immersed in our tight little universes.
She looks at James. His long lashes look longer with wetness. He’ll be gone in five minutes—the Prince Charming that never was. “In my wildest dreams I never imagined meeting someone like you.” She wonders if her voice is as small as she feels. “Don’t know what I expected. Just didn’t expect to never see you again.”
“Only if you’re lucky.” He shakes his head. “Don’t get caught up in the façade, Kate. There’s nothing behind it. Not anymore. There probably never was, I just didn’t notice.”
“I don’t think achieving excellence is nothing. And I’m pretty sure tuning out is a typical guy thing.”
James laughs. “It may be. But I’ve been told that’s a lousy excuse.”
“What was her name?” Kate asks, even though most of her doesn’t want to know.
“Julia. But it never really was, and now it never will be. And I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Well, what about Julia?”
James shoots her a piercing glare. “What about her?”
“Don’t you care you’d be hurting her if you killed yourself?”
“Either way, I am. So I’m alive. We can’t be together. I’m wanted for drug trafficking, escaping lawful custody…murder.” He does not look at her. “To her, I’m dead either way.”
Kate watches at him. He said ‘murder,’ that he was wanted for murder. And for the first time she feels afraid of him. James could be crazy—one of those guys who’s calm most of the time, then goes psychopath every now and again. “You said you left a mental institution in Scotland ‘without permission.’ Were you there for killing someone?”
He jaw tightens again. “I won’t discuss this. I’m sorry I mentioned it.” Quick, nervous laugh. “I wasn’t putting you off when I told you I wasn’t the best person to be around right now.” He glances at her again and sort of shrugs, wipes his nose with his shirtsleeve and runs his fingers through his hair again, but it falls back in his eyes.
All fear of him dissolves. Kate could not fathom him evil, or even crazy. He’d just admitted to ‘trafficking.’ A drug dealer seems plausible, though not probable as a career musician. She imagined drug dealers to be hardened people. Underneath his manic behavior, James seems fundamentally a gentle man. Kate feels it to her core. “I’m not scared of you.” She blushes. Aloud it sounds taunting and defensive.
James laughs, and winces. “I’m not scared of you either, which is a first for me in quite a while.”
“I didn’t just tell you I murdered someone.”
“I didn’t say I murdered anyone. I said I was wanted for murder.” He glances at her for an instant before he catches sight of a road sign. He changes lanes abruptly and turns off Hwy. 50 on to Hwy. 5 heading north, then takes the first exit, and then back under the freeway, then the next right into Old Town Sacramento.
It’s like stepping back two hundred years as they cross the train tracks into the old western town. Streets are lined with wide wood boardwalks, covered by decorative balconies supported by slender wood columns every few feet.
“Damn if I remember where the hell it is...” James pushes the stereo off hastily.
“What is?”
He doesn't answer. She’s not sure he heard her, his attention focused on navigating the narrow streets.
Buildings are all gold rush era, with lavish Victorian facades, crammed right up against each other, each with their own intricate designs. All the shops are closed for the night, the tourist town virtually deserted. Though the roads are paved it feels as if they’re not as James slows the Acura almost to a crawl to get around several horse drawn carriages meant for tourists along the side of the street.
He turns off the main drag, back under the freeway into modern downtown Sacramento, then a maze of turns on one way streets, then into the large parking lot of an Amtrak train station. He parks near the entrance, turns off the engine and headlights but leaves the keys in the ignition, then looks at Kate.
“You okay?”
“You’re asking me?
“You okay to drive?”
“Yes.” No. “Don’t go.” She hears herself whisper. “I’ll take you to Tiberon—”
He shakes his head.
“Promise me you’re not suicidal.” She stares at him, searching. “If you kill yourself, I could burn in hell for handing you the opportunity.”
He laughs, but grimaces, like it hurt. “You’re concern is touching, really.” He smiles, but it fades quickly as he looks around at the almost empty lot. He does not address her request, nor meet her eyes, and Kate’s sure James is consciously avoiding answering her.
“God, how did I let you talk me into this. John was right.” And she’d just taken him from friends who could have helped him. Guilt floods every fiber of her being. Suddenly the car feels stifling. She can’t catch her breath, can’t roll down her window, and gets out in search of air.
James gets out and meets her at the front of the Acura, stands before her holding his side. He swallows hard, looks at her like he’s about to speak, but can’t right then, turns to the car and puts both hands on the hood for support.
“I’m an idiot for listening to you. You’re not okay.”
“I’m just a bit off balance. Give me a minute.” Moment passes and he straightens, then runs his hand through his hair as he eyes the parking lot again.
“James, get back in the car. We can go back to your friends. You can come home with me, just until you’re well...” She sees the cop car as it crosses the intersection bordering the lot.
James sees it too. He slides his arm around her shoulder and pulls her into him, hugs her, holds her tightly, and for a second she feels him with her. She buries her head in his chest, breathes in his musty, masculine scent, and crumbles. Her eyes well, but she isn’t going to let him see her cry again.
“You can’t save me, Kate. And I can’t save you. We’re going to have to do that for ourselves.” He speaks softly into her ear. “Thank you.” Then he gathers her face in his huge hands, wipes her cheeks with his thumbs then kisses her on the forehead. “Godspeed, Kate McConnell.” He lets his hands slide from her face, holds her captive with his eyes another second, then glances at the cop approaching the parking lot and walks away, towards the train station, and a moment later disappears inside the building.
And James is gone.
Cop enters the lot and cruises slowly by the front of the station. Buzz cut, jarhead-type, he eyes Kate suspiciously as he approaches. She’s done nothing wrong, but he still intimidates her. She glances at the station, then goes around her car, gets behind the wheel and waits for the cop to leave the lot before she drives away, onto I-5 south, toward home.
And loneliness sucks her in. “Kiss him goodbye, Katie.” She speaks aloud to no one. The past is the past and better left there with her longing. She was an unwelcome inconvenience to a suicidal, self-proclaimed killer, all the while pretending he was her prince. Beyond desperate—she’s pathetic, and no one to anyone—now more than ever, with her parents gone.
She’s isolated as friends married and moved on. Easier to hide in a novel at night, get swept up into more exciting lives than living her own. She rarely hangs out with Z, her newly wed secretary, and her boss, Ed, who renamed himself Fred, ah la Freddy Mercury, after work anymore. Bar hopping the Castro is great for eye candy, but not for much else.
Then she flashes on James, his sculpted face, his tousled hair, his striking beauty. ‘There are no white knights, Kate. You don’t need one.’ She smiles with the memory. She really doesn’t need someone to save her. She’d been hoping for a knight, looking for Prince Charming hiding inside, waiting for some fantasy prize to magically appear. She’s lonely because she’s chosen to be.
A smile spreads across her face. James is right, of course. No one, nothing can save her—but her. Time to stop waiting for Mr. Right. She’ll have to go find him, network, date, get fixed up, whatever it takes to meet someone ready to commit, and looking to establish a partnership for life. And beyond just meeting someone, she’s going to have to learn to be with someone, actively participate in creating ‘happily ever after,’ instead of living vicariously in fairy tales.
-
-
Chapter Six
–
The doorbell rings with the sunrise. Even through the distorted peephole view, Steve recognizes him. It’s hard to mistake him for someone else, looking like he does. Great. James is just about the last person he wants to see. But Steve always knew the man would come back to haunt him. He puts down the bat, decodes the alarm behind the potted palm and opens the door.
“Hey Stephen.”
“How are you doing, James?”
“Been better. Sorry about the hour.”
He stands aside for James to come in. Stephen knows what he’s come for. And the hour might just work to his advantage. It’s possible James could be in and out before she wakes up, and we were up late last night…
“You know why I’m here?”
“I’m assuming it’s not for the killer waves at Maverick’s.”
He smiles. He looks exhausted. His face is thinner, the wild-child look even more pronounced with his hair longer and hanging in his eyes. She’ll see him. She’ll want him, and want to save him. And Steve will be screwed.
Send him away. Arrange it for later. Hide him in the office. “There’s something you should know.” Damn me.
James’ eyes scan the entry, then up the stairs and connect at the top. Steve follows his line of sight to Julia, holding the balcony rail with both hands, wearing only his Stanford tee shirt over her lacy panties. She’s ghost white.
Just great.
“No… This isn’t happening.” James stares up at her, then looks at Steve.
“I was about to tell you she was here, James…”
James looks back at Julia. They’re fixed on each other. Steve feels something tangible pass between them. His stomach tightens, like he’s been sucker punched.
“I know what you came for.” Julia says softly. “Get it and go, James, if that’s what you need to do.” She looks down at Steve. “It seems my holiday surprise was more than intended.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/68051 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!