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Drift Away





ONE


“Have you seen my mommy?”
The voice floated over my head and I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, hoping it would go away.
“Have you seen my mommy?”
I reluctantly opened my eyes. A small head shadowed by the massive afternoon sun was staring down at me. Blond hair, green eyes, a worried expression on his face.
I shaded my eyes with my hand. “What?”
“I can’t find my mommy.”
A humid breeze wafted across the sand and I propped myself up on my elbows. I scanned the beach. I saw lots of people. None of them seemed to be looking for a lost kid.
“Where’s she supposed to be?” I asked him.
“I don’t know.”
“Where’d you see her last?”
He was around six, wearing blue and white trunks that were too long for him. No shirt. His torso was dark brown, not sunburnt.
A local kid, I thought.
“By the water.”
“Um, there’s a lot of water.”
“I was building a castle,” he explained. “With a bucket. It has a dragon.”
I glanced at the cheap watch strapped to my wrist. Five till one. Almost time to get back to work.
I sat up. The water in the gulf pounded the shore, small, emerald waves dropping into the sand, one after another. People stood waist-deep in the water, trying to escape the July heat in water that was nearly as warm as the air.
“Where was your castle?” I asked.
He thought for a moment, then pointed westward up the beach. “That way, I think.”
The rental tent was back that way, meaning I had to walk in that direction.
“Down by the water,” he said. “And my mom was on the sand. On her towel. But I can’t find her.”
The sugar-white sand was littered with beach chairs and tents and umbrellas and coolers and blankets. I stared in the direction he pointed, waiting for a mom in a bathing suit to come our way, panicked and grateful to have found her missing son.
But all I saw was Liz. Which was absolutely impossible.
I slipped my sunglasses down over my eyes and stood. I pulled my towel off the sand and shoved it into my nylon backpack. I hoisted the pack onto my bare shoulders and felt two beads of sweat race down my chest.
I didn’t help people. I wasn’t good at it. And I had no desire to do it. All I wanted was to be left alone.
But this was a kid and even I couldn’t justify leaving some little boy alone on a crowded beach.
“Come on,” I said, trudging up the sand. “Let’s go find your mom.”



TWO


“What’s your name?” I asked him as we walked.
“Jackson,” he said, squinting up at me. “What’s yours?”
I hesitated for a moment. I rarely said my own name anymore for a whole bunch of reasons. There was one person in Florida who knew my name. But again-he was a kid.
“Noah,” I said.
“Like the ark?”
“Like the ark.”
“Cool.”
We worked our way through the sunburnt masses, down to the water line.
“I hate the seaweed,” Jackson said, sidestepping one of the piles that littered the sand. “It gets in my shorts.”
“Yeah, that’s a bummer,” I said. “Your mom with your dad?”
“I don’t have a dad,” he said. “It’s just my mom.”
There was no feeling or expression behind it, just a kid making a statement, like it was normal because that was all he knew.
I envied him.
“Do you live here?” he asked.
Again, I hesitated, uncomfortable with any question that pinned me down. “Yeah.”
“Do you actually live on the beach?”
“Where do you live?” I asked, redirecting him.
“Here. In Fort Walton,” he said. “We come to the beach whenever my mom isn’t working.”
“Where’s she work?”
“A restaurant. It’s kinda far from here.” I knew what he was thinking. She wouldn’t be there.
We walked another fifty yards or so. Still no panicked moms. I glanced down at him. His smile was fading, his eyes scanning the faces under the umbrellas.
“We’ll find her, buddy,” I said.
Without looking, he reached up for my hand. His tiny, sandy hand slid into mine, his fingers wrapping around my ring finger.
It made me uncomfortable.
“How’d you find me?” I asked.
Jackson though for a moment before answering.
“I saw you. Renting umbrellas and boogie boards,” he said. “Then I saw you lying down.” He shrugged his small shoulders.
If he’d seen me working, he’d wandered a pretty good distance down the beach. We were still a hundred yards from the stand.
“Where was your mom when you last saw her?”
“She was lying on her towel. Like you were. Sorta by my castle. It has a dragon.”
“You told me that.”
“Do you wanna see it?”
“Maybe after we find your mom.”
“Okay.”
Kids got lost nearly every day on the beach. They’d pour out of the condos above the dunes, just arrived from Alabama or Mississippi or somewhere else in the South, and they’d get disoriented, separated amidst the crowds. I just hadn’t had to help one in the few months I’d been there.
But I knew what it felt like to be lost.
“What is she wearing?” I asked.
“Her bathing suit.”
“What color?”
“I don’t remember. Blue maybe?”
Great. Only about a million of those.
“Oh, man,” Jackson said, his fingers tightening around mine. “Someone smashed my castle.”
“Where?”
His hand slipped out of mine and his legs pinwheeled across the sand. He screeched to a halt in front of what was now an imploded castle, the bucket-designed turrets pancaked and kicked over.
“That took me forever.” His lower lip quivered.
“So where was your mom when you were building the castle?” I asked, trying to keep the sympathy I felt-for the smashed castle, for his missing mom-at bay.
He stared at the remnants of his castle, dejected. “I dunno.”
“Come on, dude,” I said. “Look around. Where was she?”
He looked up from the castle and pointed. “There.”
He aimed his finger at a striped beach towel and what looked like a wicker beach bag about thirty feet from us.
“That’s your mom’s stuff?”
He nodded.
We walked over to the towel and the bag. I could see sunglasses and a wallet in the bag. A set of keys sat out, visible, the metal glinting in the sun. No shoes.
“You said you come here a lot,” I said.
“Almost every day,” Jackson said. “When Mommy doesn’t have to work.”
“Do you drive here?”
“Yes. Why?”
“Do you remember where she parked your car?”
His eyes lit up. “Yes! We always park in the same spot!”
“Show me.”
We moved up the dunes, toward the line of tall condo buildings. The long stretch of sand was shadowed by seven-story buildings, housing rentals of all types. Expensive, moderate, dirt cheap. Something for everyone.
The wet, wooden ramp took us up and over a large dune and between two of the buildings. We passed an outdoor shower and descended the walkway into an asphalt parking lot, sand scattered around like glitter.
“There she is!” Jackson cried and took off running.
I looked in the direction he was heading. A woman in her late twenties, longish brown hair, light pink coverup over her bathing suit, was talking to a guy a little younger. Muscled up, wraparound shades, dark green tattoos on each shoulder. She looked agitated and he looked like he didn’t care. He had hold of her arm and she was trying to remove it. They both looked at Jackson as he got closer.
“Mommy!” he yelled. “I lost you!”
The guy let go and his eyes drifted in my direction.
She gathered him up and hugged him. “I’m sorry, bud. I was just on my way back. Didn’t mean to scare you.” She looked up at me. “Hi.”
I held up a hand. “He was scared. He couldn’t find you.”
The muscles in her arms flexed as she hugged him a little tighter. “Thank you. For bringing him to me.”
“He knew where your car was parked,” I said, glancing at the guy next to her. He rocked from foot to foot, his arms folded across his chest. “He found you. Not me.”
She kissed the top of his head and set him on the ground, hanging onto his hand. “Well, thank you anyway.”
“Sure.”
We all stood there for a moment, heat rising off the pavement around us.
“You can go,” the guy said, adjusting his sunglasses.
“I know,” I said, not moving.
“Then go.”
I didn’t say anything.
He stepped in closer to me. “Or I can make you go.”
“Colin,” the woman said. “Don’t.”
Colin shuffled his feet. He was shorter than me, a little over six feet, and had his chest puffed out. A small white scar ran lengthwise down the bridge of his nose. He smelled like beer and sunscreen.
I looked past him at the woman. “You okay?”
“She’s fine,” he snarled, exposing perfect white teeth.
She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. Fine.”
He stuck a finger in my chest. “You got three seconds.”
A finger in my chest had always been a pet peeve of mine. I hated it. It was rude, invasive, condescending. I could think of a number of times that I grabbed the offending finger and bent it backwards until I felt like letting go. Or it broke. Either way, I’d made my point that I didn’t like it.
I had no doubt I could’ve quickly snapped this guy’s finger in half.
Jackson and the woman stood there, watching, waiting.
She said she was fine.
I stepped back in the direction I’d come.
The guy grinned. “That’s what I thought.”
I looked past him. “I’ll see you around, Jackson.”
Jackson smiled and waved goodbye and I headed back to work.



THREE


Ike was waiting at the tent for me. “Busy today?”
“Nope. It’s kinda dead.”
He nodded. “Yeah. July sucks around here. Too hot for anybody to do anything other than stay inside.”
I handed him the cashbox. He lifted up the metal lid and removed the zippered bank bag. “You can cut out early if you want. Don’t think we’ll miss anything.”
“I’ll stay.”
He smiled, nodded. “Figured you’d say that.”
Ike was somewhere in his fifties. Thick gray hair and skin turned a leathery brown by years in the sun. Always wore a gray tank top and khaki shorts. Never any shoes. He ran a rental company that rented everything from bikes to surfboards up and down the beach. I manned one of his stands on the beach, renting umbrellas and chairs to tourists looking for protection from the sun. Showed up every morning at nine and stayed until four. He made the same offer at least once a week, telling me I could bail early if I wanted. But I always declined. I had nowhere to go.
He handed me a folded-over stack of bills. “For this week.”
I shoved the money in my pocket without counting it. “Thanks.”
He lingered for a moment. “Doing okay in the place?”
“Yep. Thanks.”
“Sorry it don’t have air. Gotta be hotter than shit in there.”
“It’s fine.”
“Well, it ain’t fine. It’s a goddamn dump. But as long as you’re okay.”
“It’s fine,” I repeated.
“Carter would probably kick my ass if he saw the place,” he said. “Tell me I coulda come up with something better.”
I squinted into the sun. “Ike, it’s fine. I appreciate you letting me use it. I’m good.”
He studied me for a long moment, then shrugged. “You say so. Cement guys are coming to pour tomorrow, by the way.”
“Okay.”
“Supposed to be there around seven. Can you show ’em where they need to pour?”
“Sure.”
“And then if you wanna start trenching for the sprinklers, you can do that.”
“No problem.”
“Unless it’s this hot again. Then don’t.”
I shifted my feet in the sand. “I’ll do it.”
He frowned. “Yeah. I know you will. I’ll be damned if you don’t do everything you say you’re gonna do, kid. I may find you dead on that lot with a shovel in your hand, melted by the sun, but you’ll probably have it all done.”
I gave him a faint smile. I liked Ike. He was a good guy. And he didn’t ask a lot of questions, even when I knew he wanted to.
“You find that six footer I told you about?” he asked.
“Nah.”
He raised a thick eyebrow. “Carter said you’d probably need a board.”
I sat down in the beach chair. “I don’t.”
“You bring one with you?”
“No.”
“Well, you can use that…”
“I don’t surf anymore, Ike,” I said, cutting him off. “So I don’t need it. But thanks.”
Ike nodded. “Alright. Good enough. You’ll holler if you need something?”
“Yep.”
He headed up the dunes toward the parking lot and I watched him disappear.
I listened to the small waves crash against the shore. The wind had turned, blowing hard off the gulf, the blue-green water choppy and rough. The sun was high in the sky, beating all of us outside into a sweaty submission.
I hadn’t talked to Carter in several months. The last time we’d spoken, I was on a pay phone in Oklahoma, putting as much distance between me and California-and the memories of Liz-as I could. He’d called in a favor and told me to head to Florida. Gave me an address in Fort Walton Beach, told me Ike would know what to do. I didn’t ask what the favor was in return for. I didn’t need to know.
Ike had taken care of me. Got me a place to live and gave me a job. I was surviving.
Carter and I agreed that we shouldn’t talk for awhile, part of that whole plan to lay low. I had an email address that I checked once a week from a coffee shop or the library. If there was anything he thought I should know, it would show up there.
So far, it had remained empty.
I watched the vacationers bounce in the water, yelling and screaming and smiling. You could find a sunburn in every shade of pink and red if you strode down the beach. They didn’t notice me unless they wanted to drop twenty bucks on a big blue umbrella, thirty if they wanted the chair, too. They were there on the Panhandle because they’d chosen to be, to escape their everyday lives and enjoy a few days in the sun and water.
I was there because I had no place else to go.



FOUR


Colin was waiting for me as I carried the last two umbrellas back to the stand.
“Hey,” he said, lifting his chin. “Tough guy. I need to talk to you.”
I stepped around him and laid the two umbrellas on the pile of others inside the small box shed. I pulled the cable across them and snapped the lock into place. I closed the door on the shed and locked that. I picked up my backpack and started up the dunes toward the lot.
“Are you fucking deaf?” Colin growled from behind me.
I said nothing.
“I said I need to talk to you.”
I stepped off the sand and onto the planked wooden walkway.
“You need to mind your own fucking business, tough guy.”
I nodded at a couple heading the opposite direction on the walkway. I passed the shower and descended the stairs to the parking lot.
Colin scurried around and set himself directly in front of me. “Hey. Stop walking, asshole.”
I took a step to my right and he slid in front of me, blocking my path.
I exhaled and stared at him.
“You need to mind your own business,” he repeated. His chest was puffed out again like it had been earlier. His arms were at his sides, exaggerating the distance they needed from his body to show off his muscles.
“You should move,” I said. “Now.”
An evil slit creased his mouth. “Oh, good. You do talk.”
I didn’t say anything.
“You see that girl or that kid again,” he said. “Stay away. Got it?”
I didn’t say anything.
“I said do you got it?” he snarled again and poked his finger in my chest.
I grabbed his finger and bent it straight back. He swung at me with his free arm but I already had my arm up to block it. I stepped forward with my right leg and swept it quickly back into him. He went straight down to the pavement on his back and I dropped hard onto him, my knee smashing into his chest.
His sunglasses were gone and his eyes bulged. He opened his mouth but nothing came out of it, not even when his finger snapped and went limp. I loosened my grip and tears formed in the corners of his eyes but he still didn’t make a sound. I rose off him and then jammed my knee into his sternum again. He gasped, for air or because of the pain, I didn’t know.
I stared at him, months of rage bubbling in my system, begging to be released. The hair on my arms stood at attention and the heat on my skin had nothing to do with the air temperature.
Colin’s eyes squeezed shut in agony, his mouth open, eager for oxygen to find its way into his empty, compressed lungs.
I stood.
He coughed and wheezed as he whimpered over his finger. He rolled onto his side, hugging the broken finger to his chest, his eyes still closed.
I adjusted the backpack on my shoulders and scanned the parking lot. We were alone in the dimming sun and suffocating heat. I took a deep breath, trying to release the anger inside me. I felt nothing-no remorse, no sorrow, no guilt-for what I’d done to him. I knew that wasn’t a good thing, that it could take over in a fraction of a second and I’d end up doing more than just hurting him. Just like I’d done with Keene.
I tugged on the straps of the backpack and looked down at him. He was curled up in the fetal position. He’d need a cast and he’d be sore, but he’d be alright. Well and dumb enough to bother me again, most likely.
I walked away from him, leaving him there on the pavement, and hoped he would prove me wrong.



FIVE


I crossed the sand-covered street into the neighborhoods, across from the condos and hotels. Fort Walton Beach was a narrow strip of land sandwiched between the Gulf of Mexico to the south and a curving, twisting bay to the north. The neighborhoods were a combination of low-slung bungalows and newer homes that had been built on lots where bungalows had been torn down. Most of the front yards consisted of sand and rock, almost like a desert, but the newer homes-the ones with money-paid a pretty penny for irrigated lawns.
The residents were a mish-mash, just like the homes themselves-some had been there forever, some showed up just for the cooler months. Working class locals co-mingled with the nouveau riche.
I walked several blocks in until I was one street off the bay. I stopped at the last house on the cul-de-sac, a two-story structure in various stages of renovation. The driveway was a dirt path, staked for the concrete that Ike said was being poured the next day. The yard was dead weeds and cracked soil. Trenching it for sprinklers was going to be a chore.
Ike was the contractor on the house, a jack of all trades. I helped out around the property and supervised the subs when he wasn’t around in exchange for a place to stay. The partially-converted garage space I was living in would eventually become half of a bedroom in the massive remodel.
I walked around the dug-up drive toward the side of the house, fished for the key in my backpack and opened the side door to the garage.
The stale, pent-up heat slammed into me like an explosion. I left the door open in a feeble attempt to filter some of it out. The floor was concrete, a dirty, threadbare area rug hiding oil stains and grease marks. An empty workbench ran the length of one wall, a twin-sized cot pushed up against another. The small stash of clothing I’d accumulated was stacked neatly next to it. A small fridge and microwave stood next to the garage door, the opener having been disengaged. Stacks of boxes rested against the opposite wall, along with a small assortment of power tools. A shower and toilet were in the hallway that connected the garage to the house. The work sink was new and clean and I used it to wash the sand and beach from my face.
It wasn’t my home. It was shelter.
I didn’t have a home any longer, nor did I want one. I wasn’t even sure I needed one. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be in Fort Walton. I knew that at any moment, I could be gone. By my choice or someone else’s.
And I wasn’t sure I cared.
The cool water stung my skin as the grit and sweat fell away into the basin. I toweled off and walked back outside.
I zig-zagged through the bushes and various piles of dirt, toward the back of the property. The lot backed to the bay and the water was deserted in the late afternoon heat. I trudged through the dead grass to the small strip of sand that buffeted the land from the water and sat down.
“I miss you,” I said to Liz, staring out at the water.
I’d been doing this every day since I’d arrived in Fort Walton. Pretty much every day since she’d been killed. There was a vacancy in my life that didn’t feel like it would ever leave. I knew she was gone, but it was hard to accept that.
So I talked to her.
“It’s hot,” I said out loud, picking at the brown grass. “Not like San Diego. You wouldn’t like it.”
Liz hated the oppressive heat. Claimed she couldn’t live anywhere other than San Diego. Her hair wouldn’t accept it.
“I got in a fight today.” I watched the water shimmer. “I’m sorry.”
A flock of birds flew overhead and I glanced up, squinting into the sun.
“If you were here, I wouldn’t have,” I said. “I would’ve walked away.”
That was true. She would’ve touched my elbow, pulled me away, whispered in my ear. Diffused me. It was what she did. What she used to do. When she was alive.
I no longer had that.
“Haven’t heard from Carter in awhile,” I said. “I hope he’s okay.”
I knew it was good that I hadn’t heard from him. It meant there was nothing I needed to know about.
But it was also uncomfortable.
Liz and Carter had been the two constants in my life for longer than I could remember. The two pillars I could lean on.
And now there was no one.
I tossed the dead blades of grass into the air and watched them blow away, fluttering in the breeze and landing in the water, riding the ripples out into the bay.
“I hope you’re okay,” I said, the same words I said every day to her. “I’m sorry, Liz.”
And then the memories swarmed me, like always, moths to an inextinguishable flame.
Making the wrong decision, worrying about my mother when I should’ve been worried about Liz. Rushing to her house, knowing what I was going to encounter. Finding her body, motionless, lifeless. Holding her, begging for her to come back. Knowing it was my father who had set it all in motion.
Tears stung my eyes, blurred my vision, but they couldn’t wash the memories away. Time didn’t heal wounds, I’d discovered. Because the ache and pain I felt gnawed at me, grew bigger every day.
“I love you,” I said, my voice a ragged whisper.
I sat there for awhile longer, thinking about her, missing her.
Like every other day.



SIX


The car idling in front of the house froze me.
I hated living with paranoia, but it was my own doing. Everywhere I looked, everywhere I went, it felt like someone was looking at me. Like they knew me. Like they knew what I’d done.
Like they were about to make a phone call.
It was paralyzing at times. But I couldn’t make it go away.
So the car stopped me in my tracks and every single worst-case scenario ran through my head in a matter of seconds.
The woman from the beach leaned across the passenger seat of an almost-ancient Honda Accord and smiled at me. “Noah, is it?”
Goosebumps formed on my arms. I tried to never use my name and anytime I heard it out loud, I thought I’d made a mistake.
“Jackson told me,” she said. “He said that was your name.”
I saw movement in the tinted window at the back of the car and I could make out a small hand waving at me.
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s Noah.”
She cut the engine and got out of the car.
“Did Ike tell you where I lived?” I said, already mentally packing my things. I was irritated. He knew I didn’t want people to know where I was, no matter what.
The woman looked puzzled. “Who’s Ike?” She shook her head. “No. We saw you leaving the parking lot, crossing the highway. I couldn’t catch you.” She paused. “Then I saw you walk out to the water. I didn’t wanna bother you.”
I wondered if she’d gotten out of her car and heard me talking to Liz.
“Oh,” I said.
She pushed the brown wisps of hair off her forehead. “I just wanted to say thank you. Again. For bringing Jackson to me.”
I nodded.
“I’ve never left him,” she said. “I don’t want you thinking I’m a bad mom-”
I cut her off. “I don’t.”
“It’s just…” She bit her lip as she thought about what to say. “I had some stuff to take care of. Stuff he didn’t need to see. And he was playing. I didn’t think I’d be gone more than a minute or two.”
“It’s fine,” I told her. “You don’t have to explain. He was fine. No harm done.”
She nodded. “Anyway, I wanted to buy you dinner or something. As a real way to say thanks. And to apologize for having to deal with Colin.”
“No need,” I said. “Really.”
She glanced back at the car, then back at me. “I know he’s an asshole,” she said in a low voice. “I’m sorry for the hassle.”
“It’s okay.”
“He was still lying in the parking lot when we saw you crossing the highway,” she said, tilting her head to the side.
I didn’t say anything.
“Whatever he did, I’m sure he deserved it,” she said.
I shrugged.
She held out her hand. “I’m Bella, by the way.”
I shook her hand. “Noah.”
She smiled. “Jackson said you had an ark.”
“I don’t,” I said. “I wouldn’t know how to build one.”
She nodded and looked past me. “You live here?”
I hesitated. “Yeah.”
We stood there quietly for a few moments. I’d never been uncomfortable around people. But that was before. Bella was nice, but it didn’t change the fact that I was hiding.
“So,” she finally said. “Could I please buy you dinner?”
“You really don’t have to.”
She blinked. “Jackson would really like it. He said you were nice to him.”
On cue, the back window rolled down and he poked his head out.
“Do you like hamburgers?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Me too,” he said, grinning. “But not the ones with tomatoes on them. Those are bad.”
“I’m with you,” I said, unable to ignore his smile. “Those are bad.”
“Come eat with us,” he said, his hands grasping the door. “Please?”
My stomach bounced. I didn’t like being out in public and I really wasn’t crazy about the idea of talking to strangers. But they weren’t strangers anymore. They had names…and they knew mine.
I glanced back at the house and my space in the garage. I could say no and slip back inside. But I knew what would be waiting for me there. Suffocating air and memories of Liz.
I looked at Bella. “Let me go grab a shirt.”



SEVEN


The hamburger place was attached to a carwash.
Bella drove east down the highway and into the larger tourist area of Destin. Where Fort Walton was quieter, a bit more local, Destin seemed as if it had been created specifically for people to visit. Massive, high-rise condominium complexes lined the Gulf Shore, with scores of chain restaurants and shops sandwiched in between.
Jackson kept up the chatter the entire drive, calling out the names of the hotels and condos as we passed each one. I cracked the window and leaned toward the door, letting the warm air hit me in the face as we drove. Bella didn’t complain.
When she turned into the parking lot, I was confused.
“This is a restaurant?” I asked.
She pointed at the bright red sign. “Tops. It’s just a drive-up place. I know. It’s goofy. Attached to the self-serve carwash. But it’s good. Trust me.”
“Yeah!” Jackson said. “It’s awesome!”
He was already out of his seatbelt and opening the door as Bella pulled into a parking slot. He bolted from the car and attached himself to one of the small tables outside the car wash.
She smiled at him as she pulled out the key. “Can you tell he likes it? Unless we eat at my work, this is the only place we go.”
I nodded and got out.
“Come sit with me!” Jackson yelled.
“Go ahead,” Bella said. “I’ll order. Burger, fries and a drink is good? And no tomatoes, right?”
I smiled. “Yeah. Thanks.”
She walked over to the small window to order and I sat down on the metal chair across from Jackson.
“Have you eaten here before?” he asked, getting up on his knees and setting his hands on the table.
“Nope. But I guess you have.”
He nodded. “Yeah. It’s better than McDonald’s.”
“Better than your mom’s restaurant?”
“Well, it’s free at work, so it’s kinda different,” he said, tracing his finger aimlessly on the table top.
He was savvy for such a young kid.
I liked him.
The heavy traffic buzzed by on the highway, pushing waves of thick, humid air in our direction. The condos on the other side blocked my view of the Gulf.
“Do you have any kids?” he asked.
“Nope.”
“How come?”
I shifted in the chair. “Well, I’m not married.”
He squinted at me. “My mom’s not married.”
Again. Savvy.
“I guess I just haven’t met someone I wanna have kids with.” I swallowed against the lump that suddenly formed in my throat.
He nodded like that made sense. “Do you like Spongebob?”
I couldn’t help but smile at his pin-balling between subjects. “I do like Spongebob.”
“Maybe you could watch with me sometime?”
“Sure.”
Bella returned to the table with a red plastic tray overflowing with food. Jackson bounced with excitement as she pulled his burger and fries from the bag. He unwrapped the burger and took as big of a bite as his tiny mouth would allow.
She laughed. “He’s not one for waiting.”
“He’s hungry.”
She set my food in front of me. “He’s always hungry. Eats like a piranha. I think all boys do. Little ones, anyway.”
Jackson continued to devour the burger, oblivious to her words.
“You didn’t have to do this,” I said. “But thank you.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Again. For helping Jackson. And for the parking lot stuff.”
I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was she thanking me for bringing Jackson to her? For breaking Colin’s finger? I didn’t want to ask.
Bella took a bite of her hamburger and stared at me while she chewed.
It unnerved me. “What?”
“There are all these stories about you,” she said. “Out on the beach. Because you aren’t from here. All us locals notice when someone new shows up. And then love to run our mouths.”
I felt the slight stab of panic I always felt when someone alluded to the fact that I was drawing attention of any kind. “Oh yeah?”
“Oh yeah,” she said, folding the paper around the sandwich. “I’ve heard all sorts of things about you.”
“Like?”
She took a small bite and thought for a moment. “That you’re in the witness protection program. That you’re homeless. That you’re from New York. That you can’t swim.”
The panic subsided. “Ah.”
She set the sandwich down. “I didn’t say people around here were smart.”
I laughed and wiped at my mouth with a napkin. The burger was good. Far better than McDonald’s.
“I heard you were an alien,” Jackson said, ketchup dripping down his chin.
“Not an alien, I promise,” I said.
“Darn,” he said. “I wanted to see your spaceship.”
“Just eat, Jackson,” Bella said, shaking her head. “And just so you know, I don’t care and I’m not looking for an answer. I just thought you should know.”
“Thanks.”
“But I find it hard to believe you can’t swim. Working on a beach and all.”
I shrugged but didn’t answer. I stayed away from the water, so I could see how people might get that impression. I could swim. I just chose not to.
“What restaurant do you work at?” I asked, looking to change the subject to anything but me.
She made a face. “Stupid seafood place up the highway. Tourist trap.”
“Been there awhile?”
She took another bite of the sandwich and squinted into the sun. “Six months, I think? Seems like forever. But it’s a job and I need one.” She motioned at her son. “He eats like a gorilla.”
Jackson licked ketchup off his fingers, then grabbed another handful of fries.
“I gotta start looking for something else, though,” she said.
“Why’s that?”
She took a long sip from her drink. “Just to make ends meet.” She glanced at me. “It’s only part-time and money’s tight. We’re okay, but I don’t like that it’s so tight.”
I nodded. “Where does he go when you’re working?”
“During the school year, I work during the day when he’s in school. During the summer, he comes with me,” she said, frowning. “I can’t afford daycare and I don’t really want him going to one. My manager is cool. She lets me set him up in a back booth and he’s pretty good.” She smiled. “Actually, he’s really good.”
Jackson lifted up the fry bag and emptied the last few into his mouth.
“What did Colin want, Mommy?” he asked, out of the blue.
“Except when he asks questions,” Bella muttered, her cheeks flushing a little. Louder, she said, “Nothing, Jax. We just needed to talk.”
“About what?” I asked.
The blush deepened and she looked away. “Nothing, really.”
It wasn’t any of my business. I knew that. But I couldn’t help looking at Jackson and feeling that a kid like that didn’t belong anywhere within a hundred miles of that asshole in the parking lot. And if he was asking questions, there was something going on. Something a hell of a lot bigger than nothing.
“It didn’t seem like nothing,” I said.
“He won’t bother you again,” she said quickly. She wadded up the empty sandwich wrapper and dropped it in the paper bag. “I promise.”
“I don’t need you to promise that,” I said. “I can handle him. But it seemed like more than nothing.”
She set her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands, staring at her son as he tossed pieces of the hamburger bun to birds on the walk. I finished my food and sat there quietly, watching both of them.
“It isn’t nothing,” she finally said. “But sometimes, we have to do things we don’t want to do. Because we have to. Because there aren’t a whole lot of other options. That make any sense?”
I stared across the highway, watching the sun disappear behind the high-rises. Jackson chased after a bird and tumbled onto the grass next to the walk. I thought about Liz.
“Yeah,” I said. “Absolutely.”



EIGHT


“Do you mind if we make a quick stop?” Bella asked. “I promise it’ll just take a minute.”
“Sure,” I said. “No problem.”
We headed west on the highway, back toward Fort Walton Beach, the sky a mixture of pinks and blues as dusk settled in.
She pulled the car into the lot of a small strip mall and parked in front of a laundromat.
She squeezed the wheel with both hands and her shoulders dropped. “Meet my other employer.”
I could see long rows of washer and dryers on the other side of the dirty front window. “Here?”
She nodded. “Yeah. Couple days a week, Jackson and I sit in a tiny office and wait for people to tell me one of the machines ate their quarters.”
“Not a bad gig.”
She made a face. “Doesn’t pay much and it’s boring. I’m trying to find something else to replace it. I also do the bank runs. That’s what I need to do now, grab the bag so I can deposit it tomorrow morning.”
“Okay.”
She glanced in the back seat. “If he wakes up, tell him I’ll be right back.”
I twisted in my seat. Jackson’s head hung to the side, his eyes shut tight, his mouth wide open, sleeping soundly.
I smiled. “Will do.”
She got out and shut the door quietly.
I watched her pull the door to the laundromat open and disappear inside.
I liked Bella. I liked how she treated her son and I liked that she didn’t seem to mind working hard to take care of him. She was clearly anxious over her situation, but she also seemed to possess a confidence and determination that most people in her situation might not have.
Jackson stirred behind me and I turned around. He rolled his head from one side to the other and murmured something that I couldn’t understand. His small hands twitched in his lap and he let out a long sigh before lapsing back into an even sleep. He looked like his mom and for one brief moment, I thought about Liz and what a child of hers might have looked like. A child of ours.
I whipped back around, trying to dislodge the image and thought, trying to focus on the building in front of me.
The door to the laundromat swung open.
And my heart stopped.



NINE


Zip had a white plastic laundry basket tucked under his arm as he exited the laundry mat. The mohawk was a little longer than when I’d last seen him, but the skinny build and ugly face were the same. Dirty cargo shirts hung from his waist and a gray tank top showed off his pipe-cleaner arms.
I froze when I saw him. I should’ve ducked. But he caught me by surprise. I was two-thousand miles away from San Diego and the last thing I expected was to see someone who knew me.
I’d gone to Fort Walton because it was a long way from San Diego and because Carter was able to put me in touch with Ike. I knew no one there and no one knew me. It seemed like a world away from everything I’d left behind.
But apparently it wasn’t.
I sat there, motionless, hoping he wouldn’t glance in my direction. Hoping he wouldn’t recognize me if he did look this way. Hoping he would keep moving to wherever he was headed.
But his eyes swept over the car and I read the recognition in them.
Shit.
He squinted at me, ducking his head to get a better look through the windshield. A weird smile crept over his face and he walked over to my window.
My heart jackhammered in my chest and my stomach dropped.
He held up a hand and waved.
I couldn’t roll down the window so I opened the door and stepped out.
“Noah?” he asked, a little disbelieving. “What’s up, man?”
“Nothing,” I said.
We weren’t friends. In fact, I barely knew him. The last time I’d seen him, Carter was threatening him within an inch of his life for ripping off Liz’s brother. We were barely acquaintances.
But he knew me.
His face clouded over and he peered around me into the car. “Carter’s not here, is he?”
“No. He’s not.”
The cloud lifted and he smiled again. “Oh, cool. So. What gives? Why are you here?”
I hesitated. “Just working a case.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? All the way out here? Thought you stayed pretty local.”
“Not always.”
“That’s cool,” he said, nodding. Then he narrowed his eyes. “I remember hearing some shit went down with you awhile back.”
“What are you doing down here?” I tried to redirect him.
He adjusted the basket under his arm. “Heading for Miami in a few days. Staying with a friend while I get my act together.”
I knew that his act used to involve drugs. I had no reason to assume that had changed.
“Ah, cool,” I said, glancing over his shoulder, looking for Bella.
She was nowhere to be seen.
“That your kid?” Zip asked, nodding at Jackson.
“No. A friend’s.”
He studied me for a long moment. There was something in his eyes that indicated he was trying to figure something out. I wasn’t just being paranoid. I could see it.
His eyes cleared and he nodded. “Ah, okay. Right on.”
We stood there awkwardly. I wasn’t sure what else he wanted from me and I sure as hell wasn’t going to give him any more information about why I was there or what I was doing.
The door to the laundromat opened and Bella emerged, holding a blue leather bag. She stopped when she saw us.
“You ready?” I asked.
She looked at Zip, confused, but nodded.
A dirty smile slithered across Zip’s face and I wanted to slap it away.
But I couldn’t take that chance.
“See you around,” I said, sliding back into the car.
His eyes stayed on Bella as she got behind the wheel, assessing. Finally, they settled back on me.
“Yeah,” he said, backing up. “See you around.”



TEN


“Are you okay?” Bella asked.
I stared out the passenger window as a million things ran through my mind.
I pulled my eyes from the blur of buildings going by and looked straight ahead. “Yeah.”
“You don’t seem okay,” she said, glancing over at me. “Who was that guy?”
“No one.”
“So I just imagined him?”
I didn’t say anything.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s none of my business. I’ll shut up.”
I knew I was being rude, but I wasn’t sure what to say to her. Telling her who he was would lead to more questions. Questions I didn’t want asked, questions I knew I wouldn’t answer. I wasn’t even sure I could answer them.
“It’s okay,” I said, finally. “I just…he’s not someone I really know.”
“Well, he didn’t really look like someone you’d hang with,” she said.
That got out a smile out of me. “No?”
“You don’t seem like a mohawk kind of guy. Or a guy who hangs with crack addicts.” She laughed. “Sorry. I’m making assumptions.”
“Probably right ones. At least about the crack addicts.”
“But you do hang with mohawks?”
I thought about Carter and his hair and everything else about him. “You’d be surprised.”
She slowed down for a red light. “I think I would be.”
“What does that mean?”
She tapped her hands on the wheel, glanced in the backseat at her sleeping son then back at me. “I just think you aren’t who you seem to be.”
I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but it once again set off internal warning bells. Did she know more about me than I thought? Or was she just talking to me, having a conversation? The ever-present paranoia was confusing and exhausting and I wasn’t sure I’d ever learn to live with it.
The light turned green and she pushed the accelerator. “That probably doesn’t even make sense.” She waved a hand in the air. “Just ignore me. I talk too much, anyway.”
“You don’t talk too much,” I said.
She laughed. “Yeah, I do and I know it, so it’s okay. My daddy said I didn’t talk until I was almost four years old, but once I started, I never shut up.”
“It doesn’t bother me,” I said. “Really.”
“I hope not,” she said. “But you can tell me to shut up if you need to.”
I didn’t say it out loud, but it was actually nice to hear someone else’s voice. It seemed like forever since I’d had a real conversation with someone. That was my fault and my choice, but listening to Bella talk reminded me that I wasn’t entirely okay with being alone. Just because I was learning to be alone didn’t mean I was any good at it.
“I don’t remember where to turn,” she said.
“Two more streets,” I said.
“Gotcha.” She nodded her head, her brown ponytail bobbing.
She found the street, turned right, and then we were sitting in front of the house, the car idling in the cul-de-sac.
“Thanks,” I said. “For dinner. And for talking.”
She smiled and raised her eyebrows. “For talking? I’ll bring a sock next time so you can shove it in my mouth.”
“Not necessary.”
The smile softened. “Thank you. Again. For Jackson today and just…you know.”
I pushed on the door and it swung open. I thought of Colin in the parking lot and some of her earlier comments about not having options. “If you need help. With anything. Let me know. I’ll be around.”
I got out of the car and shut the door.
Bella leaned across the passenger seat. “You gonna be around for awhile? In Fort Walton?”
I looked across the top of her car. The sun was gone now, the lights of the condo buildings dotting the darkened shoreline. The heat clung to the evening air and I knew the garage would be stuffy.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t have any plans right now, though.”
She stared at me for a long moment. “So you’ll at least be here tomorrow.”
I laughed, then nodded. “Yeah, pretty sure.”
She smiled again. “Then maybe Jax and I will see you on the beach.” She bounced her eyebrows. “You’ve been warned.”
She made a U-turn in the cul-de-sac and waved a hand out her window as she and Jackson drove off.



ELEVEN


I woke early the next morning, seagulls squawking on the bay behind the house, the humidity already oppressive.
I’d slept restlessly, images of Zip clouding my mind. I’d tossed and turned for most of the night, not knowing what I should do now that someone knew where I was. It was possible that Zip didn’t even know the details of why I’d left San Diego, but I didn’t know if I could take a chance on sticking around to find out.
I washed my face and threw on a pair of shorts. I wondered if it would ever be different. Would I feel this way wherever I was? Always looking over my shoulder, always nervous about who might be around the next corner? I didn’t know how long I could live like that.
But I wasn’t sure how to change it, either.
The concrete guys showed up a little after seven, just as Ike promised, and I showed them what he wanted done. They seemed to understand and went about their business.
I went back in, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, smashed a granola bar into my mouth, pulled my backpack on and headed for the beach.
The humidity in the garage was nothing compared to the humidity outside. Sweat dripped down my back within thirty seconds of starting my walk to the beach, the air wrapping around me like a hot, moist blanket.
The sand was already dotted with chairs and towels as I unlocked the shed and pulled out the umbrellas. People immediately streamed my way and I was happy to be occupied with planting and opening umbrellas along the shoreline, forcing my mind away from places it didn’t want to be.
By ten, my umbrellas were all out and I had only a handful of chairs left to rent. The water was filled with kelp and most of the beach-goers had planted themselves on the sand, shielded from the sun, hoping the tides would clear out the thick bundles of June grass.
I was stretched out in a chair, burying my feet in the sand when Jackson came jogging up the sand, waving at me, closely followed by Bella.
Male heads turned casually, trying to steal a quick glance at her as she walked, her slim body exposed in a skimpy, light brown bikini. She wore giant black sunglasses and her hair was pulled back away from her face. There was no denying she was attractive.
“Hey!” he yelled. “Hi! It’s me! Jackson!”
I held a hand up and waved at him. “Hey, dude.”
He crashed onto his knees next to me, huffing and puffing, his cheeks bright red. He dropped a plastic basket of beach toys and they spilled out next to him.
Bella strode up the sand behind him, a black nylon backpack slung over her shoulder. “Hey.”
“Hey.”
“Do you just sit here and bake all day?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.
“Pretty much.”
She shook her head. “You aren’t even under an umbrella.”
“I rented all of them.”
“So do you ever sit under one?”
“No.”
“Didn’t think so.”
“Can I stay with you?” Jackson asked, grabbing my leg.
“What?” I asked, looking at him.
She frowned at Jackson and sighed. “Jackson.”
He squeezed my shin. “Can I?”
I looked at Bella. “Do you need me to watch him?”
“No,” she said. “Well, yeah. I mean…ugh.” She shifted her feet in the sand. “I need to run a quick errand and he doesn’t wanna go.”
“I wanna build a castle,” he said, digging his hands deep into the sand. “A super big one.”
“He immediately said he wanted to come stay with you. I told him we’d walk down and see what you were doing,” she said. “But I made him no promises because you’re working.”
Jackson twisted his head up to her and squinted. “He’s just sitting here.”
“Jackson. Hush.”
I smiled. “He can stay with me.”
He raised his fists in the air, sand flying everywhere. “Yes!”
“Are you sure?” Bella asked. “I feel like we’re just showing up here and dumping on you.”
“Well. You are.”
Her face flushed.
“I’m kidding,” I said. “Really. It’s fine. He can stay.”
“Are you positive?”
“Yes. Positive.”
She pursed her lips. “I know he doesn’t wanna go and I honestly have no one else to watch him. But…I mean, we barely even know you.”
I shrugged.
“But he asked to come to you,” she said. “He likes you. You were nice to him.”
Jackson already had his hands buried up to his elbows, moving sand around to begin castle construction. I wondered who hadn’t been nice to him.
“I like him, too,” I said.
“I can give you my cell,” she said. “You can call me if you need to?”
“Nah, it’s fine,” I said. “We’ll be right here.”
“Maybe I should get yours?” she said. “Just in case.”
I cleared my throat. “Actually, I don’t have one.”
“You don’t have a phone?”
I shook my head.
“Wow,” she said. “I didn’t know that was allowed anymore.”
It was an inconvenience not having one. It really was. But I knew that getting one would provide a possible route to finding me.
Besides, I had no one to call.
“Okay,” Bella said, adjusting her sunglasses and adjusting the backpack on her shoulder. “Thirty minutes. I promise.”
“We’ll be here.”
“Jackson, you listen to Noah, alright?” she said. “He’s the boss.”
“He’s the boss,” Jackson said, studying the mountain of sand in front of him. “Okay.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Really. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
I watched her as she walked across the sand, away from the water and toward the dunes and wondered where she was heading.



TWELVE


I couldn’t recall if I’d ever babysat, but if I had, I’d never sat for a kid with half the energy of Jackson.
From the moment Bella left, it was like someone plugged him in and set him on high. I helped him dig a hole about three feet deep. Then we dug a moat around the hole. He grabbed the wall and turret-shaped sand molds he’d brought and we worked together, filling them with sand and placing them around the moat, sculpting a castle.
He was a blur of constant motion, constantly jumping up and running to the other side of the hole to inspect or fix something. Then he’d sprint back and collapse into the sand, deciding on the next piece to build.
He chattered constantly, talking about the castle and the water and dogs and his mom and crackers and just about everything else you might find in an encyclopedia. He laughed randomly at his own words and never once asked where his mother was or when she’d be back.
I envied his carefree attitude and joy at nearly every little thing we did.
After I don’t know how long, we walked down to the water to rinse the sand off of our arms and legs. He splashed me and I splashed him back. He giggled and dropped face first into the waves, popping back up and shaking the water off like a dog.
I laughed and shook my head.
“Are you trying to drown him?”
I turned around and Bella was standing behind us.
“No,” I said. “Just rinsing off.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t blame you,” she said, coming down next to me in the ankle deep water. “I’ve thought about it plenty of times.”
“I doubt that.”
Jackson jumped up and fell backwards into the water.
“You’re probably right,” she said, smiling at her son. “He can be awful cute.”
“You get your stuff done?” I asked.
Her smile broke a bit and she ran a hand through her hair. “Um, yeah. All done.”
Her cheeks were pink, not from the heat, and her ponytail was in disarray. Something was off, but I couldn’t place it.
“He didn’t drive you nuts, did he?” she asked.
“Not at all. We had fun.”
“He can be a handful.”
“He did most of the work,” I said. “I was an assistant.”
A wave rolled in and knocked Jackson off his feet. He bounced up and flexed his tiny muscles, roaring at the water.
She shook her head. “If only he had more confidence.”
I smiled. “He’s a fun kid.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “Thank you. For saying that. And for watching him. And I keep having to thank you.”
“You don’t have to.”
“Yes. I do,” she said. “You’ve bailed me out twice in two days.”
I wanted to tell her that playing with her son was as much fun as I’d had in months, but I was fearful of the questions that might bring out. But it was the truth. Playing with Jackson was the first time I’d stopped worrying since I’d left San Diego.
“So I’m gonna need to pay you back again,” she said.
“No, you don’t.”
“I want to,” she said, touching my elbow. “For two days we've invaded your life and you’ve been nothing but kind to me and to Jackson.” She hesitated and her hand fell away. “It’s been awhile since we’ve…had that.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I watched Jackson do jumping jacks, water spraying all around him.
“Would you like to come over and have dinner with us?” she asked. “Not hamburgers from a window. But a real dinner.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I know I don’t, but I’d like to and I’ll feel guilty if you don’t let me,” she said. “Plus, you live in a garage and I don’t think you’re doing a lot of cooking in there.”
I shook my head, but didn’t say anything.
“I’m off tonight,” she said. “And I’m a decent cook. I swear.”
I felt stuck. I wasn’t sure what to do. It wasn’t that I minded spending time with her or Jackson. I didn’t. I was enjoying their company. But I feared several hours in a confined place with anyone. Even I couldn’t do that much small talk.
“Please,” she said, touching my elbow again. “I’d really like to.”
Jackson got down on all fours and began barking at the waves, splashing around and bucking in the water. He was a very funny little boy.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come for dinner.”



THIRTEEN


Late afternoon clouds billowed in over the water and the tourists headed in early. I collected the chairs and umbrellas and locked up the shed a little after three, then headed back across the highway to the house.
The concrete guys had cut out for the day and I was anxious about going to Bella’s for dinner.
So I grabbed a shovel and a hoe and started trenching. I dug sprinkler trenches for three hours.
The sweat poured off me as I dug, the clouds providing no protection from the humidity and heat. I worked hard, pulling up the sand and clay, making sure it was deep enough to lay the PVC piping and hoses that Ike wanted in. It was physical, mindless work and when I stopped, my muscles ached and I was too tired to be anxious.
I went inside and showered away the dirt and grime from the yard. I found a clean pair of shorts and a T-shirt, slid my feet into sandals, found the scrap of paper Bella had written her address down on, and headed out.
On my bike.
No phone, no car. There were definitely disadvantages to laying low.
Ike had somehow found me an old beach cruiser and left it for me. I rarely went anywhere I couldn’t walk, but based on Bella’s description of where their house was, it was too far to go it on foot. I pulled the bike around from the side of the house, pushed it out to the cul-de-sac and took off.
Sunset had dampened the humidity, but the air still felt thick and heavy as I pedaled. I went east on the highway, riding against traffic and then north over the bridge, past the massive souvenir stores and chain restaurants and into Fort Walton Beach proper. I pedaled down the boulevard, past the small boutiques and stores, and took a right into one of the old neighborhoods.
The houses were small, compact ranches on rectangle lots, the sidewalks crooked and cracked. Older cars sat in the driveways and it felt quieter and more sedate than the tourist area out on the strip.
I made a couple of turns and found their street and coasted into the driveway behind Bella’s car. I dropped the bike next to a faded Big Wheel and knocked on a beaten, metal screen door.
Feet scurried on the other side and Jackson crashed into the door.
“Noah’s here!” he yelled. “Noah’s here!”
He pushed the door open and grabbed me by the hand. “Come on! You have to see my room!”
The door banged shut behind me and Bella stepped into the living room, smoothing her hands over her yellow tank top and denim shorts. Her hair was wet and brushed straight down, a faint bit of makeup on her face.
She put her hands on her hips. “Jackson, you’re going to chase him away before we even eat.”
“I want to show him my Legos!” he yelled, still tugging on my arm.
Bella looked at me. “Hi.”
“Hey.”
“You’re going to have to tolerate Legos for a few minutes, I think.”
“I’ll live.”
Jackson dragged me down a narrow hall and into a small, square room. His twin bed was made, a thin Batman comforter covering it. A small white dresser sat against one wall, a tiny matching desk against another. Bins of Legos spilled out from beneath the bed and he fell to his knees next to them.
I sat down next to him and he started talking a mile a minute, holding up and explaining a multitude of different pieces, then dropping them into a pile. He was literally shaking, he was so excited. He could barely get the words out of his mouth.
I felt Bella behind us but I didn’t turn around. I didn’t want him to think I wasn’t paying attention.
“And this one, this one is like a space shuttle,” he gushed. “Like a rocket ship. The one that goes to the moon. I built it all by myself. And it has a station where it launches from. We could build it. Do you want to?”
“Jax, baby, we’re going to eat in just a few,” Bella said from the doorway.
“Awwwwww.”
“Maybe after, okay?” she said.
He looked at me. “After dinner?”
I nodded. “Sure.”
He thrust his fists in the air like he had at the beach. “Yes!”
“You clean up your pieces,” Bella said. “I’m gonna have Noah help me in the kitchen.”
“I’ll hurry!” he said, grabbing armfuls of pieces and tossing them into the bins.
Bella motioned for me to follow her and I did, back down the hallway into a small, galley kitchen.
“I figured I should rescue you,” she said. “Otherwise, you’ll be in there all night.”
“He likes his Legos.”
“And then some. You want something to drink? Beer, soda, water?”
“Beer would be good.”
She opened the fridge and held up a Blue Moon. “Good?”
“Good.”
She pulled out a second, grabbed a magnetic opener off the fridge door and popped the tops on both.
She handed me one. “Hope you like lasagna.”
“I do.”
“Should be ready in about fifteen minutes,” she said. “That okay?”
“Sure.”
She led me into the living room, a tiny space sparsely furnished. Brown, slip-covered couch, glass-top coffee table, a scratched-up pine entertainment center with an ancient television. Most everything looked like cast-offs or items picked up at a local thrift store. But it was clean, meticulously so. We sat down on the couch and I could feel the springs through the cushion.
Bella took a long drink from her beer but kept her eyes on me. I gazed across the room, focusing on the hallway to Jackson’s room, on the door that led back into the kitchen. She kept her eyes locked on me.
“What?” I finally asked.
She pointed the neck of the beer bottle at me. “I can’t figure you out.”
“What does that mean?”
She clasped the bottle between both her hands. “You’re this big, hulking beach boy who rarely says more than five words at a time. You brood. You seem distracted. Yet, you seem totally content with being my kid’s best friend. You don’t just tolerate him. You actually…I don’t know what you call it. But you do it with him. And you live in a garage.”
I took a drink from the beer.
“So I can’t figure you out,” she said. “And I have this feeling you aren’t going to help me figure you out.”
“I’m not good at talking about myself,” I said.
“Not good is different than not wanting to,” she said. “But I get it. And it’s totally okay. I’m not prying. Well, I mean, I probably am and obviously I’m curious. But I’m not trying to push you. So I’m sorry if that’s what it seems like.”
“It’s OK,” I said, hoping she meant it.
“Plus, you’re the first guest we’ve had over since we moved in here and I sometimes manage to screw up meals, so I’m a little nervous.”
“I thought you said you were a good cook.”
She tucked her legs under her on the couch. “I am. But that doesn’t mean I’m perfect.”
“No one is.”
She pointed the bottle at me again. “True. So if it sucks, remember that.”
“I will,” I said. “But it won’t suck.”
“If you say so.”
It did not suck. It tasted fantastic, as did the garlic bread and the salad she put together. Jackson ate an entire plate full of lasagna, splashing sauce all down the front of him and around his plate. He scrambled away from the small kitchen table as soon as he was done, back to his room and his Legos.
Bella and I talked. Or rather, she talked and I listened. I learned that she was originally from Tampa and that she was an only child and that her parents divorced when she was sixteen and that her father moved to New York and married a model while her mom became a missionary and moved to the Philippines. She did a stint in community college, general education classes, then got pregnant with Jackson. Now, at 26, she had no clue what she wanted to do.
She noticeably skipped over one part of the story, though.
“Where is Jackson’s dad?” I asked after we’d done dishes and moved back to the couch.
She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “He’s dead.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “Don’t be. He was awful.”
“How?”
She ran a hand through her hair, memories taking up uncomfortable space in her expression. “Just a bad guy. Everything he did, it was pretty much wrong. He hurt people. He lied. He stole.” She squinted, as if it was painful to even talk about him. “There wasn’t much good in Evan.”
I had some experience with people like that, so I believed her.
“How did he die?” I asked.
Her fingers tapped the back of the couch. “He was big-time into drugs. A bunch of other crap that I probably didn’t even know about, but he was a whatchamacallit? Like the head of a group? That was Evan. He had a pretty big thing going around Tampa. Most of the dope that came through the area apparently went through him somehow.”
Tampa was one of those places that looked glamorous on the outside because of its physical location on the bay. But I knew I’d read that its seedy underside could rival that of nearly any city in the country. If Evan was that big in Tampa, he’d been a significant player.
“Anyhow, some deal went bad, I guess,” she said, waving a hand in the air. “Bunch of guys showed up one night and shot him.”
“Were you there?”
She shook her head. “No, I was long gone. He’d already declared he wasn’t going to be a father and I’d finally gotten it through my thick head that maybe, just maybe, I shouldn’t be hanging around a guy who always had a gun in his pants.” She laughed derisively. “Took me awhile.”
“How long were you together?”
“Off and on since high school,” she said. “I knew he was bad news then, but…but I really don’t have an excuse. My life was going to shit with my parents divorce, he was unbelievably good looking and he could be insanely charming when he wanted to be. And he liked me.” She shrugged. “I latched onto him and had a hard time letting go.”
“So Jackson never knew him?”
“Nope. And I think that’s a good thing.”
I’d gone nearly my entire lifetime without knowing my father and when I’d finally met him, I wished I never had. So I wasn’t going to argue.
“He ask about him?”
She shook her head. “Not really. I know he will someday, but he’s not at that age yet where he knows he should wonder.”
“Be honest with him,” I said. “Even if it’s not what he wants to hear.”
She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and I was momentarily frozen, remembering how Liz used to make the exact same gesture.
“Why do you say that?” she asked.
I blinked several times, forcing myself to focus. “I just…think it’s better not to lie.”
She stared at me for a long moment. “I’m not sure I believe you.”
“How’s that?”
“Seems like there’s more there,” she said, the corner of her mouth curving into a smile. “Like with damn nearly everything else about you. Just seems like there’s a lot more there.”
I didn't say anything to that, just focused on the beer in my hand. She took a sip of her own and we sat quietly for a while. It wasn't an awkward silence, but it wasn't necessarily comfortable, either.
I set my bottle on the table and stood. “I should probably go.”
She didn’t bother to hide her disappointment and for a moment, I felt guilty. She very obviously wanted the company of someone other than a little boy. But I could feel the questions forming in her head, about to find their way to her mouth and I didn’t want to have to sit there and lie to her.
She pushed herself off the sofa. “Okay.”
“I’m sorry, it’s just that…”
She held up a hand. “It’s okay. I need to get Jackson to bed, anyway.”
I went down the hallway and pushed open the door to his room. He was curled up in a bundle, surrounded by Legos, eyes shut tight, snoring softly.
Bella came up next to me and chuckled. “Every night. He plays himself to sleep. And, oh boy, is he going to be mad that he didn’t get to say goodbye to you.”
“Tell him to come find me on the beach,” I said. “Tomorrow.”
She raised a thin eyebrow. “Yeah?”
I nodded. I glanced back at the boy. “Can I put him in the bed for you?”
She hesitated, then nodded.
I bent down and scooped him up. His head rotated to the side and he let out a sigh, but his eyes didn’t open. Bella pulled back the sheets on his small twin bed and I set him down gently. She pushed a tattered stuffed dog into his arms and he clutched it, his lips smacking together as he sighed again. She covered him with the sheet and the Batman comforter and shut off the light as we walked out.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Thank you,” I said. “For dinner. And the company.”
“You’re welcome to stay awhile longer if you’d like,” she said. “I’ve got more beer.”
“I should get going.”
She nodded, as if she'd expected that response.
We paused in the entryway.
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she said. “But it bothers me that you’re going home to a garage.”
I smiled. “It’s fine. Just temporary.”
“You’re going to move soon?”
I nodded. “Probably.”
She smiled. “That’s good. You shouldn’t be living in a garage.”
She didn’t realize that I meant from Fort Walton, but I didn’t correct her.
“You’re welcome any time,” she said, stepping closer to me. “Here.”
“Thank you.”
“Is it alright if I give you a hug?” she asked. “You sorta look like you need a hug. No offense.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I stood there still, stupidly.
She reached up on her tiptoes and put her arms around my neck. I leaned down and started to hug her, then stopped, then placed my hands awkwardly on her hips. She squeezed me hard. It wasn’t one of those fake hugs that people just gave to give. She meant it.
Her hair smelled clean and citrusy, brushing against my cheek. She held on longer than I anticipated. She finally pulled away, but kept her arms around my neck until we were staring at one another. Her eyes were bright, happy, curious.
She waited.
I waited.
Finally, she leaned forward and kissed my cheek, then let her hands fall from my neck.
She stepped back. “Really. Any time.”
I nodded, unable to find my voice. Too many things were running through my head and I couldn’t process them the right way. How her hair smelled different than Liz’s and I was glad, because otherwise I might not have been able to let go. How I could remember exactly the last time I’d been touched with affection and it had been from Liz. How absolutely nothing and everything about the hug reminded me of Liz and how suddenly I could barely breathe.
I needed to leave and find some air. I reached for the door and pulled it open.
And was surprised to find someone standing there.



FOURTEEN


“Hey, Bella,” the visitor said. “Didn’t realize you had company.”
He was almost my height, short black hair combed neatly to the side. Large, dark eyes were set against skin turned brown from the sun.
Bella’s demeanor changed immediately. Anxiousness stiffened her shoulders and something flickered in her eyes. Something like irritation. Or fear.
He looked at me. “I don’t know you.”
“No,” I said. “You don’t.”
He glanced at Bella. “New boyfriend?”
She shifted her weight from foot to foot, not answering. She looked at me. “You can go. It’s fine.”
I didn’t move.
“Did you not hear her?” the guy asked, smiling at me.
I looked at Bella. “Maybe I should stay for that other beer.”
She hesitated, then shook her head. “No, it’s okay. Really.”
“If you two need to finish saying goodnight, I can go wait at the curb.” His tone was patronizing.
I didn’t like him. I didn’t like his arrogance or his attitude or the way he was showing up late at night. The way he looked at Bella wasn’t friendly, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it was.
“David,” she said, shaking her head. “Just…” She sighed and looked at me. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Just go.”
There was no mistaking that she wasn’t happy to see him, whoever he was. But she was telling me to go after I’d offered to stay, so I didn’t feel like it was my place to stick around.
“Okay,” I said.
I stepped outside, next to a smiling David, who seemed to have it all figured out.
I picked up my bike from the driveway.
“A bike?” David asked. “Really?”
“Shut up,” Bella said.
I threw a leg over the bike and sat there for a moment.
“Just put your feet on the pedals and go.” He spoke as though he were talking to Jackson. “It’s not hard.”
“David!”
I stared at him, taking in his face and absorbing everything else about him.
He didn’t care for that and stepped toward me, away from the door. “You need something?”
Bella stepped outside, panic lacing her face. There was clearly something about the guy that was scaring her and I was torn as to what to do.
She brushed past him and planted herself in front of me.
“Just go,” she said. “I’ll explain tomorrow. I promise. I’ll be fine. Okay?”
Nothing felt right about the situation. Not a single thing. And as much as I didn’t want to be involved in anything that exposed me, that left me vulnerable, I wasn’t comfortable leaving her with someone who did not seem like a good guy in any way.
But she was telling me to go.
“Okay,” I said. “Find me tomorrow.”
“I will,” she said. “Promise.”
I pedaled away into the dark.



FIFTEEN


Bella didn’t find me.
I barely slept, pissed at myself for not listening to my gut and staying. Nothing felt right about leaving her and yet I’d done it anyway. Yes, she’d told me to leave, told me to go, that she’d be fine, but nothing that was going on indicated she was telling me the truth. I tossed and turned all night, thinking about her and Liz and all of the other decisions I'd made that ended up being the wrong ones.
I got to the beach early and worked off my anger and frustration by setting up the umbrellas and chairs before anyone else was even on the sand. I emptied the shed and then ran for thirty minutes, all the way down to the base and back, sweat coating every inch of my body. I didn’t look at the water or the dunes or the people slowly spilling out of their rental condos and hotels. Instead, I looked down, watching my feet as they pounded the wet, packed sand.
As the day wore on, I kept scanning the beach, looking for Bella or Jackson. Every small kid looked like Jackson until I realized that he or she wasn’t. At one point, I spotted a woman in a blue bikini, her hair pulled into a make-shift ponytail, a little boy trailing behind her. I sat up straighter, certain it was Bella.
It wasn’t.
My irritation got the better of me and I pounded my fist into the sand, tiny grains flying into my face, sticking to my sweat-moistened skin. Where the hell was she? And why did I care?
I collected the chairs and umbrellas at four on the button, locked up the hut and pointed my bike towards her house.
No one answered the door.
I peered in the front window. Nothing looked out of place. I could see a couple of Legos on the living room floor, a magazine tossed onto the coffee table, a plastic Marlins cup next to it.
But she wasn’t there.
I hopped on the bike and headed out to the highway, pedaling next to the heavy evening traffic, the breeze blowing back into my face. The highway was littered with long strip malls and each one looked exactly like the other, neon signs advertising T-shirts, food and fun. I had a vague idea of which restaurant she worked at and I scanned the malls as I biked, keeping an eye on the traffic behind me.
I’d gone about three miles when I found it. King of the Sea, a pink-stuccoed building that had seen better days. A flag pole stood next to the entrance, a large plastic swordfish impaled on the top and seashell-shaped plastic lights draped the interior of the windows. I coasted into the parking lot, breathing heavy and drenched in sweat. I leaned the bike up against a newspaper stand and walked up the wooden switchback ramp that led to the entrance.
The air conditioning hit me like a hammer, bathing me in cool air and stinging my eyes. A girl in her twenties glanced up from the magazine spread before her on the podium. “How many?”
“I’m looking for Bella,” I said.
She gave me a quick once over before returning to the magazine. “She’s back there.”
“Back where?”
She held out an arm and pointed toward the dining area without looking up. “Back there.”
I walked toward the large windows that looked out over the Gulf and spotted Bella at a table, scribbling on a notepad, helping two older couples. She wore a bright pink T-shirt and denim shorts, her hair pulled up high in a ponytail behind her head. She gathered their menus, smiled at them, then glanced in my direction.
The smile faded and she immediately turned away. I wondered if she thought I’d disappear simply because she wasn’t looking at me.
I slid into a booth next to the window and waited.
She stood there awkwardly for a moment, her back to both me and her customers. The people sitting at the table looked at her, waiting for her to say or do something. Finally, she moved in my direction.
The cut under her right eye was about an inch and a half long, a near-perfect straight, red gash. A series of bruises blossomed between her eye and the bridge of her nose and her top lip was noticeably swollen.
My irritation with her was quickly replaced by rage at whoever had done that to her.
She slid into the booth on the other side of the table. “Hey.”
I kept my cool. “Hey.”
She laid the menus on the table and looked out the window, keeping the damaged eye out of my view.
“You didn’t come find me today,” I said.
“Yeah, I know,” she said, her eyes flitting in my direction, then away. “I’m sorry. I just got busy and we didn’t head down there.”
“Where’s Jackson?”
“Back in the kitchen,” she said. “He goes back there and helps out before it gets busy.”
I nodded. “Cool.”
She fidgeted in the booth, staring out the window, as if she’d never seen the water before.
“I already saw your eye,” I said.
She swallowed hard. “Oh, yeah. That. I, this morning, I…”
“Look, if you don’t wanna tell me, that’s fine,” I said. “But really. Don’t lie to me about it. Some asshole shows up at your house last night, you tell me to go, then you show up looking like you went a couple rounds this morning. I’m not stupid. So don’t tell me if it’s none of my business, but don’t lie to me.”
Her lips twisted together and her hand fiddled with one of the hoop earrings in her ear, still refusing to look at me. “Not that simple.”
“What’s not that simple?”
She rolled the eye I could see. “Everything.”
“Seems pretty simple to me,” I said. “Your pal David punched you in the face.”
She turned fully toward me, not bothering to hide her face now. “You don’t wanna get involved, okay? I can handle it.”
“Handle what?”
She slid the menus off the table and stood. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“If you’d come down to the beach, I wouldn’t be here.”
She shook her head and made a face. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t. But you…don’t get it.”
“Get what?”
She hugged the menus to her chest and bit down on her bottom lip. She started to say something, then stopped. She shook her head again. “You were right the first time.”
“Right about what?”
She squinted at me, the ugly red line beneath her eye puckering. “It’s none of your business.”
She turned and disappeared into the kitchen.



SIXTEEN


I left the restaurant and Bella in a hurry, furious at myself for letting my guard down. It was the first time since I’d left San Diego that I’d allowed myself to even be friends with someone and I was being dismissed. I jumped on my bike and pedaled hard, swearing the entire way back to the house. I was livid, but not with her and not with the asshole who’d beaten her up. I was angry with myself. I was alone and I didn’t need to do anything to change that. Including getting involved with her.
I was breathing hard and my legs burned as I turned into the cul-de-sac.
Zip was sitting in my driveway.
And everything else fell away.
I stopped the bike at the edge of the driveway, trying to compose myself. He looked up and held up a lazy hand in greeting, a cigarette dangling from his lips.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
He squinted at me, his lips stretched into a thin smile as he sucked on the cigarette. “Hey, Noah.”
My chest heaved and I stepped off the bike. I walked it past him and rested it against the side of the house. I tried to catch my breath as I walked back to him.
“What are you doing here?” I asked again.
He ambled slowly to his feet, the green tank top and long cargo shorts hanging loosely on his skinny frame. He took a long drag on the cigarette, then pulled it from his lips.
“Just wanted to check out your new digs,” he said, exhaling a long plume of smoke.
“How’d you find me?”
He pinched the cigarette between his fingers and took another drag, then let the smoke curl out of his mouth. “Yeah, I heard you might not want people finding you.”
I let my breathing settle. “I meant how'd you find where I live?”
He grinned again, exposing a mouthful of dirty teeth. “I just did some askin’ around, you know? Sort of like Mission Beach around here. Somebody new moves in, locals know. You know?”
I nodded. I despised the fact that a guy like Zip could make me feel so anxious. It was all I could do to not look over my shoulder and wonder who might be coming for me.
“After I saw you the other night, I just thought…you know, we could hang out,” he said, sucking the life out of the cigarette, the butt glowing bright orange. “Being old pals from SoCal and all.”
“We weren’t pals, Zip.”
He nodded, chuckling. “Right on. That’s true. But you know. That was all just business.”
Carter and I had helped shake Liz’s brother, Alex, free from a scam Zip was running. It was all business and we were about as far apart from being friends as two people could be.
“But I heard you had to get out of SoCal quick,” he said, eyeing me.
And there it was. The first time it had been mentioned since I’d left San Diego in the middle of a driving storm. I killed Liz’s killer, buried him in the desert and the storm had washed his body up. There was nothing left for me in San Diego and I’d taken off. Part coward, part self-preservation. I’d done the best I could to hide, to stay out of sight, to wait for Carter to tell me it was okay to come back. If I wanted to go back.
And now I was being outed by a small-time drug dealer who I never thought I’d see again.
“I don’t know what you heard,” I said.
The cigarette twitched between his lips and he held up his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, man. None of my business. Just heard you had to get out of San Diego.”
Which meant he’d gone checking up on me after I’d seen him at the laundromat and probably stirred up people and things I didn’t need stirred up.
“Well, I’m here now,” I said. “Not sure what you heard. But, I’m here now.”
He chuckled and flicked the butt into the street. “Yes, you are. Crazy, huh?”
“So why’d you come by?”
He shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Ah, no reason. Just wanted to see what was up.”
The idea of snapping his neck and tossing him in the bay crossed my mind. No one would miss a piece of crap like Zip. Just some degenerate who ran into a little bad luck.
But I squashed the thought.
I was not my father.
“Well, I got some stuff to do,” I said.
He made a show of stepping to the side in order to let me walk up the drive. “Oh, right on, man. I’m sorry. I don’t wanna keep you. Just wanted to say hey, see if you wanna hang out some time.”
“Sure,” I said. “Let’s hang out some time.”
“Cool. Now that I know where you live, we can make it happen.”
I turned around and the same ugly smile spread across his face. My heart beat fast, but it wasn’t from the bike ride. A guy like Zip didn’t come by to hang out. He came by to find me, to see what he could dig up.
Or to pass on the information.
“Absolutely,” I said through my teeth. “Sounds good.”
He nodded, pleased with himself, backing up down the driveway into the street. “I’ll be in touch, brother.”
He turned and walked out of the cul-de-sac, the sun disappearing with him as he turned the corner and out of sight.



SEVENTEEN


I didn’t sleep.
I didn’t just toss and turn. I literally laid there the entire night and didn’t shut my eyes, trying to figure out what to do.
Zip had thrown me. I thought I had mentally prepared myself for any and all scenarios once I left San Diego, but it was clear that I’d been fooling myself. Zip was small time and I knew I could handle him, if needed. But the fact that his presence had so unnerved me told me a lot about my frame of mind.
I knew I couldn’t hide forever and I honestly wasn’t sure what I was hiding from. I didn’t want to go to jail and I didn’t think that I deserved to. Ridding the earth of Keene was anything but a crime. But I knew that there were at least two San Diego police detectives who thought differently.
I’d chosen to run. Not just from the fallout from my actions, but from the memories haunting me. Only problem was, they'd followed me. And now it looked like the rest of what I'd left behind was following me, too.
I was living my life afraid of everyone and everything, unsure of what each day was going to bring.
Right at that moment, it felt like it was going to bring me a heart attack and I didn’t like it.
At some point, I was going to have to face whatever consequences were coming my way for avenging Liz’s death. I guess I was just hoping that I could be the one who chose when and how I faced them.
I finally crawled out of bed with the sun, threw on some clothes and grabbed the bicycle.
The sun was still waking, low and soft on the horizon as I pedaled over the bridge and into Fort Walton proper. The streets were quiet and I pulled up in front of a small coffee shop wedged between an art gallery and a used clothing store. I leaned the bike against the building and went inside.
The aroma of fresh coffee hit me like a crashing wave and I inhaled it, letting it filter into my senses. I bought a small cup at the counter and the kid took my money with one hand while tapping out a text message with the other.
There were only two other customers in the shop. An older gentleman engrossed in the New York Times in a seat next to the front window and a woman at one of the small tables, typing furiously on her laptop. They both ignored me, which was fine by me.
A small, wooden bar ran the length of the wall opposite the counter, two computers sitting idly. I’d found the coffee shop the first week in Fort Walton, needing some access to a computer. I wasn’t interested in putting my name on anything that might make me have to pay a bill at the house, so this was a good alternative. I could use the Internet if I needed and I could check or send email with a relative amount of anonymity. Was it overkill? Maybe. But I wasn’t willing to risk anything else.
I brought up AOL and typed in the user account I’d created and that only Carter knew about. We’d agreed that if we needed to communicate for any reason, this was how we’d do it. And it would only be if it was necessary. So far, it hadn’t been, but there was always a twinge of anticipation when I logged in each week.
The inbox was still empty and I let the breath escape my lungs.
I clicked the tab for a new email, entered in the address that Carter had created and typed “Zip” in the subject line. In the body of the email, I typed:
Zip is here. No clue why. Don’t know what he knows, but not sure how to handle. Any ideas?
I hit send and logged out of the account.
It was the first time I’d communicated with him since I’d been gone and I was surprised at how much it made me miss him. I couldn’t tell him anything about what was going on, hadn’t even signed my name. I was isolated in the truest sense of the word and I didn’t like it. At all. Liz was gone, but Carter was still here.
Just not in the same way he used to be.
I filled the coffee cup again before I left and pedaled back over the bridge, more leisurely this time, one hand on the handlebars, the other holding the coffee. The morning breeze was still cool and it would be the last few moments of the day that wouldn’t be filled with humidity and moisture. The sun was beginning its ascent into the sky, casting long shadows down the highway and the sand was still perfectly manicured when I got to the beach.
A layer of clouds hovered menacingly on the horizon as I unlocked the shed and pulled out the chairs and umbrellas. I only set a few out, unsure of what the weather might hold. Rains could roll in in an instant, drenching everything in sight, and the beach furniture weighed twice as much when it was wet.
Tourists trickled out to the beach as the morning wore on, eyeing the sky as they walked down the wooden ramps to the sand. By noon, I only had five umbrellas rented and the beach was as quiet as I’d seen it in weeks. The clouds darkened and billowed at the edge of the water, casting ominous shadows on the water.
My stomach rumbled, the result of the long night and no breakfast. I locked up the shed so I could find some lunch and headed up the ramp toward the parking lot and the street. There was a deli about a block up that I frequented and a gigantic sandwich sounded good.
I descended the ramp toward the lot and stopped.
Bella was standing next to her car, her back to the passenger door window. I couldn’t see their faces because their backs were to me, but I recognized David and Colin standing in front of her and it looked like they were preventing her from going anywhere.
The frustration from my last conversation with Bella immediately flared and my initial instinct was to turn around, walk back to the beach and find another way to the street to get my sandwich. She’d made the choice to keep from me whatever she was into and I didn’t need any more complications. She didn’t want my help and I had enough to worry about. I was better off by myself.
But then I saw Jackson’s head bob up and peer out of the window from the backseat. His fingers grabbed at the door and his nose pressed lightly against the glass, his eyes filled with fear.
I hopped down the stairs and walked across the lot toward them.
Colin turned around first, his eyes masked by the shades from the other day. He tapped David with the splint that encased the finger I’d broken. David followed his gaze and an amused smile emerged on his face.
“Man, you seem to be everywhere,” he said. “Like fucking Superman or something.”
I looked past him at Bella. “You alright?”
“She’s fine,” Colin snarled, sticking his chest out.
“Last time you spoke to me, I broke one of your fingers,” I said. “Answer for her again and I’ll break the other nine.”
David chuckled as Colin’s chest deflated a fraction.
I looked at Bella again. “You alright?”
The cut beneath her eye had puckered and scabbed over, the dried blood turning a dark red. The bruising around her nose had darkened and the swelling in her lip was gone. None of the defiance I’d seen in her eyes in the restaurant the day before was present. Confusion and fear had replaced it all.
Jackson knocked on the car window behind her and waved at me. I smiled and waved back.
“We were just talking to Bella,” David said, shrugging his shoulders. “Just hanging out.”
I didn’t like that he was so at ease.
I looked at Bella again. “You wanna go have lunch?”
“Yes,” she said, quickly.
“You aren’t invited,” I said to David. “I don’t eat with assholes who beat up women.”
“Man, you are such a…” Colin said before I shoved my elbow in his mouth.
He stumbled back, blood staining his teeth bright red before he could get his hands to them. He looked at his hands, then at me and charged. I held my ground, then stepped to the side, just as he got to me. I caught him around the neck and moved behind him, locking my arm around his throat and pulling hard. He gagged and his hands pulled at my arm.
But I was stronger.
David watched us, again with amusement. “At least he didn’t break your fingers this time.”
Colin tried to respond, but managed only something between a scream and a gag.
“Let him go,” David said.
I turned to him. “Why? Better to beat the shit out of a woman than some asshole like this? Because that’s what you do, right? Send your shit scum to do the work,” I said, tightening my grip around Colin’s thick neck. “Or was it you? Did you do this to Bella?”
David’s only answer was a thin smile.
“Get in the car, Bella,” I said through clenched teeth.
She hurried around the back of the car, fumbling for the door handle. She slid into the driver’s seat.
“Let him go,” David said. “I won’t ask again.”
Colin’s hands pulled at my forearm, pinching and scratching at the skin.
I held on. “Fat chance.”
David reached into the waistband of his shorts and produced a gun, aiming it at us. “I might hit him first, but eventually I’ll get one in you, too, Superman.”
I heard Jackson’s muffled voice in the car and Bella very clearly telling him to get down on the floor of the car.
I yanked hard one more time and then shoved Colin toward David. He stumbled and fell at David’s feet, coughing and gasping, his hands going to his throat.
“Leave her alone,” I said.
David squinted at me. “Seems like I’m the one with the gun and I’m pretty sure in the movies, the guy with the gun is the one telling people what to do.”
“I don’t watch movies.”
David smiled, nodded. “Good one.”
Colin got to his feet, rubbing his neck, adjusting his sunglasses on his bright red face. “Motherfucker.”
Bella started the car and the door lock popped.
David kept the gun on me and walked in my direction. “I can tell you are going to be a problem.”
“Most likely,” I said.
“I hate problems.”
“I hate assholes.”
He laughed again, now right in front of me. He pressed the barrel of the gun to my forehead. “Now who do you hate?”
David’s biggest problem wasn’t me. It was that he didn’t know me. He had no idea what I’d been through, that I’d had plenty of guns stuck in my face, that I’d shared space with guys far scarier.
And he had no idea that I wasn’t afraid to die.
“Still you,” I said. “Because you’re an asshole. An asshole who beats up women. Your buddy, too.”
“Pretty ballsy calling me an asshole,” David said, raising an eyebrow. “Me holding a gun to your skull and all.”
“Pull it,” I said.
“Excuse me?”
“Pull the trigger,” I repeated.
“Do it,” Colin urged from behind him.
But he wasn’t going to. I could already see it in David’s eyes. I felt sure he was capable of pulling the trigger, but he was too smart to do it in such a public place.
Which made him even more dangerous.
“You are going to wish you never met me,” he whispered.
“Already do,” I said.
I heard the window slide down behind me.
“David, don’t,” Bella said. “Just don’t. Please.”
His eyes never left me. “You’ll call me later, baby? Finish the discussion?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Noah, get in the car.”
I stood still, leaning into the gun, letting the steel bite into the skin on my forehead.
David slid the gun to the side, then jerked his arm and slammed the weapon into the side of my face.
Colors exploded in my eyes and pain seared through my skull as I dropped to a knee. I heard both Bella and Jackson scream.
The steel crashed into me again and I went down on both knees, the colors brighter, the pain hotter as it spread through my forehead and cheeks. I leaned forward and rested on my hands. Drops of blood fell to the asphalt next to them.
I felt David’s breath on my ear. “Lucky the kid was here. Only reason you’re alive.”
Nausea swept through my stomach and I swallowed hard to keep it at bay, the red droplets near my hand beginning to form a pool.
“See you soon, Noah,” David said, sweeping my arms with his leg.
I hit the ground, my body heavy and I rolled to my side. The black clouds, thick with rain, were the last things I saw before I blacked out.



EIGHTEEN


The side of my face was frozen.
My eyes fluttered in protest as I tried to open them. I lay still for a moment, finally realizing I was on Bella’s couch, staring at her ceiling, with something extremely cold pressed to my face.
I reached up and grabbed a massive freezer bag full of ice. The plastic stuck to my skin and stung when I pulled it free.
“Are you okay?” Jackson asked.
His voice startled me because it was so close. I turned to the side and he was right next to my face, kneeling on the floor. His eyes were wide, rimmed with red.
“I’m okay,” I mumbled.
“You don’t look okay,” he said. “Your face is all messed up.”
“I’ve heard that before.”
“You have?”
I shifted on the couch and pain shot through my jaw and up into my temple. I bit my lip.
“I was kidding, Jax,” I said. “But I’m okay.”
His tiny hands held onto the sleeve of my T-shirt. “They’re always mean to Mommy.”
“Who?”
“The boys who hurt you.”
“She see them a lot?”
He nodded. “They always come here.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. She says I’m not allowed to ask.”
“Are they mean to you?”
He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Not really. But they never wanna play Legos.”
“Jackson,” Bella said from somewhere I couldn’t see. “You were supposed to come get me when he woke up.”
“He just did.”
“I just did,” I said.
She appeared next to her son, dropping to her knees, too, on the side of the couch. “Okay. How are you?”
“Great.”
“Yeah. You look great.”
“Figured.”
She nudged Jackson. “Hey, buddy. Can you give me a minute with Noah?”
“Why?”
“Because I’d like to talk to him for just a minute.”
“I won’t listen,” Jackson said.
She smiled and ran a hand through his hair. “I know you won’t. But just give me a minute. Maybe go grab a couple of your stuffed animals and bring them out here to keep Noah company?”
His eyes lit up and he jumped to his feet. “Okay! I’ll be back.”
He sprinted out of the room.
Bella took the bag of ice from my hand and pressed it gently against my face. “You need this. Trust me.”
The cold bag stung my face.
“Thank you,” she said.
“For what?”
She put her elbow on the sofa next to me. “For showing up. Even though I was a complete bitch yesterday.”
“I was going to get a sandwich,” I said.
She smiled. “But you stopped. For me. For Jackson.”
My entire head throbbed and my eyes ached. I closed them.
“You should go to the hospital,” she said. “You probably have a concussion.”
I grunted my disapproval. There was nothing they could do for a concussion and going to a hospital would mean showing up in a computer somewhere.
“Sorta thought you’d say that,” she said. “I won’t argue. Right now, anyway. Are you thirsty?”
I managed to move my head enough to indicate that I was not.
“Rest then,” she said. “When you feel better, I’ll tell you. What’s going on. You at least deserve that.”
“Here, here!” Jackson said.
I opened my eyes to half-mast.
He set a small, brown monkey in the crook of my arm and a bright green cat on my stomach.
“Bert and Ernie,” he said.
“Wow,” Bella said, raising her eyes. “Your two favorites. That is big time.”
Jackson nodded enthusiastically.
I reached for the green cat-Ernie, apparently-and tucked him into my other arm. “Thanks, Jax. They help.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, holding onto my sleeve again. “I named them from those guys on TV. Those puppet people.”
I tried to nod but couldn’t. My eyes were heavy and I shut them again.
“Rest,” Bella said. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”
Her lips brushed my forehead as I drifted off.



NINETEEN


Liz filled my dreams.
Her face showed up in flashes, images of her smiling at me. Some from the ocean, some from her bedroom, some from restaurants, some from places I couldn’t see.
Then she was off in the distance, a stretch of sand I didn’t recognize. Her mouth was moving, but I couldn’t hear her. I called out to her, tried to get closer to her, but I still couldn’t hear. I walked at first, then ran. But no matter how fast I ran, I couldn’t get closer. She stayed off in the distance, now cupping her hands, like she was yelling toward me.
My feet pounded the sand, my legs churning as I tried to get to her.
Her hands were in the air now, waving at me as if she was trying to get my attention and I couldn’t see her.
But I could see her perfectly.
I just needed to get to her.
Finally, I seemed to be closing the distance. I could hear her voice, but couldn’t make out the words.
I ran harder.
I caught my toe in the sand and stumbled, nearly going face first into the sand.
I regained my balance and looked up.
She was gone.
Gone.



TWENTY


Something soft was brushing my face when I woke up.
I pushed my eyes open and the room was dim. I was still on the sofa and the ceiling was still above me. I twisted my head to the side, a flash of pain burning through my face. I winced, then opened my eyes to see what was tickling me.
It was Ernie. The stuffed cat. Leaning against the side of my face that hadn’t been bashed in. He’d somehow moved from just inside my elbow to taking a nap on my face.
I reached up and pulled him down, setting him next to Bert. Stiffness permeated my limbs and every movement felt slow, like I was just learning how to do it again. The side of my head pulsated with heat and pain. I took a deep breath and brought my legs over the side of the couch, pushing myself up to a sitting position.
The room wobbled in front of me and the pain in my head seemed to seep from one side to the other. A soft ringing in my ears got louder for a moment, then died off. I set my hands to the side of me, steadying myself against the cushions.
“You’re awake,” Bella said. “Again.”
I turned slowly to the side. She was standing at the edge of the room, just off the hallway, her arms folded, her eyes tired.
“I am,” I said.
She came over and sat down on the edge of the sofa next to me. “How do you feel?”
“Pretty crappy.”
“You look worse.”
“Thanks.”
“I took the ice off of you awhile ago,” she said. “It just kept falling to the floor because you kept shaking your head in your sleep.”
I nodded and a thin thread of pain rippled through my neck.
“I can help you get to my bed,” she said. “It’ll be more comfortable than the couch.”
“No, I’m fine,” I said. “I should go.”
“Go? Where? How?”
“Home.”
I pushed myself up. The floor slid out from underneath me and I toppled back into the couch.
Bella hurried over and helped me sit back upright.
“You aren’t going anywhere,” she said. “You’re a mess. You need to rest. And this couch isn’t big enough to hold you. I’m worried you’ll fall off. So I’ll help you get to my bed. I’m going to sleep in Jackson’s room.”
I wanted to argue because I just wanted to go, but the fact that I couldn’t even get to my feet made that a pointless wish. My head pounded, my face felt like it had been driven over and my legs couldn’t hold my weight. Even my stubbornness wasn’t going to get me out the door.
“Okay,” I said.
“I’m going to get under your arm and help you stand up,” she said, pressing up next to me.
“You can’t hold me up.”
“How the hell do you think you got here?” she asked, taking my arm and putting it around her shoulders. “In my car and into the living room?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, it wasn’t Jackson,” she said. “On three, push up. Lean against me if you need to.”
She counted to three and we stood. My legs were rubbery and I did lean against her. She held me up, far stronger than I expected and we moved slowly out of the living room, down the hallway and into her bedroom.
The sheets and comforter were pulled back on the queen bed and we sat down together on the edge. She got out from under my arm and helped lift my legs onto the bed. She scooted me away from the edge.
“You alright?” She pulled the covers over me.
“I’m thirsty.”
“I’ll be right back,” she said and left.
I lay there, exhausted from the short walk down the hall. I looked around me, trying not to think about the pain still throbbing in my temples. Bella’s bedroom was small, with light blue walls and white furnishings. Small photos of Jackson in silver frames lined the top of the dresser. A short pile of books was stacked neatly on the nightstand. The faint aroma of lavender permeated the bedding and I breathed it in.
Bella returned with a plastic bottle of water. She unscrewed the cap and handed it to me. The frigid water hurt my teeth, but tasted as good as any water I’d ever had.
I handed it back to her, half-empty. “Thanks.”
She set it down on the night stand, next to the books. “Welcome. You should sleep some more.”
“I think I’ve slept all day.”
“You have. But you got the crap beat out of you.”
I wondered what happened with the chairs and umbrellas on the beach. It was the first time since I’d arrived in Florida that I hadn’t finished the day. I needed to apologize to Ike as soon as I could get up and move.
“Tell me,” I said.
“Tell you what?”
“Who they are.”
Anxiety settled on her face. “We don’t need to do that now.”
“I’ve slept all day,” I said. “I need to stay awake so I can get my bearings. And you said you’d tell me.”
She sighed, clearly torn between whether or not she was going to tell me. I was prepared to leverage my injury, if necessary. I was now in this far. I needed to know exactly what I was into.
She sat down on the foot of the bed, her legs folded up Indian-style. She played with her fingers for a moment, studying them, avoiding my eyes.
“They’re friends of Evan’s,” she said. “David’s last name is Hanson. I don’t know Colin’s.”
It took me a moment to remember that Evan was Jackson’s father. “Friends?”
She shrugged, rolled her eyes. “Friends. Colleagues. Assholes. Whatever. They all worked together.”
“Together? Or they worked for Evan?”
An irritated smile turned into a smirk. “Truthfully, I have no idea. Evan was great at keeping secrets and those two are no different. When he was killed, David took over. I don’t know if that’s because he was next in line, or they were partners, or what. Colin, he’s just a dickhead who thinks he’s the enforcer. Wants to be bigger than he is.”
“But that was in Tampa, right?”
She shifted on the bed, pulling her knees to her chest. “David decided to expand the business.”
“To here.”
She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. To here.”
I had yet to meet a dealer who wasn’t ambitious. It was inherent in their business. Once they got a taste of the money involved, they wanted more. But the problem with expansion was that they were always infringing on someone else’s territory. And that usually led to bloody problems.
“So what?” I asked. “Did Evan die owing them money? They want it from you?”
She shook her head slowly. “No. At least not that I know of.”
“So why are they bothering you?”
She ran a hand through her hair and rubbed at the back of her neck. “Because I’m stupid.”



TWENTY-ONE


I reached for the bottle of water and moved around a bit under the covers, trying to shake the stiffness from my joints and limbs, waiting for Bella to explain.
“Before Jackson was born,” she said. “I thought Evan was…fantastic. Like, could do no wrong. Even though I knew everything he was doing was wrong.”
I drained the rest of the bottle and replaced it on the nightstand.
“So when he wanted me to do something, I did it,” she continued. “Without thinking very much. If he smiled at me, whispered in my ear, I was his.” She smiled, shook her head. “I was incredibly dumb.”
“Doesn’t sound dumb. Sounds like you loved him.”
She shrugged. “Maybe. But I was dumb. I promise.”
“How?”
She squeezed her knees tighter to her body. “You should sleep.”
“You should answer the questions.”
She made a face and sighed. “Right. Evan would have me…do things for him.”
The way she said it, I had no clue what “things” meant. About twenty came to mind, none of them good.
“I ran for him,” Bella said. “Made deliveries for him.”
“Ah.”
“Like I said,” she continued. “He could get me to do just about anything. And I don’t want you to think he was forcing me. He wasn’t. I was happy to do anything to make him happy, you know?”
She unfolded her legs and stretched them out next to me over the blankets. “But when I got pregnant, I started saying no. Evan wasn’t pleased.”
“Why not?” I asked, irritated at the idea of a guy who would send his pregnant girlfriend on drug runs.
“Because I was the perfect delivery girl,” she said. “No one suspected me and no one was going to mess with Evan’s girlfriend. And I wasn’t going to rip him off. I was no risk.”
I could see that. It made sense. It didn’t make me dislike him any less.
“But eventually, he got over me saying no,” she said. “And he was cool with it. Particularly as I got bigger and my pregnancy was pretty obvious. There was no push-back from him.”
Something passed through her expression that I couldn’t identify.
“Then I decided to leave him,” she said. “And he wasn’t happy about that.” She laughed. “At all.”
“But you said he didn’t want to be a father.”
She smirked. “He didn’t. But he wasn’t happy about two things. The fact that I was the one making the decision to leave and the fact that he was losing his delivery girl.”
I tried to push myself up on the pillows, but pain rocketed through my head as soon as I moved. I settled back into them.
“So he cut me off,” she said. “Cold. No money, no nothing. Because he knew I’d need him.”
“What’d you do?”
“At first, I resisted,” she said. “I tried to find a job, but it was impossible. I was about to have a baby. And then I knew I’d have the baby and would need to take care of him. My options were limited.”
I thought for a moment. “So you went back to work for him.”
She nodded. “Yeah. It was easy, didn’t take much time and the money was more than enough to live on. Evan was pissed I left him, but he was fair. Maybe it was his way of being a father. I don’t know. But he paid me fairly.”
Bella sighed and rubbed her arms. “But then…I just didn’t want to. I'd been doing it for a few years and I just got scared, afraid something would happen or go wrong. And I didn’t want Jackson growing up in that world. Didn’t want him exposed to all of that. So I told Evan no again. This time for good. He just kind of shrugged and said whatever. He was killed a couple nights later.”
I looked for something in her demeanor or expression that indicated that she was sad about Evan’s death, but saw nothing.
“My parents wrote me off years ago. When I got pregnant.” Her voice stayed steady as she said this, indicating nothing. “So when Evan died, I had no one to turn to. I eventually moved out here, scrounging for money here and there, waiting tables, a bunch of other crappy jobs,” she said. “But I was getting it done.”
Her expression clouded over, a mixture of anger, fear and a few other things I wasn’t sure of.
“Then, about six months ago, David showed up,” she said. “Out of the blue. No idea how he found me. Showed up at the restaurant. Just sitting there with that obnoxious smile.”
“And he wanted you to go work for him,” I said.
She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Yeah. How’d you know?”
“Not hard,” I said. “Not many reasons for him to come find you. You said he wanted to expand here. And when you had me watch Jackson the other day, you left with a backpack, but didn’t come back with one.”
Her cheeks reddened.
“It’s okay,” I said.
“No, it’s really not,” she said. “It’s ridiculous. And I don’t wanna do it anymore.”
“Wait. Go back. Why were you doing it in the first place? When David came here, why didn’t you just tell him no?”
“I did,” Bella said. “I did. But he…wasn’t interested in that response.”
I shifted under the sheets, my back aching. “How did he leverage you?”
She looked away from me, her eyes staring at something I couldn’t see. “Jackson.”



TWENTY-TWO


Bella slipped off the bed and turned on the small lamp on the nightstand. I squinted into the light for a few seconds, letting my eyes adjust. The pain in the side of my face didn’t grow and I took that as a good sign.
She resumed her place at the foot of the bed. “At first, it was kind of a soft sell, I guess you’d call it. I dunno. He’d show up, ask me to do a favor, I’d say no. He’d leave. No problems.” Her eyes narrowed and her mouth twisted. “Then he started showing up more regularly. Or he’d send Colin. The sell went from soft to medium. But I still said no.”
She crossed her legs Indian-style again and rested her elbow on her knee, her chin in her hand. “Then David started making noise about Evan’s parents wanting custody of Jackson, that they wanted to see their grandson. He’d been in touch with them and they were asking questions. David hinted at letting them know where I was if I didn’t help him out.”
“So you said yes.”
“Not then,” she said, shaking her head. “I had no issue with Jackson having a relationship with his grandparents and I knew the law well enough to know that my custody was rock solid. So I found them. We drove over to Jacksonville for a weekend. Had a nice visit.” She smiled. “They’ve started a college fund for him. They’re good people who just wanted to know their grandson. We’re talking about visiting them at Christmas this year.”
I admired her guts. A lot of people in her situation would’ve panicked and caved immediately. She believed enough in herself and in her ability to provide for her son to put her son’s needs first. Not always an easy task.
“So then?” I asked.
She shook her head. “So then I opened my big mouth. I told David I’d gone over his head, that I knew his story was bullshit. Stupid mistake.”
“Why?”
“Because David is arrogant,” she said. “A lot like Evan in that way. And he didn’t like that I’d shown him up. So he decided to go a more direct route.”
“Which was?”
Her mouth twitched and her shoulders rose with tension. “Threatened to hurt Jackson. Or worse. Told me I better not leave him alone, something might happen. That kind of crap. Scared me at first, then figured he was bluffing. Told him to go to hell.”
She lifted her chin out of her hand and folded her hands together. Tightly.
“But he wasn’t bluffing,” she said, her voice cracking. “He’d show up at the restaurant and be sitting in the booth with him. Jackson would be outside, riding up and down on his Big Wheel and David would be sitting on the curb, talking to him.” She swallowed hard. “But that was just a teaser.”
“How so?”
“Jackson was outside one afternoon and David showed up,” she said, tapping her fingers against her leg. “He was sitting in the driveway, just showing me he could be here. Or so I thought. I went out to tell him to leave. And he’s just being David, chatting with Jackson, smiling at me, ignoring me. Basically showing me he could do whatever he wanted.”
Her fingers stopped tapping and she shook her head. “I was flustered, frustrated, pissed off. I couldn’t make him leave. I wasn’t thinking right. And my cell rang. I’d left it in the house. So I went back in to get it, just totally pissed off and trying to figure out how to get him to leave.”
The fingers started again and anger filled her eyes. “It was work. On the phone. They wanted me to cover a shift. And I thought that was actually perfect. Gave me an excuse to take Jackson and leave. So I said yeah, I’d be there in half an hour.”
Her fingers stopped again and dug into her thigh. “I walked outside and they were gone.”
The anger on her face morphed into a cocktail of pain and fear and anxiety.
“I freaked,” she said. “I started yelling for Jax, crying my eyes out, running around, just completely insane. Neighbors came out, trying to calm me down, helped me walk up and down the streets. His Big Wheel was gone so someone convinced me that maybe they’d just gone for a walk.”
She hung her head for a moment and stared down at her lap. Her shoulders sat high, her muscles rigid with tension as she relived it.
“After about twenty minutes we still couldn’t find them, so we went back to the house to call the police,” she said, looking at me again, tears huddling in the corners of her eyes. “I was hyperventilating and out of my mind. Literally, as I got the police on the phone, they come up the street in David’s car. With ice cream cones.”
The anger came back in a flash. “They got out of the car. Jackson was excited. Because he had ice cream. And David was apologetic, saying he thought Jackson had gone inside to tell me they were going to run for ice cream and be right back. He apologized profusely to me and the neighbors, made sure everyone knew it was just an honest mistake.”
She shifted on the bed and blinked several times, trying to clear the memory. “But I knew it wasn’t. I knew exactly what he was telling me. That he could take him anytime he wanted. Even if it was just to scare the shit out of me.” She shrugged. “That was enough for me. I finally said yes.”
I didn’t blame her. I didn’t have a child, but I could imagine the fear of losing one. It probably paled in comparison to what it really felt like.
“So it was only supposed to be a couple of times, which I knew was a joke,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But I figured it would buy me some time to figure out how to get out from under him. And I’m no angel. He paid me and I needed the money. I still do. I just don’t like doing it and I don’t like being controlled. But short of moving, I haven’t come up with anything. So I’ve just started being a real bitch about it.”
I cracked a smile and a tiny bullet of pain shot through my cheek. “Nice.”
A slim smile settled on her lips and she nodded. “Showing up late for deliveries. Telling them I wasn’t gonna go. Anything I could think of. And they’ve gotten pretty pissed off at me. But they haven’t let me go yet.” She sighed. “So I basically told them I’m done and they can do whatever they want, but I’m not doing it anymore. And each time I say I’m done, they show up, threaten me and I give in.” Her eyes softened. “If you hadn’t showed up today, I would’ve made the run. Because I’m afraid of them. No matter what I say to them, I’m still afraid.”
I nodded. “Understandable.”
She shrugged and her expression indicated that she didn’t believe me. “Maybe. But after today, I’m done. All of that stuff in front of Jackson, then what they did to you.” She shook her head. “I’m done.”
“What about what they did to you?” I asked.
She shrugged. “I dunno. I could explain that away. Jackson didn’t see that, you know? I could invent something, tell him I tripped, tell him I fell, whatever. But what happened to you? They did that right in front of him. Pulled out a gun and threatened to kill you and then bashed it into the side of your head. No one does that in front of a kid. In front of my kid. So I’m done. I’ll go to the police if I need to.”
The mention of the word police kick-started my heart. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t want her going to the police. And that felt horrifically selfish on my part.
Because it was.
“So I’m sorry,” she said, squinting at me. “For bringing all this on to you. I just wanted to say thank you for being nice to my son and because I liked you. I’m not sure why, but I immediately felt comfortable with you. Like you could make things okay.” She rested a hand on my foot. “And you seemed lonely.”
I looked away from her, unsure of how to answer. I may have been lonely, but I was no longer someone who made things okay. I made things worse and I had to wonder if I wasn’t doing exactly that for Bella.
“You should rest,” she said, patting my foot. “I’m gonna sleep in Jax’s room, but I’m going to have to come wake you up every couple hours. That’s what you’re supposed to do with someone who has a concussion.”
“You a nurse or something?”
She smiled. “Tonight I am.”
“Okay.”
She slid off the bed and pulled the sheets up around me, making sure I was comfortable. She leaned down and kissed my cheek, her lips lingering against my skin.
“Thank you, Noah,” she whispered. “And I’m sorry.”
Her face stayed near mine and I was immediately uncomfortable, thinking she wanted more from me. Even if I’d been capable, it wasn’t going to happen. For reasons I couldn’t explain to her. And I felt badly about that, that I couldn’t tell her the truth, be honest with her in the way she’d just been with me.
“I’ll help you,” I said. “I’ll get you out of it.”
“That’s not what I’m asking for.”
“I know,” I said. “But I’ll get you out of it. You and Jackson.”
She kissed my cheek again. “Sleep.”
I closed my eyes, shutting out thoughts of Bella and Liz and David and everything else, sleep washing over me like the waves I used to dive into.



TWENTY-THREE


I slept soundly, no visions of Liz or anyone else jarring me awake.
Sun warmed the side of my face. And something warmed my body. Something soft and solid and decidedly feminine.
I twisted my head to the side and found Bella pressed up against me, my arm around her. She was snoring softly, her mouth half-open.
I lay still for a moment. She’d said goodnight to me, told me she was going to sleep in Jackson’s room. She’d mentioned waking me up during the night, but I didn’t recall her doing so.
Was there anything else I didn’t recall?
No, I didn’t think so and I immediately shook the idea from my thoughts. I was under the covers and she was on top of them. And no matter how she felt about me, I didn’t think she would’ve taken advantage of the fact that I wasn’t thinking too clearly.
Her legs twitched and her eyes fluttered open. She closed them again once, then reopened them.
“Hey,” I said.
She looked up at me, startled, her eyes clearing. “Oh my God.” She sat up. “I’m so sorry. I fell asleep in here.”
“It’s okay,” I said.
“I came in here to wake you up and I could barely get myself off Jackson’s floor when the alarm on my phone went off,” she rambled, sitting up. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I repeated.
“I tried to shake you awake and you sort of stirred,” she said. “And I was talking to you and you were mumbling…and I think I just passed out.” Her entire face was flushed red. “I’m sorry.”
“Bella, it’s alright,” I said. “It’s alright.”
“I just don’t want you thinking that I…” Her voice trailed off. “I mean, yeah, okay, maybe…I should just shut up.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Shut up.”
The panicked look on her face morphed to a frown when she realized I was kidding.
“How are you?” she asked. “Better if you're making fun of me, I guess.”
The ringing in my ears was gone. The side of my face was sore and tight and my jaw ached. I had a headache, but it was nothing compared to the night before. I stretched my arms and legs.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said.
“Your face is still pretty messed up.”
“I’ve heard that before.”
“I doubt that,” she said and her face flushed again. “I mean…have you been hit before?”
“Plenty of times.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
I wanted to share more with her. To tell her who I was, why I was there, who I used to be. But I knew that doing so would put her in an awkward position and would make me more vulnerable. And her.
“Long story,” I said instead.
Her face fell a bit, clearly disappointed that I hadn’t shared. I immediately felt guilty, but didn’t offer up anything else. Dragging her into my situation was far worse than my being dragged into hers.
“Can I get you anything?” she asked. “Water? Breakfast?”
I thought for a moment. “A computer.”
“Be right back,” she said, disappearing into the hallway.
I propped myself up in bed and didn’t feel like keeling over when I did so, which I took as a good sign. The ceiling fan above me spun slowly, dropping cool air onto my face and despite the small headache, I didn’t feel horrible.
Bella reappeared, holding a small netbook. “This work?”
“Perfect,” I said.
She handed it over and I placed it in my lap.
“Am I allowed to ask what you’re doing?” she asked.
“Sure,” I said.
She waited for a moment. “But you aren’t going to tell me what you’re doing.”
“I’m typing,” I said.
“And you’re definitely feeling better,” she said.
“Not really.”
“Good enough to be a smart ass.”
“I guess.”
I brought up Google and pulled up the email server and logged into my account. The inbox was empty. My paranoia took over and I wondered if Carter was okay.
“What?” Bella asked. “What’s the matter?”
I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s fine.”
“You don’t look like it’s fine. Whatever ‘it’ is.”
I was tempted to send another email, to see if he was alright, to see if he’d gotten the initial email I’d sent him. But I talked myself out of it. I didn’t check the account every day and I was sure he didn’t either. We were taking precautions for a reason and that meant avoiding habits that might lead anyone to me. I needed to be patient and trust that the system we’d set up would work.
I logged out, erased the browser history and closed the laptop. I held it out to Bella. “Thanks.”
She took it, confused. “That’s it?”
“Yep.”
She set it on the dresser. “Okay. Whatever.”
“Look, I’m not trying to be an ass. It’s just…just some things I don’t think I should share,” I said. “Has nothing to do with you. I swear.”
She folded her arms. “It’s okay. I understand.”
I wasn’t sure if she did or not, but I knew she was better off not knowing about me and that was all that mattered. I didn’t like her thinking that I was lying to her or being secretive after she’d been so nice to me, but I didn’t feel like I really had a choice.
I braced myself with my arms and slowly moved my legs over the side of the bed. “Do you have any ibuprofen?”
She nodded and left the room. She was back a moment later, with several pills in her palm and a glass of water in the other. I swallowed the pills and downed the water.
“Thanks,” I said.
“You’re welcome. Are you hungry?”
“No,” I said. “Tell me something. Do you need to make that run today? The one I interrupted?”
She glanced at the door, probably nervous that Jackson would walk in. “Yes. David texted last night. He’s expecting me to.”
“Okay. I’ll go with you.”
Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”
“I’ll go with you.”
“I am not involving you in this.”
“You already have.”
“But I don’t need to make it worse,” she said, shaking her head. “Absolutely not.”
“Bella, I…”
“No,” she said. “No way. I told you more than I should’ve anyway. I don’t want you to get involved. You have no idea what drug dealers and buyers are like. It’s awful.”
I smiled, then laughed. Pain pulsated in my temples, but I kept laughing.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, her mouth twisted with irritation.
“I’m not laughing at you,” I said. “But it’s just kind of funny.”
“What is?”
The laugh died off and faces and consequences flashed through my mind. “I’ve been around far worse.”
“What does that mean?” Bella asked.
I stood and my legs felt solid. I was going to be just fine.
“It means maybe I’m hungry after all,” I said. “And we can discuss your run over breakfast.”



TWENTY-FOUR


Actually, we couldn’t discuss it over breakfast because Jackson sat in my lap the entire time.
He seemed oblivious to my purple, swollen cheek, instead focusing on the Lego people he brought to the table. He climbed in my lap as soon as I sat down, paying no mind to Bella’s protests. I waved her off, indicating it was okay. I liked the fact that the kid liked me.
He wolfed down bites of pancake in between chattering about the figures on the table.
“This one is my favorite,” he said, pointing to one with a small helmet. “Well, other than this one.” He pointed to a fireman. “And I really like this one, too.” He pointed to a football player. “I like all of them, I guess. Did they have Legos when you were a kid?”
I nodded. “They did.”
“But were they old-fashioned?”
“Yes. Horse and buggies.”
“What are those?”
“Nothing,” I said. “I’m kidding.”
He shrugged, finished the last bite of pancake and jumped down. “Oh. Okay. I’m gonna go get some cars. Don’t leave.” He scampered out of the room.
Bella shook her head, failing to hide a smile. “He is not a lap-sitter. Just so you know.”
I finished the food on my plate and the last of the orange juice in my glass. “No?”
“No. He’s affectionate, but not like that.” She paused. “I hope that’s okay. I can have a talk with him.”
“It’s fine.”
“Now that I’ve fed you, are we going to discuss the…stuff?”
“You need to pick it up, right?”
She nodded.
“Okay. Go do that. Then come back and get me,” I said. “I can’t go with you to get it.”
“Obviously.”
“Then we’ll go do it. And we’ll figure out how to get you out of it.”
She eyed me closely. “This is going to sound weird, but you aren’t a cop are you?”
I smiled, wincing at the stiffness in my cheek. “Hardly. No, I am not a cop.”
“I didn’t think you were, but I thought I should ask,” she said. “What exactly are you?”
I pushed back from the table and stretched my legs. “I honestly don’t know. And that isn’t some sort of answer to put you off. But I don’t know what I am anymore.”
She nodded, her eyes solemn, watching me. “Okay. What did you used to be?”
I hesitated, then said, “A private detective.”
“But you aren’t anymore?”
“It’s complicated.”
“It always is, isn’t it?”
I chuckled. “Pretty much, yeah.”
“So why aren’t you anymore?”
“You should’ve been an attorney, all these questions.”
“I’ve heard that before,” she said. “It’s a polite way of saying I’m nosey.”
I didn’t blame her. I’d been with her for a few days straight, she’d invited me into her home and taken care of me, and I’d told her nothing. I would have been curious, too.
“Maybe I still am,” I said. “I really don’t know.”
She chewed on her thumbnail for a moment, who knows what running through her head. I wouldn’t have trusted me if I were her. She was probably contemplating whether or not to check the FBI’s Most Wanted list for my picture. For all I knew, I was on it.
“Answer me honestly,” she finally said. “Should I be afraid of you?”
I shook my head. “No. It’s not like that. It’s just…”
“Complicated,” she said.
“Complicated.”
“My kid likes you,” she said, her eyes drifting toward the bedrooms. “I need to make sure…he’ll be okay.”
“You don’t need to be afraid of me, Bella,” I said. “Either of you.”
She thought about that for a long time, then finally nodded. “I believe you, Noah. And thank you.”
“Thank you? For what?”
She stood and walked over to me. She placed her hand lightly on the bruised side of my face. I felt uncomfortable under her gaze, but didn’t move.
“For helping me,” she said. “It’s been forever since anyone wanted to help me.”



TWENTY-FIVE


I stayed with Jackson while Bella went to make the pick up. We built a Lego beach in the living room. Or rather he did, while I sat on the sofa and watched.
Jackson had seemingly limitless energy. He bounced around the living room just like he had at the beach, talking as he went, describing and giggling and imagining. He was fun to watch and I liked spending time with him. He made the pain in my face far more tolerable.
Bella was back in a half hour, a navy blue knapsack slung over her shoulder. Tension invaded her body, the easy-going demeanor from earlier in the morning long gone. Her eyes were darker, sadder, frustrated, even as the cut under her eye and the bruises on her skin were fading.
She nodded at me. “We’re good.”
“Okay.”
“Hey, Jax,” she said, forcing a smile on her face. “We need to get going.”
He spun on his knees to face her. “Where are we going?”
“You’re going to the restaurant to hang with Allison,” she said. “Noah and I need to run an errand and then we’ll be back.”
“I wanna go with.”
“You can’t.”
He hopped to his feet and came over to me. “I wanna go with.”
I looked at Bella.
“Jax,” she said. “We won’t be gone long.”
He grabbed at my knee. “Please.”
“Jax,” she said. “Enough.”
Tears formed in his eyes and his lip quivered.
“We won’t be gone long,” I said to him. “When we get back, we’ll go down to the beach or something.”
He touched my knee with his finger. “You promise?”
I glanced at Bella, then back at him. “I promise.”
A smile cracked his face. “Okay.”
“Go get your dude,” Bella said. “We gotta hustle.”
He flew out of the room and back toward his bedroom.
“You don’t have to promise him things,” she said.
I pushed myself off the couch. “It’s fine.”
“Don’t make him promises you won’t keep,” she said.
“I won’t.”
“I mean it.” Her eyes were hard now and her appearance changed completely. She was no longer the pretty girl from the beach. She was a pissed off mom who would defend her kid at all costs.
I came up next to her. “I mean it. I won’t.”
She stared at me and her eyes finally softened, blinking several times. “I know. Sorry. I’m just…anxious.”
I nodded and Jackson bounded down the hallway with a raggedy old dog. “I got Dude!”
Bella smiled at him, bent down and wrapped him up in her arms, hugging him tightly. “Yeah, you do.” She kissed the top of his head. “Ready?”
He charged past us, out the front door. “Ready!”
We dropped him at the restaurant and circled back to Fort Walton, crossing the bridge back to the mainland and west through the town, then north toward the interstate. She drove us into a small pocket of homes nestled against the freeway and pulled to the curb in front of a pale-green stucco one-story. The yard was bright green, flowers neatly arranged in planters across the front of the house. The sidewalk was swept clean, the driveway hosting a newer model white Volvo.
“This is it?” I asked.
“Yep,” she said, nodding. “Come here about once a month or so, I think. College kids.”
“Guys?”
She nodded. “Guys. Frat boys.”
“Give you trouble?”
Her nose wrinkled. “Nothing I can’t handle.”
Which was probably true, because I was becoming very aware that Bella could handle a lot.
“Let’s go,” I said.
“You’re coming with me?”
“I didn’t come along just for the ride.”
“But…”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “It’ll be fine.”
Skepticism crept into her eyes, but she pushed open the door and got out. I followed.
The door opened before she could punch the doorbell. A shirtless guy in his early twenties sporting a shaved head and dark goatee smiled at her. “Hey, beautiful.”
“Hi, Paul,” she said.
He looked past her at me. “Who’s your friend?”
“Just a friend,” Bella said.
His eyes narrowed. “You usually come alone.”
She slipped the backpack off her shoulder and held it out to him. “You want your stuff or not?”
His eyes stayed on me. “Yeah. I’ll get the money.”
“Nope,” I said. “We come in. No money out here.”
“Look, pal, I don’t know who…”
“You got an open garage door two doors down and open front doors on either side of you,” I said. “Cop two blocks back, just rolling around, checking the neighborhood. I’m doing you a favor. Paul.”
He craned his neck, looking past me to see if I was lying.
I wasn’t and he recognized it.
He pushed opened the screen door and we entered the house.
The air in the house was humid and smelled of sweat. The hum of a swamp cooler buzzed in my ears, but it wasn’t doing much cooling. The living room was furnished with things that looked like they’d been picked up at a garage sale-a torn up sofa, a beat up chair, a chipped wooden coffee table. A massive flat screen TV was the only new thing in the room.
Another guy was lounging on the beat up chair, staring at the TV and his head rolled in our direction. “What’s up, Bella?”
“Hey, Greg.”
He held up a hand meant for me. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I looked at Paul. “Whose got the money?”
Paul hesitated, then disappeared down a hallway.
Bella set the bag on the table. “Same as always.”
“Right on,” Greg said, swinging his legs around and sitting up. His hair hadn’t seen shampoo in ages and his T-shirt and shorts looked as if they’d been on his body for several days. “You helping out now, big guy?”
“No.”
He raised an eyebrow. “What’s the deal then?”
Paul came back into the room and held up a stack of cash. Bella took it from him, counted it quickly and nodded. “We’re good.”
“Listen up, guys,” I said. “This is the last time you buy from Bella. You got it?”
They looked at each other, confused.
“What?” Bella whispered.
“She won’t be back and you won’t go looking for her,” I said.
“Says who?” asked Paul, agitation all over his face.
“Me,” I said. “And if you don’t like it, let’s settle it now.”
Greg looked at Bella. “David know about this?”
“Don’t worry about what David knows,” I said. “All you need to know is what I’m telling you. Even if she shows up with product, you won’t buy it.”
“Bullshit,” Paul said, stepping toward me. “Who the fuck are you?”
“Guy who’s gonna make your life miserable in about two seconds if you don’t back off,” I said.
“Looks like someone made your life pretty miserable,” he said with a sneer. “You sure you wanna mess up that pretty face some more?”
“Try me.”
“Noah, come on,” Bella said. “Don’t.”
Paul didn’t back up and decided to come closer. I grabbed his arm, surprising him and pulled him in tight to me, spinning him around so his back was to me. I swung my arm around and across his neck and pinned his other arm to his side.
“Don’t be stupid, Paul,” I said. “Stupid people get hurt.”
“Easy, dude,” Greg said, standing up. “We don’t need any of this.”
“Tell your buddy that then.”
Greg rubbed his hands together and then through his dirty hair. “Look, man, we gotta have the product to make rent, okay? It’s…what we do.”
“I don’t care what you do or what you sell or who you sell it to,” I said. “But you’re no longer buying from her. You can buy direct from David for all I care. But not Bella.”
Greg thought for a moment. “That’s it? He sends someone else, we’re cool?”
“We’re cool,” I said. I pressed my forearm a bit harder into Paul’s throat. “We cool?”
He gave a terse nod. I released and knew it was coming. He took a step and spun, his arm already cocked to throw a punch. I stepped into him and slammed the heel of my hand into his jaw. He toppled backward over the table and landed at Greg’s feet, blood spilling from his mouth.
“Don’t let him get up,” I said to Greg. “Or I’ll make sure he can’t get up next time.”
“No worries, man,” Greg said, glancing at his friend. “I won’t let him up.”
I looked at Bella. “Let’s go.”



TWENTY-SIX


“What the hell was that?”
“What?”
Bella smacked her hand on the steering wheel as we drove out of the neighborhood. “You can’t just do that shit with David, alright? He is gonna be furious. You have no idea what he’s capable of.”
“Relax,” I said.
“Relax? Are you serious?” She hit the wheel again. “He’s gonna come after me now. Guarantee you they’re calling him right now.”
“No, they aren’t.”
“How the hell do you know?”
“They just want their weed,” I said. “Right now, Paul is trying to piece his face back together. It’ll be awhile before they decide what to do. They’re too scared.”
She shook her head, exasperated. “You think you know, but you don’t.”
“You wanna know what I know?” I said.
“Yeah,” she said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm and anger. “Tell me what you know.”
I stared out the window at the aquamarine water. “I know that I’ve been shot at. I know that I’ve had the shit kicked out of me far worse than what David did. I know that I’ve seen people killed right in front of my eyes. I know that I’ve been in rooms with dealers who do about a hundred times the business David does. I know that I’ve been in jail. And I know what it’s like to kill someone.”
The car slowed and I could feel her eyes on me, even as I continued to stare at the water in the distance. She pulled over to the curb, but I was still going.
“So I know a helluva lot more than you do,” I said. “I know a small-time operation that wants to be big-time when I see it. I know arrogant pricks who are too stupid to expand their business when I see them. I know dumb ass college kids who need to sell weed in order to pay the rent and buy beer when I see them.” I swiveled my head toward her. “And I know you asked for my help.”
She held my gaze for a moment, then dipped her eyes.
“If you want my help, don’t question me,” I said. “This world you’re in, that seems so scary? It isn’t shit to me. This is a fucking amusement park compared to what I know. It’s not exactly something you put on a resume, but this is my wheelhouse. I am in my fucked up element.” I paused. “So I know what I’m doing. That’s what I know.”
Cars buzzed by as we sat there in silence. I hadn’t given her details, but I felt like I’d pulled back the curtain. I felt vulnerable and exposed, but also relieved. I was tired of not being me and regardless of how veiled the information was, a small part of me felt good about revealing myself.
“I’m sorry,” Bella finally said.
“It’s okay,” I said. “But you have to trust me if you want my help.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she said.
I turned from the water. Her eyes had softened, sympathy etched into the lines in her face, all directed at me.
“I meant that whatever happened to you,” she said, touching my arm. “Whatever hurt you. Whoever hurt you. I’m sorry.”
I nodded and turned back to the water. “I’m fine.”



TWENTY-SEVEN


We picked up Jackson at the restaurant and both he and Bella came to the beach with me. I knew she was nervous about going home and I didn’t want to leave her alone, just in case I was wrong about the frat boys going to David. I didn’t think that I was, but I didn’t want to leave it to chance. I couldn’t discount the fact that I’d been out of the game for a few months and my instincts probably weren’t as sharp as they needed to be to make sure she was protected.
They found a spot a few yards from the shed and settled in as I unpacked chairs and umbrellas. An hour later, I was rented out for the day, the tourists making up for lost time with the poor weather the day before. The sun was brilliant against the blue sky, not a single cloud on the horizon. I locked the shed back up and sat down on the towel next to Bella.
“He’s making a city,” she said. She lounged on her towel, propped on her elbows, her eyes on Jackson.
Jackson was covered in sand, scurrying around at light speed, using buckets and spoons to create his imaginary land.
“Think he’s gonna be an architect,” I said.
She smiled and nodded. “Maybe so.”
We sat there in silence, watching him create, letting the sun beat down on us. I knew she was waiting for me to explain and the longer she sat silent, the harder it became to keep it from her. Or maybe I just needed an excuse to let it all out.
“Her name was Liz,” I said. “And she’s dead.”
The words didn’t sound right coming out of my mouth and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spoken her name.
Bella turned to me, hugged her knees to her chest and didn’t say anything.
“And it was my fault,” I said. The water blurred in front of me.
I don’t know how long I talked for or if all of it made sense. Words came out of my mouth in a rush, snagging on my tongue, stinging my lips. I lost sight of the water and Jackson and the sand.
All I could see was Liz.
At some point, the words stopped coming and I stopped talking. Things came back into focus and Bella was closer to me, her hand on my arm, tears running down her cheeks. Down mine, too.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “So sorry, Noah.”
I nodded. “Me, too.”
“I don’t know what else to say.”
“There isn’t anything to say,” I said. “I just wanted you to know. I didn’t want you wondering.”
But I knew the truth was that she’d still be wondering. There were still blanks that needed filling in, even if she didn’t ask. Even if the story made sense, she’d still have questions about me.
And I knew that my time in Fort Walton was now running out.
“The guy the other night,” she said. “Is he somehow involved?”
I glanced at her, surprised. “Not involved, but he knows me. How you’d know?”
“You were spooked,” she said. “It was pretty obvious.”
“He surprised me.”
“Good guy?”
“No.”
“So you’re worried.”
“Worried isn’t the right word. I’m not sure there is a word.”
We watched Jackson scamper down to the edge of the water and rinse his hands.
“I shouldn’t have dumped all of my shit on you,” she said. “You have enough going on.”
“You didn’t dump anything on me.”
“Yeah, I did. I saw you and saw someone who might be able to help,” she said. “I told you no, but I really wanted your help. And when Jackson took to you…I absolutely wanted your help.” She sighed. “And probably more.”
“I can help,” I said. “But I can’t give you more. I’m sorry. Has nothing to do with you. I hope you realize that.”
“I do,” she said. “I didn’t an hour ago, but I do now.” She smiled. “So thank you for telling me. It helps me. I’m sorry it doesn’t help you.”
I dug my fingers into the sand, lifted up my hand and let the sand fall back to the ground. “It did, I think. I needed to tell someone.” I hesitated. “And I trust you.”
“Good,” she said, squeezing my arm. “You can. Trust me.”
For the first time in a long time, I felt like I really could trust someone.



TWENTY-EIGHT


Bella insisted on going home with Jackson by herself. I offered to go with her, but she wouldn’t hear it.
“I’m not going to live in fear,” she said, throwing the sandy towels into the trunk of her car. “I want out.”
“Check the house before you take him in,” I said, nodding at Jackson in the backseat. “Just make sure nothing looks weird. Anything is off, drive right back to my house. But I really think it’ll be okay.”
She took a deep breath. “Right. Okay. And we really need to get you a phone.”
I shook my head. “I can’t have my name on anything.”
“Let me worry about it,” she said. She gave me a quick hug and opened the driver’s door. “We might come check on you tonight.”
“Okay.”
She slid into the driver’s seat and I watched them turn out of the lot and head up the highway toward the bridge.
I collected the umbrellas and chairs, locked up the shed and left the stragglers on the beach.
The breeze picked up as I crossed the highway, providing a little relief from the brutal late day sun. Heat radiated off the asphalt, blurry waves rafting upwards. As I stepped onto the sidewalk and headed for the cul-de-sac, I felt good for the first time in I wasn’t sure how long.
It felt good to talk about Liz. I didn’t have to lock her away. And I wasn’t paranoid about telling Bella my story, wasn’t worried that it was going to backfire on me. I wasn’t looking at her with the same sideways glance I’d viewed everyone else through for the last few months. It was a relief to let down my guard. I knew it wasn’t permanent, but the temporary respite felt good.
But as I turned into the cul-de-sac towards the house and saw Zip at the curb, the respite melted away, replaced with paranoia and fear.
Zip was leaning on a motor scooter, cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. His eyes were fixated on the phone in his hands, his thumbs typing away. He didn’t notice me until I was at the end of the drive.
“Hey, Noah,” he said, grinning and shoving the phone in the pocket of his shorts. “What’s up?”
“Why are you here?” I asked.
“Just came to see what you were up to,” he said, shrugging.
“Just getting off work,” I said.
“You weren’t there yesterday,” he said and gestured at my face. “And looks like you had a little accident.”
“I took the day off. You come looking for me yesterday, too?”
“Yeah, at the beach.”
“You need an umbrella or something?”
He laughed, sucked on the cigarette and exhaled the smoke in a dirty little cloud. “Ha. No. Just checking up on you.”
“I don’t need to be checked up on, Zip,” I said.
“I didn’t say you did.”
“If you want something from me, you need to ask for it,” I said. “I’m done with the small talk.”
He shrugged again, his eyes widening. “I can’t just check in on an old friend?”
“We weren’t friends.”
“Yeah, but here we are, in Florida, neither of us knows anyone else,” he said. “I thought we could hang out.”
“You thought wrong.”
“You still didn’t tell me what happened to your face,” he said, squinting at me through the cigarette smoke. “You in some kind of trouble?”
Seagulls flew over our heads, squawking and crying. I watched them pass over the house toward the bay.
“I’m fine, Zip,” I said.
“You don’t look like it.”
“I’m fine.”
He nodded slowly, then sucked hard on the cigarette, the end glowing red. He pulled it from his mouth, studied me and exhaled. “You talk to Carter lately?”
I wanted to grab him by the neck and throw him in the bay, but I’d already had too many confrontations in Florida. I was taking my chances every time I made myself noticeable. I needed to stop.
“No, not lately,” I said.
“He doing okay?”
“Like I said. Haven’t talked to him lately.”
“Heard you two might’ve gotten in a little trouble in Cali,” he said.
I let that hang in the air for a moment.
“We were always in trouble,” I said.
“This sounded different.”
“Oh, yeah? What did you hear?”
He finished the cigarette, dropped it to the ground and stepped on it.
“Probably just bullshit,” he said, smiling as the smoke streamed out of his nostrils. “You know how it goes.”
“Yeah. I do.”
“Just stories and shit, probably.”
“Probably.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Okay, cool. I’ll get out of your hair.” He lifted his chin in my direction. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything else. About you, Carter, whatever.”
“You do that.”
“Peace,” he said, walking past me.
I watched him head out of the cul-de-sac on the scooter, his phone in one hand. He stared at the screen, typing as he steered. He turned around when he got to the corner, gave me a half-hearted wave.
I didn’t wave back.



TWENTY-NINE


I tried to sleep, but failed.
Air that felt like it had been cooked in an oven smothered the garage and sweat coated my body. Thoughts of Liz and Carter and Keene and Zip and San Diego ran through my mind like a freight train. Nothing I did could slow it down and I spent the entire night flat on my back, staring at the ceiling.
It was early when the birds roused, chirping their good morning. I pushed myself off of the cot, rinsed my face, threw on some clothes and headed to the beach.
Waves crashed in choppy, uneven segments, the wind turning them into unpredictable mush. Two guys were trying to navigate the mess, flailing around on what looked to me like rented long-boards. It had been so long since I’d been in the water, I wasn’t sure I’d have been able to tell them how to get up on their boards, even if I’d been inclined to do so. Instead, I watched them fail, time after time, before they finally gave up, trudging up the beach and to the parking lot, exhausted and frustrated.
There was a time when I would’ve offered to help, to show them what they were doing wrong or at least told them why the waves were impossible to ride. I was never one of those territorial surfers who reveled in watching people struggle, like I owned the ocean and the right to surf. If people were polite and looked like they just wanted to have fun, I’d go talk to them, help if I could.
But I just didn’t have a lot of that in me anymore.
I was unlocking the shed when Ike wandered down to the sand, holding up a hand in greeting.
“What the hell happened to you?” he said, squinting at my face.
“Nothing.”
“Looks like some kind of nothing.”
“I’m fine. And I’m sorry I wasn’t here yesterday. Won’t happen again.”
He frowned and waved off the apology. “Please, kid. You’re fine. The weather sucked anyway and you’re the most reliable employee I’ve ever had. One day ain’t gonna kill us.”
“Still. Sorry.”
“Whatever,” he said, still frowning. “But, hey. I did wanna talk to you about yesterday.” Concern shimmered in his eyes. “Dude came looking for you.”
I nodded. “Skinny little dude? Looks like a crackhead who hasn’t showered in weeks? Don’t worry about it. I got him covered.”
Ike shook his head. “No. That ain’t who I talked to.”
My stomach dropped.
“This guy was well put together,” Ike said. “I’d put him around your age. Good lookin’, not that I go that way, but you know what I’m sayin’. Dark hair, tan, almost as big as you. Asked for you by name.”
The muscles in my gut clenched.
“I played dumb at first, but he knew I was full of shit,” he said. “So then I just said I hadn’t seen you in awhile. Tried to get a name or number out of him, but he just said he’d come back.”
I shuffled my feet in the sand. “Okay.”
“He didn’t seem pissed or nothin’,” Ike said, pulling the sunglasses on the cord around his neck up onto his face. “But he was definitely looking for you. And I don’t think he’s going away.”
I ran Ike’s physical description through my memory banks, but came up empty. I was drawing a blank.
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks for the heads up.”
“You need help,” Ike said, nodding at me. “You holler at me. Any kind at all. You holler at me. Got it?”
“Yeah. Thanks.”
“And you need a different place to stay, I’ll work it out,” he said. “Just let me know.”
“I’m good,” I said. “But thanks. I’ll let you know if it changes.”
As Ike disappeared over the sand dunes, I was anything but good.



THIRTY


I spent the entire morning looking over my shoulder.
Anytime someone came up the shoreline or I heard footsteps in the sand behind me, I scanned their faces, trying to see if anyone looked familiar. I’m not sure who I thought I might see or who might show up, but after my conversations with Zip and Ike, I was anxious and on alert.
Bella and Jackson showed up after lunch, towels and a bag of beach toys in hand. Jackson ran straight to the water and Bella stripped out of her white sundress, revealing a matching white bikini. She sank down on her towel, reached into her bag and handed me a small cell phone. “Here.”
“What’s this?”
“Certainly, you haven’t been out of the loop for, like, twenty years, have you?”
“Funny. Why are you giving me a phone?”
“Because you need one,” she said.
A soaking wet Jackson had returned and started his castle building operation.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s one of those pre-paid deals.”
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“I know.”
“Why do I need a phone?”
“So I can call you,” she said, adjusting the big white sunglasses on her face. “Or you can call me. Or anyone else you need to. It’s pre-paid so your name won’t show up anywhere. If someone, somehow, wanted to trace it, it would come back to me anyway.”
I squeezed the flip phone in my hand then slid it into my backpack. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” she said. “Just didn’t think it was practical for you to be phoneless.”
“I haven’t had anyone to call.”
“Well, you do now,” she said, smiling into the sun. “If you need me. Or if you wanna talk to Jackson.”
I laughed and nodded. “Yeah, he seems like the phone type.”
“Totally.”
We watched him for a few minutes as the castle he was building began to take shape. He’d opted against a moat this time and was concentrating instead on building towers nearly as tall as him. The hard-packed sand cracked under the weight of brick after brick being piled on top of each other, but it didn’t topple.
“You were fine last night?” I asked.
She hesitated, then nodded. “I brought Jax in with me. Slept off and on. But we were fine. Nothing happened.”
“When do you need to get the money to David?”
“Today,” she said. “He always wants it twenty-four hours later, not right after. He thinks that’s smart. It’s not. I could totally rip him off and take off with the money, but he’s trying to avoid connections.”
“Your phone have Internet access?”
“Yes. It was actually hard to find you a phone that doesn’t,” she said, digging in her beach bag once again. “I figured you didn’t want that.”
“You were right.”
She produced a small handheld and punched in a few numbers. She handed it to me. “It’s open.”
I tapped the icon for the browser and it came up instantaneously. I punched in the AOL address for email and checked the account.
I closed it all out and handed it back to her. “Thanks.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Liar.”
I wasn’t sure how I wanted to go forward with David. I really did want Carter’s help to make a run at him. I wasn’t sure I was capable of doing anything by myself anymore and he’d have a plan. So I was frustrated that I didn’t have an email response from him.
“I’m just trying to figure out how to go at him,” I said. “David.”
“He’s gonna go nuts,” Bella said. “I can promise you that.”
“It’s not the nuts part that worries me. It’s the severing ties part I want to make sure happens. And to do that, I need a plan.”
“What does that have to do with my phone?”
Jackson squealed and we both looked over. He stared at his collapsed castle, his balled-up hands waving in frustration. He tossed his shovel and bounded down to the water.
“I’m looking for some help from a friend,” I said.
“I thought you weren’t talking to anyone.”
“He’s the one guy I trust.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” I said. “And he’ll know what to do. He sort of…specializes in this kind of thing.”
“Specializes? That sounds crazy.”
“You have no idea. But I trust him. Completely.”
She nodded and we watched Jackson splash along the edge of the waves, kicking up water. He sprinted away from us and nearly ran into the legs of a man walking toward him. The man spun and smiled at Jackson, said something to him that made Jackson smile. The man continued walking and then glanced in our direction.
Tall. Dark hair. Dark skin. Sunglasses. White T-shirt, black shorts. He held up a hand and gave me a quick wave.
I leaned forward in my chair.
“You know him?” Bella asked.
He walked slowly up the sand toward us and I blinked several times. “Yeah. Actually, I do.”
“Really?” Bella said. “Is he the friend you were talking about?”
“No,” I said, standing up, completely confused. “That’s Liz’s brother.”



THIRTY-ONE


I hadn’t seen Alex Santangelo in a couple of years. The last time I’d seen him, Carter and I had helped him get out of a jam that involved Zip and I never expected to see him again. He and Liz weren’t close and he’d spent most of his adult life in the drug world. She’d cut him off and didn’t even know that I’d helped him out. So to see him walk up the sand to me was more than just a little surprising. It was a shock.
“Hey, Noah,” he said. He held out his hand and pushed the sunglasses from his eyes to the top of his head.
We shook. “Alex.”
“You look surprised.”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
He looked from me to Bella. “Hi. I’m Alex.”
“Bella.” They shook hands. “That was my son who almost took you out down there. Jackson.”
“Ah, yes. I told him I thought he was a sea creature.”
“He’s a creature alright.”
Alex smiled at her. “He’s cute.”
“Thanks.”
Alex looked at me. “So.”
“So.”
He waited, his expression clear.
“I haven’t seen you since…in a couple years,” I said. “Running into you here is a little weird.”
Confusion spread across his face and we stood there awkwardly for a moment.
Bella stood. “I’m gonna go check on Jackson.”
She trotted down the sand toward her son.
“Look, if you’re in trouble with Zip again, I’ve got nothing for you,” I said when she was out of earshot. “I’m knee-deep in my own shit and I don’t have time…”
“Hey,” Alex said. “Whoa.”
I closed my mouth.
He ran a hand over his forehead, wiping away the perspiration. “I got out, Noah. Totally.”
I didn’t say anything because I found that hard to believe. For years, I hadn’t even known Liz had a brother. When we ran into him one day, she gave me the story and it wasn’t pretty. Got into dealing at an early age and it spiraled out of control. She’d cut ties with him because he’d let her down so many times. She’d finally had enough. And the only reason I’d helped him was because I wanted to do something for Liz, whether or not she knew about it. So I was skeptical.
“The day you and Carter saved my ass, I started pulling out,” he said. “I was tired. Tired of looking to score, tired of not knowing who was on the other side of the door, tired of disappointing everyone. So it took me awhile, but I cut out.”
“What are you doing now then?” I asked.
“Working construction,” he said. “And I’m back in school. Getting my degree.”
“No drugs?”
“None,” he said, looking me square in the eye. “Free and clear.”
His eyes drifted away from me, toward the water. “When Liz was killed, that’s when I decided on school. I was out, but just spinning my wheels, no direction. But after all that, I decided I wasn’t going to waste any more time. Day after the funeral I went over to Mesa, enrolled and made a plan.”
I winced at the mention of her funeral. I hadn’t gone. And it wasn’t that I wished that I’d gone. It was just something I didn’t like to think about.
“So I’m good,” he said, turning back to me. “I think that I always thought I’d have time with her, you know? Eventually, I figured I’d get my act together and I’d fix all of the damage I’d done. Same kind of lies every loser tells himself to justify what he’s doing. I was no different. But I always meant it, at least in my head I did. Then she was gone.” He paused. “I may have missed out on having a relationship with her while she was alive, but I can make sure she’d be proud of me now. It’s all I have.”
I nodded and was envious for a moment. At least he had something to tie himself to her. I felt like I had nothing.
“So what the hell are you doing here?” I asked.
A crooked smile spread across his face. “Carter sent me.”



THIRTY-TWO


“Carter sent you?” I asked. “To me?”
“He said he got an email from you,” Alex said. “Something about Zip.”
My brain spun.
“He said he was going to email you and let you know I was on the way,” he said.
“Yeah, well, he must have forgotten.”
He studied me for a minute, then slid the glasses back over his eyes, the sun getting the better of him. “You’re wondering why the hell he sent me, right?”
“Crossed my mind, Alex,” I said honestly. “Like I said, last time I saw you was, I thought, the last time Carter saw you, too.”
Alex nodded and stared out toward the water. “Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “A few days after the funeral, I came looking for you. To talk to you. But you were…already gone.”
I shifted my feet in the sand, uncomfortable under the weight of his words.
“I hung out. I waited,” Alex continued. “Carter finally showed up.” He chuckled. “I think I actually scared him on your patio because I was just sitting there. Anyway, he tried to blow me off, said he didn’t know where you were, some bullshit. But I sniffed it out, you know? I knew he knew where you were.”
I tried to picture them having the conversation on my patio, but I had trouble even recalling what my home looked like.
“So I badgered the shit out of him,” Alex said, turning to me. “Because I wanted a piece of whoever killed my sister.”
Landon Keene’s face flashed somewhere on the horizon and I turned away from it.
“Carter tried to put me off, but I was relentless,” he said. “I wouldn’t leave him alone. I found his house. Basically camped out. Finally, he caved. He told me. About you and Keene.”
The words hung there in the air and it felt as if they were lit up in neon for the entire world to see. I wasn’t sure I cared.
“So before I forget…thank you,” Alex said quietly.
I didn’t move or respond. Wasn’t sure that I could do either.
“But Carter and I started talking,” he said, shrugging. “He helped me line up a couple of construction jobs, lent me the money to start the classes at Mesa.” He smiled at me. “Don’t worry. I paid him back two weeks later.”
I nodded.
“So, then he needed to get outta sight,” he said. “Cops started breathing down on him a little bit, you know? I knew a couple people, I gave him the names. We’ve stayed in touch. Two days ago, my cell rang. He said you needed some help, told me where you were.” He shrugged. “So here I am. Because I owe you.”
“Owe me? How do you figure?”
Alex folded his arms across his broad chest. “Three reasons, Noah. One, you bailed my ass out when you had no reason to. Helped get my head on right.” He glanced at me. “Two, you took out the motherfucker that killed my sister.” He turned all the way to me, shoved his hands in the pockets of his shorts. “And, three, you made Liz happy. Really happy. She loved you, Noah. Really loved you.”
I blinked hard, letting the words surround me, swallow me up. Images of her face flashed out on the horizon, faster than I could look at them.
“So, thank you, Noah,” Alex said. “Thank you.”
There was nothing to thank me for and I couldn’t imagine anyone feeling grateful to me for what I’d brought to Liz’s life. I’d have given anything to have her back, to have no one feel the need to thank me.
“Okay,” I said, because there was nothing else to say.
“So I’m in,” Alex said. “Whatever you need, whatever you want, I’m in.”
“Okay.”
Bella ushered Jackson over to the water, had him bend down and wash his hands off.
“Carter,” I asked. “How is he?”
“He’s alright,” he said. “Heat’s on a bit, so he’s staying quiet.”
“What kind of heat?”
“Those two cops that found Keene’s body.”
“Klimes and Zanella?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Them. They’ve been all over him.”
The tide was starting to roll in and the waves were crashing harder.
“Tailing him, pulling him in for questions, just staying on him,” he said. “He told me that he heard they were working on warrants for him. And for you. So he decided to make himself scarce for awhile.”
“What about Wellton?” I asked. “Where’s he at?”
“He’s kind of a mess,” Alex said. “Took some time off. He’s back now, but he really hasn’t been in any shape to help or run interference.”
It was hard for me to picture Liz’s old partner imploding. As much as he and I didn’t get along, I respected him as a cop and after she died, he was the one who gave me the heads up that Keene’s body had been located. But it sounded as if both he and Carter were suffering in different ways.
Because of me.
Jackson chased Bella down the shoreline, both of them giggling as the water splashed around their ankles. I couldn’t stay much longer. I didn’t want them to be hurt because of me. I needed to figure out her situation and move on to wherever I was going to move on to.
“You really up for helping me?” I asked.
“Anything,” he said. “I’m in.”
“May mean getting your hands a little dirty.”
He smiled. “Done it before, I can do it again.”
Bella scooped up Jackson and swung him around, his legs flailing as he screamed and giggled above the water.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s figure some shit out.”



THIRTY-THREE


“Alex and I will take David the money,” I said.
“You’re nuts,” Bella said.
We were still on the beach and Jackson had passed out on a towel next to us. I’d grabbed a couple more chairs and the three of us were sitting there, discussing our options. Or rather, I was throwing out options and Bella was discouraging them.
“He’ll freak,” she said. “Absolutely freak. And come after me.”
“No, he won’t,” I said.
“How do you know?”
“Because I’m going to tell him not to.”
Alex chuckled, but Bella just shook her head, her mouth set in a line of agitation.
“I’m not going to let him hurt you, Bella,” I said. “You need to trust me if you want my help. Remember?”
The line softened, but didn’t disappear completely. “I remember. I do trust you. But he isn’t some neighborhood dealer and I think that’s how you’re looking at him.”
“He’s capable of more?” Alex asked.
She nodded.
“Like?” Alex prodded.
“Like a lot more, okay?” she said. “He’s killed people. He’s just like Evan was.”
“Who’s Evan?” Alex asked.
I waved him off.
“They are so much alike,” she continued. “I know him. And it won’t be about losing the deal. It’s going to be someone telling him what to do. That’s the stuff he can’t take. The stuff that will piss him off.”
Which I already knew. Guys like David got off on the control far more than the money or deals. But I could understand why she was scared.
“Fair enough,” I said. “But there are two of us here now. Alex is going to help. You won’t be left alone until it’s settled.”
She glanced at Alex and he smiled at her. She looked away. “What exactly does ’settled’ mean?”
“It means that until I’m comfortable knowing David will leave you alone, one of us will be with you and Jackson.”
“But you just said the two of you were going to take the money to David.”
“I changed my mind,” I said. “Alex will stay with you and I’ll take the money.”
She turned her gaze to me. “You didn’t fare so well with him last time.”
I smiled. “I wasn’t ready for a fight. I will be this time.”
She chewed on her lip for a moment. “I don’t want you getting the crap beat out of you for me.”
“He gets the crap beat out of him for a lot of people,” Alex said.
Her eyes flitted to him and she tried to suppress a smile, then looked back at me. “I mean it.”
“I know you do,” I said. “But I’ll be fine.”
She sighed, shook her head, still unsure. She touched Jackson’s hair lightly. “So, when is this going to happen?”
“Soon as we’re done here,” I said. “I’ll put the equipment away and Alex will go with you guys.” I looked at him and he nodded. “And I’ll go to David’s.”
“And that’s it?” she said. “Just like that?”
“What exactly should I wait for?”
She looked away.
“You got anything with you?” I said to Alex.
He nodded. “I’m covered.”
“Anybody comes, they’ll be gunned up.”
“I’m covered,” he repeated.
It was almost four o'clock. The chairs were nearly empty now and the tourists were streaming back to their condos in preparation for dinner. I shook the sand from my feet and stood.
“I’ll need an address for him,” I said.
She hugged her knees to her chest and watched the water. “You promise you’ll come back? In one piece?”
“Yes.”
She laughed and shook her head. “You can’t make that kind of promise.”
“You asked me to.”
She squeezed her knees and she tilted her head to look up at me. “Just come back.”



THIRTY-FOUR


Alex left with Bella and Jackson and I put the chairs and umbrellas away. I found Alex’s rental car in the parking lot. It was the first time in months that I’d been behind the wheel of a car and I felt out of place as I headed east on the highway into Destin.
Bella had given me David’s address and I plugged it into the GPS in the rental. The computerized voice guided me past the restaurants, hotels and shops and into a neighborhood built around a golf course. Wide, expensive homes lined the fairways, separated by palm trees and pools. I immediately felt at ease because no matter what was going to go down, I knew David wouldn’t risk his lavish lifestyle by going after me in his own neighborhood. He was one of the new style drug kings-he liked the money that came with the dirty work, but wanted the world to think he’d done it legitimately.
The GPS told me I’d arrived at my destination in front of a two-story, white-stucco home. A brick walkway, lined with flowering shrubs, led to an oversized mahogany door. The emerald green lawn could’ve served as a fairway and a white SUV with tricked-out rims was parked in the crescent-shaped drive.
I made a U-turn and parked on the opposite side of the street. I slung the backpack with the cash over my shoulder and crossed the quiet street to the front door. I pushed the button next to the door and heard the bell chime in the house.
The door opened and a black guy about my size with red hair and hazel eyes looked me up and down without saying anything. He wore an olive-green tank top that exposed arms wired with muscle and khaki shorts that hung to his knees. Faded tattoos blended into his coffee-colored arms and a c-shaped scar decorated the skin just below his bottom lip.
“Help you?” he asked, glancing over my shoulder and scanning the street before returning his eyes to me.
“Need to see David.”
“He ain’t here.”
“When’s he gonna be back?”
“Dunno, my man. Maybe I can help you out.”
“No. I need him.”
He gestured at my cheek. “You fall down or something?”
“Or something, yeah.”
A slow smile crept over his face. “Unlucky.”
“You sure he’s not here?” I asked. “Because I got a backpack full of something he wants.”
“Told you I could help you out.”
“Need to give it to him personally.”
He shrugged. “Well, he ain’t here.”
I nodded. “Alright. Tell him I’ll bring the money back some other time.”
I turned and headed down the walk.
“Yo.”
I stopped and turned around.
“Hold up,” he said, frowning. He ambled down the walk to me. “You droppin’ off cash?”
“Pretty sure that’s what I said.”
“Drops go through me. I’ll take it.”
“Not this one,” I said. “I need to give it to him myself.”
He rubbed a hand over his chin. “I don’t recognize you.”
“Okay.”
“I mean, most people droppin’ off money, I seen them before.”
“This is my first time.”
“Then you don’t know the drill.”
“Look, we can stand here and do the tough guy thing all day,” I said. “You can tell me all about yourself and what the drill is. But I’m still not giving you the bag. Has nothing to do with you. And any heat comes your way for letting me in, I’ll take it for you. Not looking to screw up your day. But I’m giving the bag to him myself.”
He rolled his tongue around inside his mouth and squinted at me. “Alright, alright. I get it. I’ll see if Davey boy will see you. But one piece of advice?”
“Sure.”
“Don’t go for the gun on your hip,” he said, nodding at me. “Because then I’ll have to shoot you.” He grinned. “And I’m fast money.”
I thought I’d tucked it away enough, but either I hadn’t or he was that good. I was pretty sure he was that good.
“I’ll leave it in the car if you want,” I said. “I won’t need it.”
He raised an eyebrow, the hazel eyes amused. “You sure?”
“This doesn’t seem like the kinda place anything really goes down,” I said.
He snorted. “Damn straight. Just rich white people, golf carts and tiny dogs.”
“You want me to toss it?”
He studied me for a moment, then shook his head. “Nah, you good.” He leaned his head toward the house. “Follow me.”
He took me into a domed entryway with marble flooring and shut the door behind me. The cool, air-conditioned air wrapped around me like an icy blanket and I shivered.
“Dude likes it like Alaska in here,” he said. “Wait here.”
He disappeared around the corner.
The interior of the house was right out of a magazine. Expensive furnishings, over-sized paintings and nothing personal. It was meant to show off wealth rather than indicate that anyone lived there.
The guy returned and raised his eyebrow again but without any amusement. “You Braddock?”
I nodded.
He glanced over his shoulder and stepped in closer.
“Okay, just so you know,” he said, lowering his voice. “Every white boy in there is carrying and they all got hard-ons when Davey boy said your name. Be cool and it’ll be cool. Got it?”
“Got it,” I said. “Thanks for the heads up.”
“Don’t be thanking me, big man,” he said, leading the way. “I’ll be the first one to shoot you. I ain’t jokin’ ‘bout bein’ fast money.”



THIRTY-FIVE


“You got guts,” David said. “I’ll give you that.”
He was perched on a stool at a marble-topped bar in an expansive living room, sunlight streaming in through a large bank of windows on the roof. NASCAR was on a muted big screen on the far wall. Two guys I didn’t recognize were attempting to play pool at the billiards table in the middle of the room, but were too focused on me to actually play. Colin was stretched out on a long leather sofa, his eyes glued to me.
It felt like an expensive frat house, minus the poor hygiene.
David held up the Pepsi can in his hand and nodded at me. “Or maybe you’re just stupid.”
I looked at him and images of Bella’s face, cut and bruised, flashed before me. Images of the story she’d told me, how he’d taken Jackson, just to prove he could. The anger simmered and rose up, threatening to boil over. I took a deep breath. Now wasn’t the time.
I slid the backpack off my shoulder and tossed it toward him so it landed at his feet. “That’s yours.”
He didn’t even glance at it. “Thanks. How’s that face feeling?”
“Need to talk to you,” I said, ignoring him. “Alone.”
“You can say what you need to in front of these guys,” David said, smiling. “I trust them.”
The two guys at the pool table laughed. Colin just stared at me.
“She’s not making any more runs for you,” I said.
“She?”
“Bella.”
“Oh. Her. Right.” He took a drink from the can and set it on the counter. “I think I’ll wait to hear that from her myself.”
“You aren’t gonna hear anything from her again,” I said. “She’s done.”
“That right?”
“Yeah. And you aren’t gonna go near her,” I said. “Or touch her. Or call her. Or breathe in her direction. She’s out.”
“Since when is this any of your business?”
“Since that asshole over there came at me in the parking lot and I put him down,” I said, glancing at Colin.
Colin sat up and glared at me. “Fuck you.”
“See? He has a bad attitude and it got him in trouble. And I’ll kick his ass again if I need to.”
Colin stood. “Right now. Let’s go.”
David held a hand out in Colin’s direction. The two guys at the pool table had laid down their cues and were now watching us.
“But I’m not concerned with your half-ass day laborers,” I said to David. “I’m concerned about you.”
He grinned. “You should be.” He made a show of finishing the soda and setting the can down on the bar. “So what happens if I don’t go along here with your little demands?”
“I go to the cops,” I said.
He blinked a couple times. “Really? You’d go to the cops?”
“Yeah,” I said. “And your little frat boys will talk. And so will Bella.”
“Really?” he said. “You got all that lined up?”
In truth, I didn’t. But I knew I could make it happen if I needed to. I didn’t anticipate having to send anyone to the police but if push came to shove, I thought I could get it set up.
“Yeah,” I said. “I do.”
David nodded slowly, then shook his head. “Well, I guess you got me cornered. Seeing how you might go to the police and all.”
He stared at me for a moment, his face blank.
I waited him out.
The blank expression washed out and he looked like he was trying to remember something. “Hey, Colin. Help me out here.”
Colin was still scowling in my direction. “What?”
“What was the name of that dude we met earlier in the week?” David said, squinting hard. “Had a funny name.”
The scowl broke and Colin smiled ugly at me. “I think his name was Zip.”
Everything inside me felt colder, but I didn’t react.
David snapped his fingers. “That’s right. Zip. How could I forget a name like that?” He stared at me. “You know Zip? I heard you might.”
I didn’t say anything.
“And something tells me you might not just go running to the cops,” he said, smiling. “Just a guess. But I’m usually pretty good at guessing.”
Colin and the other two chuckled and laughed. I had no idea how they’d run into Zip or what he’d told them. But I’d lost a little leverage.
I still had one more play, though.
“You good at counting?” I asked.
David genuinely looked confused. “Counting?”
“Yeah. Numbers.”
He shrugged, then nodded. “Sure.”
“Okay, so then you’ll know if the backpack is a little short?”
The playfulness and mirth left his expression as he looked down at the bag. He picked it up and set it on the bar, then glanced past me. “Red. Count it.”
Red, the guy who met me at the door and brought me in, came from behind me and pulled the bag off the counter. He set it on a round, glass table and pulled out the stacks of cash. He thumbed through it quickly. “There’s fifteen here.”
David’s face colored. “There should be twenty-five.”
I smiled. “Yes. There should be.”
“That’s my money.”
“Yes. It is.”
“It would be a mistake to steal from me,” he said slowly, his eyes raking over me.
I held his gaze. “It would be a mistake to mess with Bella anymore.”
No one moved.
“So, if I stay away from her, I let her out, I get my money?” he asked.
“Yep.”
“When?”
“When I’m convinced you’ll leave her alone.”
“And when the fuck is that gonna be?”
“Hard to say. And I’ll try to keep quiet about having ripped you off, too.”
His eyes hardened and narrowed. I knew it wasn’t the money he was worried about. It was that his reputation would take a hit. If word got out that you could steal from him, his grip over the area would be severely diminished.
“You’re making a mistake,” he said.
“Am I?” I asked. “You come after me, not only do you not see your cash, but then everyone starts talking. About the deal, about you. And I don’t think you wanna give that up. Not over something small like this. Just let her walk away and you can go on about your business.”
His nostrils flared.
“Be smart,” I said. “Don’t be like your boy Colin over there.”
Red snickered and Colin looked like he wanted to take a bite out of my face.
“Okay,” David said.
“Yeah?”
David nodded slowly, his mouth set in a firm, hard line. “Yeah. Deal.”
“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll be in touch.”
I backed out of the room, waving at Colin.



THIRTY-SIX


I knew David was full of shit.
As I drove back to Fort Walton, I knew we didn’t have a deal. All he wanted was for me to leave so he could think of a way to come at me. Like I figured, he wasn’t going to do anything right then and there. He wasn’t completely stupid. But he also wasn’t going to let me steal from him, take away one of his couriers, and make him look like a punk.
But it bought me some time.
Now, I just had to convince Bella that she needed to listen to me. And I thought that might be a little harder.
She and Alex were sitting on the sofa when I got to her house. Jackson was sprawled on the floor, building a Lego city. A large pizza box sat in the middle of the coffee table, surrounded by greasy paper plates and crumpled up napkins.
She looked at me anxiously.
“See, I’m okay,” I said. “No new bruises.”
“Ha,” she said. “What happened?”
She didn’t look convinced when I was done. “He won’t let it go.”
“I know.”
“So, what happens now, then?”
I sat down on the floor next to Jackson. “Hey, remember that space shuttle thing you wanted to build?”
Jackson looked up, his eyes bright. “Yeah. You wanna build it?”
“Maybe. Do you still have the instructions somewhere? On how to put it together?”
He bobbed his head. “In my room. I have a whole box full. I’ll go find it!” He hurried down the hallway.
I turned my attention back to Bella. “You need to think about moving.”
“Moving?”
“Yeah. And I don’t mean from this house. I mean out of the area. The state.”
She folded her arms across her chest and stared at me. “You have to be kidding me.”
“I’m not.”
“I was just telling Alex I’ve never lived anywhere but Florida,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t just pick up and leave.”
“If you truly wanna be free of David, then I think you need to.”
“Why?”
“Because I can only do so much for so long here,” I said, picking up a Lego piece and pinching it between my fingers. “You’re right. He won’t let it go. At least not right away. But you cut out of here, he won’t follow.”
“How do you know?”
“Because he won’t,” I said. “You won’t be a threat once you’re gone. He won’t have anything to prove. And he’s small-time. Not like he has some long reach.”
“He’s right,” Alex said. “Chances of him following are pretty slim. He’s running his mouth, but he won’t back it up. They never do.”
She glanced down the hallway toward Jackson’s room, then back to me. “Where the hell am I supposed to go?”
“San Diego,” I said.
“California? That’s the other side of the country!”
“Which makes it less likely that David will bug you any longer.”
“How would I swing that? And I don’t know anyone there.” She put her hands in her hair and rubbed her temples.
“Alex and I can set some things up.” I looked at him and he nodded. “Place to stay, probably a job, all of that stuff. And you’d be protected. Not just by Alex, but some of my other friends, too. If David ever did decide to show up, he’d be making a huge mistake.”
She stared at me. “What about you? Would you be there?”
I shook my head. “No. You know why.”
“What are you going to do?”
“This isn’t about me,” I said. “This is about making sure you’re safe and done with this stuff.”
Jackson reappeared, clutching a ragged instruction manual. He shuffled closer to me and set himself down in my lap and I wondered how much of the conversation he’d overheard.
“You should come with us,” he said. “So we can play Legos all the time.”
Bella raised an eyebrow at me.
“Hey, Jackson,” Alex said. “Do you know what’s in San Diego?”
“No, because I’ve never been there.”
Alex smiled. “Of course. But Legoland is in San Diego.”
“Legoland?”
He nodded. “Yep. It’s like Disneyland but with Legos.”
Jackson looked at his mom, wide-eyed. “Can we go to Legoland when we get to San Diego? Please?”
“Thanks a lot,” she whispered under her breath to Alex, but she smiled as she said. “We’ll see, Jax. If we go to San Diego.”
“I wanna go! I wanna go!” Jackson yelled.
She laughed at her son, but looked at me without any amusement. “I’ll think about it.”



THIRTY-SEVEN


I needed to find Zip.
I spent a few minutes helping Jackson build his space station before Alex took over.
“Can you build?” Jackson eyed him skeptically.
Alex nodded. “Sure can. Let me talk to Noah for a minute and then I’ll be back. And we’ll trick out your space station, I promise.”
I said goodbye and Alex walked outside with me.
“He likes you,” I said.
“He’s a good kid.” He rocked on his heels. “So. Anything I need to know?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t fudge on anything. It went the way I said it did.”
“You think he’ll stay off?”
“No. He’ll probably come after me again. But I’m okay with that. You need to work on getting her to understand that San Diego is a good idea.”
He nodded and something crossed into his expression. “I will. Is there anything I should know about? With Bella, I mean?”
“I’m not following.”
He hesitated. “Between you and her.”
I shook my head. “No. Nothing. I’m just trying to help her out.”
“Okay. Just wanted to make sure.”
“Why?”
“I just wanted to make sure I understood the dynamics here,” he said, shrugging. “That’s all.”
“She’s been really nice to me,” I said. “I like her. I like the kid. I wanna help her. That’s all.” I took a deep breath. “And she knows about your sister.”
“Everything?”
“I told her everything.”
“Wow,” he said. “Okay. Good to know.”
“I trust her,” I said. “If she asks questions, you can answer them.”
“Okay. Where are you headed?”
“To find Zip,” I said. “I need to know how stupid he’s been.”
“You want me to come along?”
“Nope. You stay with them. Convince her about San Diego.”
He nodded. “Okay.”
“I’ll be back here later on. Okay if I take your car again?”
“Of course,” he said. “Be careful.”
As I walked to the rental, I thought about how careful I’d been for the previous few months. It had worn on me. It had changed me. And I wasn’t sure it was for the better. I was tired of being careful. If I was really going to help Bella and Jackson, I wasn’t going to be able to be careful.
I was going to need to be me.



THIRTY-EIGHT


The first place I’d run into Zip was the laundromat and I could make several guesses about why he was there.
He needed clean clothes.
He needed change.
Or he was dealing.
I went with the latter, which meant it might be the best place to find him anytime anyone needed him.
I parked across the street from the laundromat and waited for almost an hour before he finally showed up. No laundry basket, no clothes, no running in to get change. He just kind of meandered around the lot of the strip mall. Twice, he walked to a car that pulled up at the end of the lot, made small talk and then a quick exchange through the passenger window before the car took off.
Old habits die hard, especially with idiots.
I drove across the street and parked in the lot. I was already out of the car and heading toward him when he realized it was me.
That stupid, cocky smile spread over his face. “Hey, Noah. What’s shaking?”
“Not much,” I said. “Buy you dinner?”
“Dinner?”
“Yeah. Sandwich or something?”
“Isn't it a little late?” It was almost nine o'clock.
“Didn't know you had regular meal times, Zip. Dinner or no?”
He eyed me cautiously. “Why?”
“I was kind of a dick the other day, okay? You said if I wanted to hang out or something, we should. Here I am. Come on. Meal is on me.”
I headed for the car without giving him a chance to answer. I heard his footsteps behind me, following.
“Where’d you get the wheels?” he asked, slipping into the passenger seat.
“Just borrowed them. Had to run some errands this afternoon,” I said, turning the key and starting the engine.
He took out a cigarette, lit it with a cheap blue lighter, and exhaled out the window. “Right on.”
I backed out of the spot, but rather than driving out of the lot, I swung around the laundromat and into the alley behind it.
Which was empty.
“Where are we going, bro?” he asked, looking around.
I yanked the cigarette out of his mouth and jammed it into his thigh, just below the end of his shorts. He screamed and shot up out of his seat, smashing his head into the roof. I held it on his leg for another moment before flicking it out the window.
He writhed in his seat and reached for the door, pulling on the handle. It didn’t budge, thanks to the automatic door locks.
“What the hell, man?” he cried. “What the hell?”
I pushed the button on the door and his window rolled up. I didn’t need anyone hearing him scream again if I had to hurt him.
“Tell me what you told David Hanson about me,” I said.
“I don’t even know who that is, man.”
I put my hand behind his head and snapped it down into the dashboard, his forehead crashing against the glove box.
“Try again,” I said. “Tell me what you told David Hanson about me.”
He sat up slowly, shrinking into the seat, a bright red mark on his forehead. The red dot on his thigh puckered and blistered.
“Told him I knew you back in Cali,” he whimpered. “That we were friends. Well, not friends, but that I knew you.”
“What else?”
“Nothing, man.”
“If I slam your head down again, I’ll break your nose. What else did you tell him?”
He pushed back against the door. “Okay, okay. I told him you were in trouble in San Diego. I wasn’t exactly sure what for, but that you were. Man, he said he was gonna shoot me if I didn’t tell him. I’m sorry.”
Zip wasn’t sorry. He didn’t have it in him to be sorry. The only thing he was sorry about was that he’d been dumb enough to get in a car with me.
“But I didn’t give him any of the details, Noah,” he said. “I swear. Man, I don’t even know the details, alright?”
I didn’t know if that was true or not, but it was irrelevant. David could start digging, could reach out, start asking questions. At the very least, he could tell people where I was.
If Zip hadn’t already.
“What else?”
“Nothin’.”
“You didn’t tell him anything else about me? Nothing?”
His eyes darted around the interior of the car. “Man, I don’t remember.”
“Try. Hard. Everything you said about me.”
His hands were balled into fists and he couldn’t get comfortable in the seat. “I dunno, man. I told him you were from San Diego. That you were in trouble.”
“Tell him I was a detective?”
He hesitated, then nodded. “Pretty sure, yeah.”
“Tell him where I lived?”
He shook his head. “No. Just said San Diego.”
“Tell him about Carter?”
He shook his head emphatically. “No.”
I’m sure there were other details, but I didn’t think they really mattered. David had enough to get a decent picture of me now, probably enough to know I was a threat. But also enough to know I was vulnerable.
“I’m gonna say this one time,” I said. “One time. So pay attention.”
Zip nodded, rubbing at his leg, wincing from the pain.
“You open your mouth about me again to anyone and I find out?” I pointed at his leg. “I’ll put a bullet there instead of a cigarette.”
He squirmed in the seat.
“We clear?” I asked.
“Clear. Man, I’m sorry.”
“No, you’re not. So quit saying it. And one other thing.”
He squirmed some more. “What?”
“Get out of here,” I said. “Get out of Fort Walton. Get out of Destin. Get out of the Panhandle. I don’t care where you go, but get out.”
“Man, I told you I was on my way to Miami…”
“Then go there,” I said. “I really don’t care. But pack your shit and get the hell out of here. Tonight.”
He grimaced, but I wasn’t sure if it was the leg or me telling him to leave.
“Noah, come on. I need a couple of days to get all my stuff together, get some cash, all that.”
“You don’t have a couple days,” I said. “You’ve got about an hour. Or that wound on your thigh gets a whole lot bigger and bloodier.”
He shook his head and muttered under his breath.
“And you don’t go near Hanson,” I said. “He calls you, don’t answer. He knocks on your door while you’re packing, don’t answer. He’s standing on the street as you’re driving away, run over him. Don’t ever speak to him again.”
He sighed. “He was gonna be my hook-up for Miami. He was gonna get me set up down there.”
“Well, now he’s not. Find some other degenerate to hook up with.” I paused. “Because if you do talk to him, it won’t be me coming after you. I’ll send Carter.”
Zip’s eyes widened, then he nodded. “No problem, man. I’m gone and I won’t ever say shit to that guy again. Swear.”
“Get out,” I said.
He did so quickly and shut the car door, limping away.
I wasn’t worried that he would do anymore damage to me. He’d stay away from David.
Carter had that kind of effect on people.



THIRTY-NINE


All was fine back at Bella’s house.
“Things okay?” Alex asked from his spot next to Bella on the couch. The TV flickered, the volume low.
“Yep. Fine,” I said. “Car’s back out front.”
“Okay.”
I looked at Bella. “Okay if he stays here tonight with you and Jackson?”
She hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. You don’t wanna stay?”
“Not that,” I said. “I’m just going to need to take care of a few things tonight and tomorrow morning. But I wanna make sure you’re comfortable with everything.”
She glanced at Alex and gave a quick smile. “Yes. It’s fine.”
“You can call me on the cell you got me,” I said. “I’ll make sure I have it on.”
She nodded and I motioned for Alex to follow me outside.
“You can take the car if you want,” he said, shutting the door behind him. “I won’t need it.”
“Nah, I don’t want anyone seeing me in it,” I said. “I’ve already been it in too much and parking it in front of the house might make it an easy target.”
“You think this guy is coming?”
I nodded. “Yeah. He will at some point. And I think it’ll be for me, not Bella. That’s why I wanna separate from her. In case he does. I don’t want her or Jackson to be in the line of fire or see anything that goes down.”
“You can handle it?” Alex asked.
I shrugged. “Sure.”
“You got any other backup?”
I shook my head.
Alex nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay here unless I hear differently from you.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll call you guys in the morning and check in.”
He nodded again, started to say something, then stopped.
“What?” I asked.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, alright?” he said. He took a deep breath. “You need to let go of her, Noah.”
“I’m fine.”
“No. You aren’t,” he said. “I can tell. I don’t know you very well, but you’re screwed up. And I get why and I would be, too. But you can’t keep her with you forever. She’s gone. She’s not coming back.”
I swallowed hard. “I know that.”
“At some point, you’re going to have to deal with it. All of it,” he continued. “Liz. Keene. What happened. You can’t live like this forever. Nervous and anxious, always looking over your shoulder. You either need to go back to San Diego and face it or get the hell out of here, to somewhere you don’t have to worry about it.” The lines around his eyes tightened. “Because this is like purgatory for you. And I think it’s eating you up.”
I walked around him and grabbed my bike from against the garage. I wanted to say something, but all of the words were stuck in my throat.
“She wouldn’t want this for you, Noah,” Alex said, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his shorts. “She wouldn’t. She’d be pissed. You know how much she hated indecision.”
Tears stung my eyes. I did, indeed, know that.
“She wouldn’t accept you being stuck in this,” he said, walking over to me on the bike. “She’d kick you in the ass and tell you to figure it out and move on. And I don’t know exactly what that means for you, but I think she’d be right.”
I set my foot on the pedal, balanced on one leg, and let his words hit me like bullets.
“She loved you, Noah,” he said. “And right now, wherever she is, she’s mad at you. Not for what you did.” He paused and put a hand on my shoulder. “But for what it’s doing to you.”
I pushed down on the pedal and rolled slowly down the driveway, the evening breeze brushing the tears onto my cheeks, his words echoing in my ears.



FORTY


As I tossed and turned in bed, Alex’s words wouldn’t leave me alone.
I needed sleep. I needed to be sharp for what was coming, needed to be rested. But his words were stuck in my head on a never-ending loop. No matter how hard I shut my eyes, I couldn’t make them go away.
Because he was right. I needed to shake myself out of it.
And I had an idea how to do it.
The first streak of sunlight hit the dirty garage window at 5:28am and I was out of bed a minute later. I splashed cold water on my face, pulled on a T-shirt and slipped into the only pair of board shorts I had. I stood near the sink for a moment, took a deep breath, then grabbed the old surfboard from the corner of the garage. I headed over to the beach. To the sand. To the ocean. To find Liz.
I crossed the highway, the parking lot and the worn planks onto the powder-white sand, Ike’s beat up six-footer tucked under my left arm. The sand was already combed against the edge of the calm emerald green water and I was alone.
I jammed the tail end of the board into the sand so it stood upright. Ike told me it was old, but it looked to be in good shape. No major dings and the last wax job had held. I checked the fins on the underside and they were on tight.
I stripped off my shirt, kicked off my sandals and dropped my keys and phone onto them. I stared at the water and wondered what it was going to feel like.
I pulled the board out of the sand and shuffled into the warm water, the board floating easily on top of the soft, early morning waves. I let the water wash over the top of it, then pushed it off. I waded further out, my hands on the board, giant knots in my stomach.
I’d purposely left my boards in San Diego. I’d always sworn I’d never be without them, but after Liz’s death, nothing seemed that important to me. And, somehow, I’d connected surfing to her. We’d spent a lot of time in the ocean together and while I couldn’t go anywhere without seeing her face, it seemed as if it was bigger and brighter the closer I got to the water.
So I’d avoided it. Hadn’t set foot in it. Maybe I was punishing myself, cutting myself off from the one thing that had given me solace my entire life. I didn’t know for sure, but the water had seemed less inviting, less comforting since she’d been gone.
But I needed her. Needed her to tell me what to do, how to go forward, how to heal. How to be without her.
The waves were erratic and small, no clear break line to paddle to. I laid down on the board and paddled around, just getting used to feeling the ocean beneath me again. I let several swells push me before I swung around, putting my feet to the horizon and waiting.
My arms sliced through the water, propelling me toward the shore and the water rose beneath me. I popped to my feet and slid down the face of the small wave, riding out to my left, just letting the water take me as I stood, the wind hitting my face, the salt stinging my lips.
The wave died out and I jumped off, submerging myself in the water. I came to the surface and wiped away the first salt water that had touched my face in months. My pulse slowed and the anxiety ebbed away. For the first time since Liz had been gone, I felt like myself.
I was home.
I attacked with a vengeance, paddling out hard, getting into anything that looked like a wave, carving and cutting at the water like a butcher. Every ripple presented an opportunity to burn energy, to burn anger and I took each and every one, my thighs and calves burning as I twisted and contorted on each new wave, flying up and down the shoreline.
The sun rose higher on the horizon, giving full light to the day. Joggers and walkers appeared on the sand, eager to take advantage of the quiet and the respite the morning provided from the never-ending summer heat. I sat on the board, trailing my fingers in the water, watching. Thinking.
I paddled in toward shore. My legs were rubbery and my lungs begged for a break. I shoved the board into the shore and collapsed on the sand, breathing heavily. I stared up at the blue sky, the water dripping off my body.
I closed my eyes.
And she was there, looking at me, smiling.
Hi.
“Hi.”
You looked good.
“Did I?”
Yeah. Like always.
I could see her eyes, warm, sparkling.
“I miss you,” I said. “Help me.”
You’ll be okay. You will.
“I don’t want to be without you.”
Her smile radiated warmth.
You aren’t without me. I’m here. Always.
“It doesn’t feel like it.”
I’ll never leave you, Noah. I’m always here. You’ll be okay.
I didn’t say anything, just squeezed my eyes shut tighter, wishing I could bring her back into existence.
Stop being afraid. Be you. I’ll be here.
“I’m sorry.”
Be you.
“I’m sorry.”
Be you.
I wanted to reach out and touch her, just one last time. Touch her hands, her hair, her lips. Bury my face in her hair, breathe in the scent of her.
Be you.
“I love you,” I said.
I love you.
I opened my eyes and she was gone.
The familiar pain of being without her settled into me, but without the edge I had grown used to. The void inside me felt different. Maybe I was just playing games with myself, but the emptiness didn’t feel as paralyzing.
The early morning sun warmed my face and I sat up, the wet sand clinging to my back and arms. My muscles ached in a good way, reminding me that I actually liked surfing.
Needed it.
I stood and picked up my stuff and slid my feet into my sandals. I carried the board under my arm as I trudged up the dunes. When I got to the wooden bridge, I turned back to face the water.
The small white caps looked like snow on the green water, rolling rhythmically, disappearing as they crashed into the sand. But new ones would appear, a long line of them, an ever-present band of waves marching toward shore. Constant. Always there.
The ocean had always been my answer since I was a kid. To everything. My problems with Carolina-my problems with everything-melted away the minute I stepped foot in the water. It was funny to me that I’d forgotten this, that I’d been so quick to give it up.
Liz’s words, real or imagined, echoed in my head.
Be you, she’d said.
I stared at the water for a long time, determined to be me again.



FORTY-ONE


I heard knocking in the distance and I pried open my eyes.
I was flat on my back in my bed, disoriented. I remembered walking back to the garage after surfing, setting the board down in the corner, then sitting down on the edge of the bed, exhausted.
I’d finally found sleep.
The knocking was at my door.
I sat up and rubbed my eyes. I glanced at the clock. It was ten o’clock. Which meant I’d been asleep for a couple of hours.
The knock was more insistent this time and I jumped out of bed, pulled on a pair of shorts, and grabbed the gun Alex had given me. I approached the door cautiously, my senses alert, and clutched the gun against my leg.
Ike’s face peered at me through the window of the door and he held up a hand in greeting.
I stuffed the gun in my waistband and opened the door.
“Hey, kid,” he said, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. “Not like you to not show up again and I knew you ran into some trouble the other day, so I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“Shit, I’m sorry, Ike,” I said. “I overslept.”
“Don’t apologize,” he said, waving me off. “I set everything up. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“I’ll grab my bag and get over there.”
“Relax, Noah,” he said. “We’re good. Most employees get a couple days off every week. Besides, you’ve looked like you needed to sleep in since you got here.” He smiled. “Don’t sweat it.”
I appreciated his kindness, but I still felt guilty.
“I also wanted to give you a heads up,” he said, his smile fading.
“About?”
“Two things.” He leaned against the doorframe. “Some dude was asking around about you the other day.”
“Yeah?”
He nodded. “I was in the deli getting lunch and he was asking the girl at the counter about you. She recognized you by the description, but didn’t have anything to give him.” He grinned. “Other than she thought you were cute.”
“Who was the guy?”
“Short. Beanpole. Dirty hair and a wispy mustache. Teeth like a weasel. Looked a lot like the guy you described to me when the other guy was asking about you.”
Zip.
“I’m not worried about him,” I said. “I don’t think he’ll be asking around anymore.”
“No?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“After he left, I talked to the girl,” he said. “She really didn’t have anything to give him, so I didn’t think it was anything to care about, but thought you should know.”
“Okay, thanks. What’s the other thing?”
His expression clouded. “This might be a bit more serious.”
“Alright.”
“Friend of mine, guy I have beers with every week, he’s a retired cop,” Ike said, folding his thick arms across his chest. “Worked over in Jacksonville for a long time, then came over here for about five years before he retired and then stuck around to find his next ex-wife. But he still hangs out with the guys on the force here, will do some security stuff once in awhile, that kind of shit.”
I didn’t say anything.
“He said he heard they got a call from San Diego,” he said, his gray brows furrowing. “Just a feeler. Nothing official. Looking for a guy in his thirties who used to be a detective.”
The news didn’t hit me as hard as I thought it might. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was expecting it, or because of Zip, or because I’d finally slept. But it didn’t put me in a panic.
“Okay,” I said.
“Way my buddy heard it was that they didn’t even want local to bring you in if they saw you,” he said. “They just asked for a call if you turned up.”
“Any idea who the San Diego cop was that called?”
“Nope,” he said. “I can ask, but I doubt he’ll know. He might be able to find out, but might draw attention, too, you know?”
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s fine. Don’t worry about it. How did he know to come to you?”
Ike adjusted the shades on his face. “When you got here, I put a bug in his ear. Just in case he heard anything. No details or anything, but just figured it might be a good idea in case you needed to know.”
“You trust him?”
Ike chuckled and nodded. “Yeah. I buy all the beer and trust me-he likes beer. He owes me a few favors. You’re good.”
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks, Ike. I appreciate it. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”
He made a face and waved at me. “Whatever, kid. Carter said to take care of you and I’m not dumb enough to cross that crazy nut job. And he’s done right by me before, so I’m happy to help for as long as you need.”
I didn’t ask what Carter had done for him. That was probably a story that would take a couple days to explain.
“And if you gotta get outta here in a hurry,” he said. “Just leave the key inside. I’ll figure it out.”
“No,” I said. “I’ll let you know if I’m outta here. At the very least.”
“Whatever, kid,” Ike said. “You’re good with me. And take the day off, alright? I haven’t sat my fat ass over in that sand for awhile and my tan’s fading. I got it covered today.”
“You sure?”
He nodded. “Positive. I’ll find you tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Ike,” I said. “Really.”
“Quit thanking me, kid,” he said, smiling. “Gonna make me feel like I need to hug you or something.”
We said goodbye and I shut the door. I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done if it hadn’t been for Carter setting me up with Ike. There weren’t too many people who would just give you a place to live and a job without asking a million questions. No matter what happened, I wouldn’t just disappear on Ike. He deserved better than that.
The cell phone chirped and I jumped, unused to having a phone around. I dug it out from my pile of clothes and answered it.
“Noah.” It was Bella, her voice high-pitched, garbled. “He’s gone.”
“Alex? Where did he go?”
“No. Jackson.”



FORTY-TWO


Blood leaked from the corner of Alex’s mouth. He lay sprawled on his back on the sofa, his left eye swollen shut. Bella sat on the floor, squeezing a handful of Legos, tears streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t look up when I burst through the door.
“Tell me,” I said.
“I was asleep,” Alex said, his voice groggy. “But I heard something. Thought maybe he’d gotten up for a drink of water or to go to the bathroom. I went back to look and got jumped. Saw at least two before I went out. Hit me with a gun, I think.”
“Did you see anything?” I asked Bella.
She didn’t respond, just sat there clutching the tiny bricks, as if the handful of Legos would somehow morph into her son.
“Bella.” My voice was harsher than I intended. “We need your help. What did you see?”
“I was already in the shower,” Bella said, her voice hollow. “I didn’t hear anything. I got out, put on my clothes and found him in the hallway.” She motioned to Alex. “I ran to Jax’s room and it was…empty.”
A sob tore from her chest and I looked away. I knew what it was like to lose someone.
“David.” There was no question in my mind.
“He took him,” she said, her voice breaking. “It was him.”
I nodded and felt the same rush of guilt I’d felt walking into Liz’s condo. I should’ve stayed with them. I shouldn’t have left them. I shouldn’t have been so stupid.
“I’m so sorry, Bella,” Alex said, trying to sit up. “It’s my fault.”
She bit her lip and folded her arms across her chest, her fingers still wrapped around the Legos. “No. It’s not. It’s mine. For letting this go on so long.”
“Noah left me here,” he said. “I should’ve gotten up when you got in the shower.”
She shook her head. “It’s not your fault. David was going to make his point one way or another. And he decided to do it.”
I bent down next to her. “Bella. Listen to me. He did this because he’s pissed at me. Because I showed him up.”
“He took my kid.” Her voice broke and I put my hand on her shoulder.
“We’ll get him back.”
She looked at me with a ferocity I’d never seen. “Promise?”
The guilt sat on my shoulders like dead weight. My decision to get her out had hurt Jackson. It was on me to fix it and I hadn’t been good at fixing anything in a really long time.
“Promise.”
She dropped the bricks she was holding and stood. “Tell me what to do.”
I fingered the Legos on the floor, thinking. “He wants his money, Bella. And he wants me. Because I did this to him. Put him in this position.”
“No,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “He’s doing it because he can.”
I waited, watching her. The sadness and helplessness were battling with some other emotion inside of her. Anger.
She paced the floor. “Control. I told you. He needs control. Just like Evan. When you told him I wouldn’t run for him anymore, he lost control of me. Now he’s got it back.” She paused. “Only way he’s gonna give that up is if he’s dead. I promise.”
Alex finally managed to push himself into a sitting position. He grabbed a tissue from the table and wiped at his mouth. “Not if we get you to San Diego. He won’t go that far.”
She sat down next to him. “It doesn’t feel like I can get far enough away.” She hesitated. The anger died out and the tears resurfaced. “And now he has Jax.”
The sobs came out in short bursts. Alex put his arm around her and she collapsed into him, her body shaking as she cried against him.
I watched her, helpless.
Liz’s voiced whispered in my head again.
Be you.
“Gimme your phone, Alex,” I said.
He looked at me, confused, but dug into his pocket. He fished it out and handed it to me.
I opened the contacts and found what I was looking for. “I gotta go outside and make a call.”
“What are you doing?” he asked.
Bella pushed tighter into him, her crying muffled as she pressed into his chest.
I headed for the door. “Being me.”



FORTY-THREE


Fifteen minutes later, I walked back into the house and handed the phone to Alex. He still had his arm around Bella. She’d stopped crying, but looked lifeless against him.
I sat down on the coffee table and touched her knee. “We need to get you packed.”
She didn’t move, but her eyes shifted in my direction. “I’m not going anywhere without Jax.”
“I know,” I said. “You have my word. We’re going to go get him and then we’ll get you to San Diego. But we need to be ready to go and that means getting you packed. Whatever you need to take with you. We’ll figure out furniture and things like that later on. But anything you and Jackson need for the short term? We need to get it packed now.”
“Why?” she asked, sitting up from Alex. “I don’t understand.”
“The only thing you need to understand is that we’re going to get Jax back and then get you both to San Diego,” I said. “But I don’t wanna waste time. As soon as it’s time to go, you need to be ready. So that means packing.”
Alex’s arm tightened around her. “And it’ll give you something to focus on. This is something you can do.” He looked at me and I nodded. “Best thing you can do is be ready to go when we bring him back.”
I hadn’t known Alex well back in San Diego, but in that moment, his willingness to just go along with me without asking questions and to suggest exactly what I’d been about to suggest, made me very glad that he’d come to Florida.
“I don’t know if I can,” she said.
“Start with your stuff,” he said. “Let me talk to Noah for a minute and then I’ll come help you with Jax’s stuff. Alright?”
She looked at me. “You swear we won’t go until he’s back?”
“I swear, Bella,” I said. “We aren’t going anywhere without Jax.”
She looked at Alex and he smiled at her and there was something in the smile that made me feel left out. Not in a bad way, but there was something intimate there that I wasn’t a part of. She stood and walked slowly back toward the bedrooms.
As soon as she was out of earshot, Alex said “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“I should’ve been awake,” he said, the features in his face tight with anger. “So stupid.”
“Why were in you Bella’s room?” I asked.
He sat up straighter, surprised. “How’d you know?”
“Whoever came in here, if you were on the couch, pretty sure you would’ve heard them sooner,” I said. “And pretty sure you would’ve scared the shit out of them and they would’ve done worse to you than they did.”
His shoulders fell and he exhaled. He rubbed his hands together. “Yeah. Right. I was in her room. She didn’t wanna be alone. Nothing happened. We just talked. She couldn’t sleep.” He shook his head. “We talked most of the night. About Jackson. His dad. Liz.”
I don’t think I winced outwardly at the mention of her name, but everything inside me did.
“We fell asleep on her bed together,” he said. “But nothing happened.”
“I’m not asking,” I said. “None of my business.”
“I know,” he said. “But I don’t want you thinking I’d do that. Take advantage of her or whatever.”
“I didn’t think that. I’m glad you were here to be with her. I think she likes you. That’s good.”
He shrugged. “For all the good I did.”
“Over and done,” I said. “And you’ll get a chance to fix it.”
He raised the eyebrow over the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. “Yeah?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I need to go do a few things, but we’re going to go get him tonight.”
“You’re sure it’s David?”
“I’m gonna find out for certain,” I said. “But, yeah, I feel sure.”
“So what are we gonna do?”
I stood. “I’ll tell you tonight. But we’re getting him back.”
He started to say something, then stopped. “Okay. Whatever you say. I’ll be ready.”
“No one comes in the front door but me,” I said. “Anyone else tries, shoot them.”
“Done,” he said.
“I’ll be back in a few hours,” I said. I nodded toward the back of the house. “Stay close to her. Just reassure her. And let her know she’ll be safe in San Diego.”
“Okay,” he said.
“Be okay if she stays with you for awhile when you get there?” I said. “In San Diego?”
He smiled. “Yeah. That’d be okay.”
I smiled back. “Thought it would be.”



FORTY-FOUR


An hour later, I had confirmation that David had Jackson.
I took Alex’s car and drove back to David’s house, parking two blocks away. I got out and walked up the street and was a block away when I saw Red at the end of David’s driveway. I was three McMansions away when he headed toward me, the bulge of a gun on him visible even from that distance.
“Can’t let you go in, man,” he said, meeting me half way.
“That right?”
He nodded. “Yup. I ain’t got no issue with you, dude, but I ain’t working for you.”
“You like working for an asshole like Hanson?”
He shrugged. “It’s a job. If not him-I work for some other asshole. Know what I’m sayin’?”
I nodded. “Got it. You okay with him taking the kid?”
He glanced away from me and didn’t say anything.
“Yeah,” I said. “That’s what I thought. Takes a different kinda asshole to take a little kid, doesn’t it?”
His eyes shifted back to me and held mine.
“I mean, taking a kid’s a bit different then shaking down some junkie who owes or some mule that’s skimmed,” I said. “Special kinda asshole right there.”
Red’s mouth twitched.
“That’s the kinda asshole that’s gonna end up dead,” I said. “Soon. Be a shame for someone just pulling a job to go down with him.”
Red stared past me down the street before looking at me again. “Kid’s fine. Got chips and ice cream up there. I bought it myself. Played video games with him. He’s alright.”
“Oh, yeah, sounds way fucking better than, you know, being with his mom.”
“He ain’t gonna get hurt,” he said.
“Fucking A right he’s not,” I said. “He does, everybody in that house is dead. That’s a promise. Last thing you’ll see is me feeding you a gun. So you better pick a side. Fast.”
Red raised an eyebrow. “That right?”
I stared at him and nodded.
He tried to hold my gaze, but finally blinked. “Look, man. I work for Hanson. He wants his money. That’s it. He’s just trying to scare the girl, but he wants the money. Give him the money back and he’ll let the kid go.”
“And he’ll still be all over the girl’s ass,” I said, shaking my head. “This is going to end. All of it.”
“You sure you know who you’re messin’ with?”
“Hanson?” I asked.
He nodded.
“I’m not afraid of Hanson,” I said, smiling. “If he knew anything about me, he’d be afraid of me. Begging me to keep the money and tripping over himself to give the kid back.” The smile died. “He has no idea about me. And neither do you.”
Red’s gaze wavered and he looked unsure of himself.
“All I wanna know is the kid’s gonna stay safe,” I said.
Red nodded. “He’ll be safe.”
“Okay,” I said. “And when I come calling, you can either get the fuck out of the way and we part friends. Or you can go down with the ship. Because I’m taking it down.”
“How you know I’m not gonna go back and tell him all this?” he asked.
“I really don’t give a shit if you do,” I said. “Either way, I’m coming. What you do is your choice. You were cool with me the other day so I’m returning the favor. Only thing I’m asking is that you keep the kid safe.” I paused. “Because you don’t seem like that special kinda asshole.”
I turned and walked away before he could respond.



FORTY-FIVE


I drove back to Fort Walton and found Ike on the beach, soaking up the sun and guzzling water from a gallon jug.
“Thought I told you to take the day off,” he said, perched on a short beach chair that hovered just above the sand.
“I am,” I said. “But I need a couple things.”
“Alright.”
I glanced around to make sure no one was close by. “Couple of guns. Two at least, three would be better. At least one auto. Don’t care what it is. And I need them today.”
Ike shifted in his chair. “Don’t suppose I should ask why.”
“No. You shouldn’t.”
“Good rather than evil?”
“In the larger sense, absolutely.”
He nodded slowly. “Alright. I’ll see what I can do.”
“The other thing. I may be gone tomorrow.”
“Gone?” he asked. “As in gone gone?”
I nodded. “I told you this morning I wouldn’t just up and bail on you. You’ve absolutely saved my ass, Ike. In more ways than you know. I owe you. So it’s the least I can do. Good chance I won’t be around tomorrow.”
“I shouldn’t ask where you’re going, right?”
“I honestly don’t know,” I said.
“And I’ll assume this is tied to your need for guns?”
“Good assumption.”
He nodded and stared at the water. “You need anything? To go, I mean? You good with money?”
“I’m good,” I said. “You’ve overpaid me the entire time I’ve been here and I’ve barely spent a penny. I’m good. And, obviously, I’m paying for my order.”
He waved me off. “Kid, this is Florida. Guns aren’t exactly like buried treasure. Look in any trashcan and you’re likely to come out with one. Don’t worry about it.”
“If I owe you, I wanna know,” I said. “I’ll cover the cost.”
“And you need them today?”
“Yeah, as soon as you can get them to me. If I’m not home, just leave them there.”
He nodded. “I’ll make a couple calls. Gimme a couple hours.”
“That’s fine.”
He stared again at the water. “People were talking today. About some guy on the water this morning. Surfing like nobody’s business, doing things the tourists can’t do on a rental. Then he apparently passed out in the sand for awhile.”
My mouth curved into a small smile before I could stop it. “That right?”
“Yeah, but when they said he was good looking, figured it couldn’t have been you.”
I chuckled and nodded my head. “Right.”
He adjusted the sunglasses and pushed himself out of the chair. “First time I’ve ever heard you laugh.”
“I haven’t had much reason to lately.”
“Been there,” Ike said. “Whatever the reason is, I’m glad for you.”
I wasn’t sure there was a reason yet, but I appreciated his words. “Thanks.”
“I’m gonna make a couple calls and I’ll get you what you need,” he said, checking his watch. “And if you need anything else-today, tomorrow or whenever-you let me know.”
I held out my hand. “Thanks, Ike. For everything. You probably saved my life.”
We shook hands and his mouth twisted into a frown. “Don’t be so dramatic, kid. I ain’t capable of that kinda shit.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You are. You did. Thank you. I’ll find a way to repay you some day.”
“Get going before I start crying or something, alright?” he said. “You’ll have what you need soon.”
I walked up the dunes, hoping Ike was right. Not just about the guns, but about everything else, too.



FORTY-SIX


“I’ll go,” Bella said.
I was back at her house and she and Alex were at the dining room table, their chairs pulled close together. Her eyes were red and her shoulders sagged with exhaustion, but she spoke clearly.
“With Jackson,” she corrected. “I’ll go with Jackson.”
I looked at Alex and he nodded.
“Okay,” I said. “So you’re packed? Ready?”
She shook her head. “He tried to get me to.”
“Took me awhile to convince her,” Alex said. “One battle at a time.”
“That’s fine,” I said. “Two hours enough time?”
“Two hours?” she asked, her eyes widening. “Are you serious?”
“I wanna get you moved before we go get Jax,” I said. “Anything goes wrong, we need to make sure you’re safe.”
Her shoulders rose up, panic in her face. “What could go wrong?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m being cautious. So we need to make sure you’re safe and protected. I don’t want anyone to be able to find you but us.”
She glanced at Alex.
“It’ll be fine,” he assured her. “We’ll move you somewhere for just a bit while we go get him and bring him back. Then we’re outta here.”
“A hotel would be good,” I said. “Someplace that needs keycards to access elevators. And it wouldn’t draw any attention bringing in whatever you’re taking with you.”
“Are we staying here another night?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “As soon as we have him, we’re gone. Hotel is simply to keep you safe and make you tough to find.”
“We can put you there, go get him, come back and get you and be on our way,” Alex said. “Out of here.”
She sighed and folded her arms across her chest, digesting all of our words. She glanced between me and Alex several times.
“We’ll drive to San Diego?” she said.
“No,” I said. “You, Alex and Jax will fly. I’ll drive with your stuff.”
“Really?” Alex asked, surprised.
“Yeah,” I said. “We need to get them out of here and on their way. I don’t want them going alone, so you need to go with them. Don’t worry about tickets. I’ve got it covered.”
“But you won’t fly with us,” Bella said.
I shook my head.
“Because you can’t,” she said.
I shrugged. “It’ll take me a couple days, but I’ll get there.”
“You’re gonna go back?” Alex asked. “For sure?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m going back.”
It was the first time I’d said it out loud and it sounded strange coming out of my mouth. I wasn’t saying it just to say it, though. I was going back. To face everything.
I didn’t know what would happen. But I was going back.
“So we need to get moving,” I said. “You need to figure out what you need to take and what you can leave. I’ll have a decent amount of space to take your things, but if there’s stuff you can leave, then leave it.”
“We don’t need much,” she said. “Clothes. Toys. Some pictures and stuff.” She glanced around the room. “The rest can stay.”
“Furniture’s yours?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ll get it sold and we’ll get you the money,” I said, thinking of another task for Ike. “What about rent? You on a lease?”
She shook her head. “No. Month to month.”
“Good.” I added that to Ike's list. “We'll get your deposit back.”
“I don’t care,” she said. “I just want Jackson back. Then we can go. I just wanna be gone and done with all of this.”
“Soon,” I said. “We’ll be gone soon.”



FORTY-SEVEN


Alex left to go find a hotel room. We figured his name was the smartest to get the room under in case anyone went looking. I didn’t expect anything like that to happen, but I felt like I’d already let Bella down once by being a bit careless. I wasn’t going to overlook anything this time, no matter how unnecessary it seemed.
She found a couple of small roller bags and several old duffle bags. She was slow at first, moving around her room without any idea of what she was doing. I didn’t push and let her figure it out for herself. After awhile, she started pulling clothes out of her dresser and closet, stacking them in organized piles. She filled one of the rollers and two of the duffels, including things from the bathroom and several framed pictures of her and Jackson.
We moved to Jackson’s room and she was quicker in there, tossing his stuffed animals into one of the duffels, along with two blankets and his pillow. She emptied his dresser, filling the roller with all of his small clothing.
“We have to take the Legos,” she said, her voice firm.
I reached under his bed and pulled out the long plastic bins, stacking them on his bed. “No problem. I’ll make sure I’ve got enough room to take whatever he needs.”
She glanced around the room. “I’m tempted to take all of this, but then I think maybe just starting out new would be good. Give him a whole new room with all new stuff.”
“Not a bad idea.”
“Just not sure how I’m gonna afford it.”
“Don’t worry about money,” I said. “You’ll have money.”
“How do you know?”
“You’ll have money, Bella,” I said. “I’m not gonna get you out there and leave you high and dry. Trust me.”
She sat down on the edge of his bed and ran her hand along one of the Lego bins, her fingers playing with the rectangular latch.
“We’ll get him back, right?” She didn’t look at me.
“Yes.”
“And…” she hesitated. “I can trust Alex, right?”
“Yeah. You can trust him.”
“With Jackson, too?”
I nodded. “I think so.”
“He told me who he used to be,” she said.
I didn’t say anything.
“He didn’t have to,” she said. “But I think he wanted to. Like he didn’t want me wondering about him or finding out from someone else.”
“That’s good,” I said.
“I’m not used to honest people,” Bella said, fiddling with the latch. “First you, then Alex. I’m used to liars and fakes and frauds. I’m not sure I know what to do with you guys. I’m not sure I fit in.”
“You fit in just fine.”
“My entire life I’ve attracted liars,” she said, shaking her head. “People who just sucked. People who hurt me. And others. I’ve always thought I was a magnet, like I couldn’t escape them no matter what I did. I just accepted it, thought that was who I was supposed to be with, to surround myself with.” She un-clicked the latch on the container, then clicked it back shut. “And now you guys are here and I’m not sure I deserve any of this.”
“Bella,” I said.
She stared at the container.
“Bella,” I said. “Look at me.”
She finally moved her head toward me, her eyes shining with tears.
“You are going to be fine,” I said. “This isn’t about deserving. This is about pulling you out of a situation that you couldn’t get out of by yourself. This is about giving Jackson the life I think you want to give him.”
She nodded and wiped at her eyes. “I know. You’re right. I’m just not used to it. I don’t want to screw up. I feel like I already have, you know?”
“You won’t screw up,” I said. “We’ll help you.”
“I’m pretty good at screwing up,” she said, shaking her head. “Like, really good.”
“I don’t see that,” I said. “All I’ve seen is a mom who’s trying pretty hard to take care of her little boy. By herself. And doing a pretty damn good job.”
“I put him in danger,” she said. “This is my fault.”
“It isn’t anyone’s fault,” I said. “David Hanson took your son. And he’s going to be sorry he did.”
She nodded, her eyes damp and fierce. “Yes. He will be.”
“And when we get him back, you’re going to have a chance to leave all of this behind and start new. Close this chapter and start a new one.”
She stood from the bed and wiped her eyes. “I know. Sorry. Just having a woe-is-me moment.” She stared at me. “I won’t screw up. I won’t waste the opportunity you’re giving me. I promise.”
“Good,” I said. “I’m glad.”
She hugged me then, squeezing me around the neck. It was different than the previous time she’d tried to hug me. She didn’t fit herself to me, she didn’t caress me. She just gripped me tight. She was grateful and she wanted me to know.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“You’re welcome,” I said.
She pulled back and stared into my eyes. “And I hope David Hanson dies today.”



FORTY-EIGHT


Alex came back, driving an SUV.
I walked out to the driveway and he handed me the keys. “Figured I might as well put that in my name, too. I just kicked in the other rental and got something with more room.”
“Perfect,” I said.
He held up the key cards. “Got the room, too. We can check in whenever she’s ready.”
Bella came outside. “I think I’ve got everything together.”
“You think you’ll be okay by yourself tonight for a little while?” I asked her. “I’m gonna need Alex to come with me.”
“To get Jackson?” she asked.
I nodded.
Uneasiness crept into her eyes, but she nodded. “I’ll be okay.”
“One other thing I forgot to ask you about,” I said. “Your car. I’d rather that you leave it.”
“I sorta need a car,” she said.
“We’ll get you another in San Diego.”
“Are you like made of money or something?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “But if you aren’t attached to it, we’ll get you another one there. Be easier than trying to get yours there. And then we can leave the rental at the hotel with you and drive yours tonight.”
“I don’t care. I just want Jackson.”
“Let’s load up then,” I said.
It took us half an hour to get all of their things in the SUV and then another twenty minutes to get to the hotel-Alex and Bella in the SUV, me following in her car. The room was on the ninth floor and looked out over the Gulf, the blue-green water stretching endlessly on the horizon.
“When we leave, you don’t answer the door for anyone,” I said. “Me or Alex, that’s it. And one of us will come up to get you when we get back. Keep your phone on. Don’t answer the room phone. If we call, we’ll call your cell. Alex is going to leave his gun with you. If anyone comes in here but us, you use it.”
The uneasiness grew in her eyes.
“Look, all of this is overkill,” I said. “No one but the two of us know you’re here. Once we get there, they won’t be going anywhere. The only ones coming to get you are gonna be us and Jackson.”
She bit her lip and nodded. “I hope so.”
I wanted to reassure her, but there was no point and I didn’t blame her. Until her son was back, she was going to be anxious.
“We should go,” I said to Alex.
He nodded and stood there awkwardly for a moment.
“I’ll meet you out in the hall,” I said.
I left the room and shut the door behind me. A minute later, Alex joined me in the hall.
“Thanks,” he said.
“Figured you might be able to reassure her more than me at this point,” I said.
“I dunno,” he said. “I guess. She’s scared.”
“She trusts you,” I said. “If you told her it’ll be okay, it’ll help.”
“I did.”
“Then we’re good. Think she could use the gun if she had to?”
He glanced at the door, then back at me. “Yeah. Think so.”
We took the elevator down to the parking garage and I drove Bella’s Accord out and onto the highway. I checked the mirrors carefully to make sure we didn’t have any unfriendly followers, but didn’t see anyone.
I parked the car in the cul-de-sac outside my place and told Alex to wait for me.
Stepping into the garage that had been my home for the past few months was a weird feeling. I knew it would be the last time I’d see it. It wasn’t a place I’d miss but yet I still felt attached to it. I knew every nook and cranny in the space, the product of too many sleepless nights. It would be odd to never see it again.
There were two guns on my bed, along with a note from Ike.
Noah, I got you three. One auto was all I could come up with. No charge and don’t argue. Be safe. Ike
The two handguns on the blanket were both HK-45s. There was no automatic weapon with them.
I smiled.
I grabbed the beat-up backpack off the nail on the wall and tossed in the few articles of clothing I owned. Everything else in the place was there when Ike had given me the key. I laid the guns in the backpack on top of the clothes, zipped it up and slung it over my shoulder.
I took a deep breath.
Several months before, I’d done the same thing. Packed up quickly and left a place I felt comfortable in. Now, I was doing it again. There was no going back.
I had no way of knowing if I was doing the right thing. It felt like so long since I’d had an internal compass, that innate sense that told me I was doing the right or wrong thing. I’d been drifting for too long, rudderless. I hadn’t made a real decision in-I couldn’t remember how long.
But now, I was making a decision.
I was just letting Liz’s voice guide me.



FORTY-NINE


“I probably should’ve said something awhile ago, but how exactly are we going to do this?” Alex asked.
I’d pulled the car to a stop several blocks away from where I’d parked earlier in the day in Hanson’s neighborhood and cut the engine. I handed him one of the guns Ike left for me.
“We’re going to wait for a sign,” I said.
“A sign?”
“Yeah. A sign. We’ll know when to go in.”
“What kind of sign?”
“I don’t know.”
He stared at me.
“Just trust me,” I told him. “We’ll know.”
“And we’re just going in the front door?”
“Yep.”
He stared straight ahead for a moment, then turned back to me. “A sign?”
“A sign.”
He blinked. “Alright.”
“I’ll go in first and you can cover me,” I said. “But it’ll be safe.”
He shook his head, disbelieving, but said, “You say so.”
We got out of the car and I tucked the gun into the band of my shorts, beneath my T-shirt. I honestly wasn’t sure if I’d even need it if everything went according to plan. Alex came around to me on the sidewalk and we walked slowly in the direction of Hanson’s house.
I glanced at the watch on my wrist. “Four minutes.”
“Until?”
“Until the sign,” I said. “I think.”
“Dude, you’re confusing the hell out of me.”
“Bear with me.”
“Trying.”
We stayed on the opposite side of the street and I scanned the houses as we walked. I saw no one perched between the homes or in cars or posing as lookouts. As I suspected, Hanson was either too stupid to believe Red, or too arrogant to think we could come and get him. I didn’t want to go in overconfident, but Hanson was proving himself to be pretty predictable.
We slowed as we reached the block where Hanson’s house stood. A guy was parked in front of his door, but it wasn’t Red. It was someone I didn’t recognize, but he didn’t look all that different from Colin or the other guys Hanson surrounded himself with. He stood indifferently on the brick steps, turning his head occasionally from side to side, his arms folded across his chest like he was pissed that he’d been stuck with lookout duty.
“Let’s split up,” I said. “You walk ahead and go all the way past the house. Stay on this side. Don’t even look at the house when you pass it, just keep going until you’re about the same distance away as me on the other side. They won’t recognize you.”
“Then what?”
“Wait for the sign.”
“Right,” he said. “The sign.”
“Trust me.”
He shook his head but started off.
The guy glanced at him when Alex was across from the house, stared for a moment, then continued his rotating gaze. Alex walked casually, messing with his phone as he passed the house, not giving it even the slightest glance.
Perfect.
I looked at my watch.
One minute.
I stood and waited.
I wasn’t really sure what I was looking for. I wasn’t being difficult or evasive with Alex. I really didn’t know what we should expect. But I was confident that we’d know it when we saw it.
Two minutes later, I saw movement on the roof. A large figure, crouched, wearing something that looked like a backpack with an automatic weapon of some sort slung around his body. He moved quickly along the pitch of the roof, then paused, staring down at something. Then he brought the weapon around, aimed it at the roof and unleashed a flurry of bullets into what I was pretty sure was the bank of windows above the living room.
The guy in the front of the house nearly jumped out of his shoes, he was so startled. He fell to the pavement, fumbled for the gun under his shirt and disappeared inside the house.
I looked back to the roof.
The figure was no longer there.
I smiled and started jogging toward the house. I thought about the phone call I’d made just hours earlier. It had been startling to hear his voice. He’d agreed to drive straight to the airport and help. And I’d given him directions to my place so he could pick up one of the guns Ike had gotten for us.
I hadn’t seen him in forever and he’d agreed to do all of that in about ninety seconds.
He was still my best friend.
And Carter still knew how to give a sign.



FIFTY


Alex followed me into the house, his eyes wide, nearly as surprised as everyone inside.
Hanson, Colin and several others, including the guy that had been standing guard at the front of the house, were face down on the floor, showered in shattered glass. Carter stood over them, looking bored.
“I came all the way out here for this?” he asked. “I think you just missed me.”
He wore a plain black T-shirt, long khaki shorts and running shoes. His hair was a bit longer since I’d last seen him, but still electric-white. He waved the gun over the guys on the floor the way a kid might brandish a squirt gun.
He was right. I had missed him.
“Just figured you needed the practice,” I said.
“Good to know you still aren’t funny,” he said.
“Good to know you’re still ugly.”
“Let’s discuss your lame comebacks later on,” he said. “What are we doing here? Do I get to shoot people or no?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Be patient.”
“Not my strong suit,” he said, then looked past me. “What’s up, Alex?”
“Carter,” he said, still disbelieving. “I, uh…good to see you.”
“It usually is,” he said.
I stuck my toe in Hanson’s cheek. “Where is he?”
“Where is who?” he mumbled.
I brought my foot back and kicked him hard in the cheek. He squirmed on the floor and turned his face away from me.
“Where is he?” I asked again.
“Is he the biggest asshole here?” Carter asked. “Can I shoot him first?”
“Upstairs,” Hanson said.
“Red up there with him?”
“Yeah.”
“Keep them down,” I said to Carter. “Anyone moves, shoot the one I just kicked.”
“Kill him or play with him?” Carter asked.
“Play with him,” I said. “Then kill him.”
“Totally worth the trip now.”
Alex and I ascended the staircase and we each took a side of the long hallway. We were halfway down when Red stepped out into the corridor, his hands up.
“Kid’s in here,” he said. “He’s fine.” He eyed me. “Choosing your side.”
“He should be cool, Alex,” I said. “Keep an eye on him. I’ll get Jackson.”
“Got it.”
Red stepped away from the door, his hands still up. “You want me to get down or something?”
“You’re fine,” I said. “Alex won’t miss from here. No offense.”
“Just business,” Red said, shrugging. “We’re cool.”
I stepped into the room. Jackson was sitting on the floor, surrounded by stuffed animals, watching television.
He looked up and his eyes lit up. “Noah!” He scrambled to his feet and attached himself to one of my legs. “I missed you!”
“I missed you, too, Jax,” I said. “We’re gonna go get your mom, okay?”
“Yes!” His grip tightened on my leg. “Don’t leave me again, okay?”
“I won’t,” I said. “We’re going to get your mom right now.”
I reached down for his hand and he unclamped himself from my leg, latching onto my hand. He looked a little tired, but otherwise fine. I scooped him up with my other arm and he threw his arms around my neck.
“You okay?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” he said. “I just miss Mommy.”
I stepped out of the room and Red and Alex were exactly where I’d left them.
“Hi, Alex,” Jackson said.
“Hey, buddy.”
I nodded at Red. “Was that man nice to you?”
Jackson nodded. “Yeah. Red brought me ice cream and watched movies with me. We played games, too.” He smiled. “Hi, Red.”
“Hey, little man.”
“Why are your hands up?” Jackson asked.
“We all just playing a game right now,” Red said quickly. His eyes shifted to me. “Right?”
“Right,” I said. “There are more people downstairs.”
Jackson’s eyes filled with anxiety and his arms tightened around my neck. “Is the mean boy there?”
“The mean boy?”
“He would always come up to the room and tell me to be quiet and stuff,” he said. “He said mean things about Mommy.”
I looked at Red.
“Hanson,” he said.
“Yeah, he’s down there,” I said to Jackson. “But he’s on the floor and he’s not getting up. Another friend of mine is down there, watching him.”
“Why am I here, Noah?” he said. “Did I do something wrong?”
I shifted him in my arm so I could look him in the eyes. “You didn’t do anything wrong and you weren’t supposed to be here. But it’s not your fault. Okay?”
Tears bulged in the corners of his eyes. “Okay.”
“No one’s going to take you away from your mom,” Alex said. “Ever again. I promise.”
Jackson buried his head against my shoulder and there was something in Alex’s voice that I hadn’t heard before. He meant it. He’d do whatever he needed to in order to protect Jackson. Maybe it was a combination of guilt and his feelings for Bella, but whatever it was, it sounded different than anything I’d ever heard from him.
“Red, we’ll follow you down,” I said.
Red nodded and went first, followed by Alex and then me and Jackson. We descended the stairs and found everyone still on the floor, like they were frozen in time. Carter paced back and forth, a soda in the massive hand that wasn’t holding the small machine gun.
“Nobody moved, unfortunately,” he said. “And I got thirsty. He motioned at Red. “How about him? Can I shoot him?”
“No,” I said. “You may not.”
Red got down on the floor next to the others.
Carter shrugged and smiled at Jackson. “Hey, little dude.”
Jackson smiled. “Hi. You’re really big.”
“I really am, aren’t I?”
“Like a monster or something.”
“You have no idea, little dude.”
Jackson giggled and buried his face on my shoulder again.
“Everyone but Hanson. Get up,” I said.
There was some momentary indecision, but the five others on the floor finally stood. Hanson stayed flat against the ground.
“Put them in a closet,” I said to Carter. “Or someplace. I don’t care where. Secure. Lock them in.”
“Can I shoot anyone?” he asked.
“Only if necessary.”
“Define necessary.”
“Anyone breathes the wrong way.”
“Perfect.” Carter grinned. “Let’s go find a room, ladies! And if this thing goes off accidentally, I’ll just apologize now.”
He herded them together and they shuffled off down the hall.
Alex and I flanked the couch and I set Jackson down. He stayed right next to my leg.
“Get up,” I said to Hanson. “On the couch.”
Hanson got to his hands and knees, then moved over to the couch. A nice red welt had formed on his cheek where I’d kicked him.
“Jackson, will you do me a favor, buddy?” I said.
Jackson nodded.
“Will you go with Alex and check out the kitchen? See if you can find me something to drink?” I asked. “A soda or something?”
“Can I get one, too?”
“Sure.”
He walked in a wide arc around Hanson and over to Alex. I nodded and Alex took him around the corner and into the kitchen.
I looked at Hanson. “I hope you’re listening because this is the last time we are ever going to talk.”
“Oh, fuck you, man,” he said. “You’re dead as soon as I…”
I reached out and grabbed him by the hair and slammed him to the floor, coming down on top of him. I turned him over and straddled his chest.
“Open your mouth,” I said.
Blood trickled from his nose and the defiance in his words was absent from his eyes.
“Open your mouth,” I said.
He kept it shut.
I took the end of the gun and pressed it to his lips. He squirmed beneath me.
“Open or I’ll make my own hole,” I said.
His lips finally parted and I shoved the gun into his mouth.
“Let’s try again,” I said. “Ready to listen?”
He made a nodding movement, his eyes glued to the gun in his mouth.
“Good,” I said. “We’re never going to talk again. And you’re going to choose how that happens. You leave Bella alone and you’ll never see me again after today. That’s option number one. Nod or gag or something if you understand.”
He made the nodding motion again.
“Well done,” I said. “Option number two. Pay close attention. If you so much as say hello to Bella again, I will come and kill you. Just like this. We’ll be on the floor again, you’ll be eating the gun and I’ll pull the trigger. Several times. We won’t talk. I’ll just kill you.” I leaned down over him, my eyes inches from his. “And I’m guessing you know enough about me now from Zip to know I’ve done it before. So taking you out will be like scraping gum off my shoe. Easy and quick. We clear?”
He made the nodding motion again.
I pulled the gun from his mouth and pressed it against his left eye. He squirmed again, but couldn’t move me.
“And if you so much as breathe on her kid again, I’m gonna let my friend play with you,” I said. “For a long time.” I pressed harder against his eyes. “Tell me you understand.”
“I understand,” he whispered.
There was a part of me that just wanted to end his life right there, to give everyone the peace of mind they needed to know he’d never bother Bella again. But I’d done that before and it hadn’t given me what I’d hoped it would. It had given me more than I could handle. In every way.
I pulled the gun from his eye and stood up. “Get on the couch.”
Hanson pushed himself up and fell back on to the couch, blood still trickling from his nose. He wiped at his mouth and stared at me.
“You keep looking at me like that and you’re going to lose one of those eyes,” I said.
He moved his gaze to his knees.
Carter came back into the room behind me. “I found a really tiny hall closet and wedged all of them in there. Then I tied the door shut with a curtain cord.”
“Nice work.”
“I’ve still got it.”
“I’ll say.”
“Now what? He motioned at Hanson. “We bury his body somewhere?”
Hanson couldn’t help but glance in his direction.
Carter smiled at him.
“No,” I said. “He knows he can walk out of here if he behaves himself.”
“Can’t believe I came all this way and I don’t get to shoot anyone,” Carter said. “Seems so anti-climactic.”
“Maybe we can find someone on the way home.”
“Jesus, I hope so.”
Hanson stared at us like he couldn’t decide if we were serious or insane.
I was comfortable with him wondering.
“So are we good then?” Carter asked.
“Think so,” I said.
And we were until Bella opened the front door, holding a gun.



FIFTY-ONE


Bella aimed Alex’s gun squarely at Hanson. “I want him dead.”
Carter grinned. “This your wife?”
I positioned myself between her and David, the gun now aimed at my chest. “No, Bella. We’re cool. We don’t need to do this.”
Carter backed up and stepped out of the line of fire. I knew he was moving to a spot where he could take out Bella if he needed to. I glanced at him and shook my head.
“We don’t.” She held the gun steady. “I do.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Don’t tell me what I need, Noah,” she said. She sidestepped me, bringing David back into her sight. Her arms shook as she re-leveled the gun. “Don’t tell me what I need. You aren’t the one he’s after. Knowing he can come after me whenever he wants. Knowing he can take my son whenever he wants. That he can fuck up my life in about a million other ways. You don’t have to live with any of that. I do.” Her eyes narrowed. “But not if he’s dead.”
“It’ll make things worse,” I said.
“Not for me it won’t,” she said. “Can’t get any worse. He took my son. And he’ll do it again.”
“No, he won’t,” I said. I stepped toward her, my arm outstretched. “It’s taken care of.”
“Noah, I’ll shoot you if you don’t move,” she said. “I don’t want to, but I will.”
I could see Carter shift his gun in his hands. I glanced at him again, but he was focused on her. He didn’t lower the gun and I knew he’d pull the trigger before she ever got a shot off.
I inclined my head toward the kitchen. She followed my gaze. Alex stood there, just in view, Jackson right next to him, licking a Popsicle. “Look. He’s okay. Alex has him. We can get out of here.”
Her focus shifted and her eyes softened. The nose of the gun dipped slightly.
Jackson looked at us then. His eyes brightened and he dropped the Popsicle to the floor. “Mommy!”
He took off running for her before Alex could grab him.
Jackson was halfway across the room when Hanson launched himself off the couch, grabbing him around the ankles and tripping him up.
Before I could move, Alex was on top of him, ripping him off Jackson, his forearm flat across Hanson’s throat. Jackson scrambled to his feet and sprinted to Bella, crying and sobbing.
Bella dropped the gun and went down to her knees to scoop him up. She was crying, too.
Alex rolled Hanson over, his arm still locked around Hanson’s neck. Hanson kicked and grunted, but Alex used his weight to keep him down on the ground, beneath him.
Carter was next to me, holding the gun Bella dropped. “Pull him off?”
“Not sure we can,” I said.
“He’s gonna choke him out. For good.”
“I know.” I hesitated. “Don’t, Alex.”
Alex didn’t move and Hanson’s flailing slowed.
“Liz would shoot you, Alex,” I said. “You know she would.”
The only sound in the room was Jax sobbing on Bella’s shoulder.
“Alex,” I said. “Don’t. Don’t disappoint her like I did.”
Alex’s shoulder muscles flinched and his body slid to the side of Hanson’s. He brought his arm around from Hanson’s throat, his chest heaving, sweat covering his red face. He pushed himself to his feet, glanced at me and went over to Bella.
“Is he okay?” he whispered.
Bella nodded, still hugging Jax.
Hanson stirred on the floor. He was still alive.
“Get them outside,” I said to Carter. “I’ll be out in a minute.”
Carter said something quietly to Bella, something I couldn’t hear. She stood, picked Jackson up and the four of them disappeared out the front door.
Hanson turned over on his back, his chest heaving.
I bent down next to him. His eyes rolled in my direction.
“There are now three of us willing to kill you,” I said. “You better hope you never see any of us ever again.”
I walked out of the house. His ragged breaths echoing against the marble were the last thing I heard.



FIFTY-TWO


The sun dove behind the Gulf, casting long shadows as we all stood on the sidewalk.
“We need to finish anything in there?” Carter asked.
“No,” I said. “We’re done.”
“Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
I looked at Alex. “You guys should get to the airport. Tickets are already set. You fly out tonight.”
He was standing next to Bella and Jackson. He didn’t have his arm around her, but he might as well have. She was brushed up against him and he gave off an air of protection.
“Leave the car at the airport?” Alex asked.
“Yeah,” I said, making a mental note to call Ike before we headed out. “Leave the keys in the glove compartment. I’ll have someone pick it up.”
He nodded. “Okay. We’ll see you in a couple of days?”
I hesitated. “Yeah. Couple days.”
He held out his hand. “I’ll take care of them.”
I shook his hand. “I know.”
He looked at Bella.
“Give me one second, okay?” she asked him.
He nodded and walked down to the curb.
She set Jackson on the ground. His eyes were red, but the sobbing had stopped and he seemed to be rallying.
She squatted down next to him. “Can you tell Noah goodbye?”
He shuffled toward me and hugged my leg. “Bye.”
I gently moved his arms off my leg and bent down next to him, hugging him. “I’ll see you soon, dude. Maybe I’ll go to Legoland with you or something.”
He squeezed my neck. “Okay.”
He detached himself and Bella whispered something in his ear. He skipped down to the car and Alex smiled at him, helping him into the car.
She brushed the hair from her face. “Saying thank you seems really dumb.”
“You don’t need to.”
“And I pretty much knew you’d say that.” She glanced at Carter. “Is he always like this?”
“Yes,” he said. “He’s like a knight in crappy surf clothes.”
She smiled. “I look forward to getting to know you better.”
“That’s what all the ladies say,” Carter said.
I rolled my eyes. “Maybe I didn’t miss you.”
Bella shook her head, smiling. “So we’ll really see you soon? Back in San Diego?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll be there.”
She put her hands around my neck and rose on her toes. “Okay. Good. And thank you, Noah. Thank you. I’m sorry if I screwed it up today. I was just…I don’t know.”
“You didn’t screw anything up,” I said. “You got Jax back. It’s fine.”
She kissed my cheek and let go of my neck. “I’ll see you soon.”
I nodded and watched her walk to the curb. Alex opened the door for her and closed it behind her. He waved at us, got into the driver’s side and they drove away from the house, Jackson peering out the back window as they rounded the corner.
They were going to be okay. There was something about the three of them that fit nicely together. Alex wanted to take care of Bella and she wanted to be taken care of. I wasn’t one to believe in spirits or guiding forces, but I couldn’t help but wonder if Liz had something to do with bringing all of us together.
Or maybe that was just the way I wanted to see it.



FIFTY-THREE


“I thought the roof was a nice touch,” Carter said, hanging out the passenger window.
“It was very you,” I said, hitting the blinker and changing lanes.
We were in the rented SUV, pointed west on 98, the Gulf off in the distance to our left.
“Why didn’t you answer my email?” I asked.
“I did. I sent Alex.”
“You couldn’t hit reply?”
He shrugged. “You were freaked and I didn’t like it much, either. I didn’t wanna waste time. Alex was ready to go. Just trying to be careful.”
I nodded. That all made sense to me and I was glad he’d done it.
“That Hanson guy won’t follow the girl?” he asked.
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. He wants to be king in a small pond. He found out today he’s not so good in bigger ponds.”
Carter nodded.
We drove in silence for a bit.
Carter drummed his fingers against the door. “So. This is weird.”
“Yeah?”
“Was weird when you called.”
“Why?”
He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Dunno. Just wasn’t sure when I’d hear from you and it’s just hard to remember…before.”
It was hard to remember before. At least, it was hard to remember feeling happy and secure and a bunch of other things that I didn’t know how to describe.
“And you know, they’re still digging,” he said. “Klimes and Zanella. They're still digging. Pretty sure they didn’t know I left town, but I’m not totally sure. They’ve been clingy.”
I had no doubt.
“So I don’t know what’s waiting for us,” he said, leaning back in the seat.
I didn’t know either. I really didn’t. But I was tired of hiding from it.
“We’ll deal with it when it shows up,” I said. “And you’ll be fine. I’ll make sure.”
“I’m always fine.”
“And ugly.”
“Florida sun has damaged the cones and rods in your eyes, apparently. I’m better looking than ever.”
I smiled as we made the turn onto Highway 87 and headed north toward Interstate 10. I missed my best friend. It was good to be sitting next to him again, listening to him talk like an idiot. And it was even nicer to know that he’d still show up whenever I needed him.
I hoped I could return the favor some day.
“You alright?” Carter asked. “And I don’t mean right now. I mean with…everything.”
“You mean Liz,” I said.
“Yeah. I do.”
I didn’t know if I’d ever be alright with her being gone. There was still a void, an emptiness that felt as if it would always be staring me in the face. I didn’t know how to remove that and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to. But I couldn’t run from it forever. It was going to change. The only thing I could do was face it and see what happened.
So as the sun disappeared behind us in the rearview mirror and I prepared for the long drive home, back to San Diego, to face whatever was waiting, I gave him the only answer I could think of.
“We’ll see,” I said.
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