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BOBBIE DAWSON STRETCHED beneath the sweaty sheet. Sat up. Listened.

The dead air below deck lay thick with too much humid, fetid air.

Her legs flailed, fighting the sticky sheet.

Finally won when the sheet ended up at the foot of the bunk. It was a small pleasure with not much result.

Water slap-slapped the side of the sloop.

No sound of sails flapping.

No engine sounds, either.

Only gentle rocking.

She groaned and forced her exhausted body out of the rack.

She pulled on socks and pushed feet into well-worn, low-cut boots before sliding the hatch back and climbing on deck.

Relief from the humidity was immediate.

“Where are we?”

Rising sun reflected off the water.

She brought up a hand to shield her eyes.

Low dark clouds in the distance told her rain would come sooner rather than later.

A yacht-club flag flapped crisply in the wind. The rope slapped the pole, forcing it to sing.

“We’re in a marina. Put some clothes on.”

“In a marina where?” She wasn’t moving until she had an answer.

“Diamondhead.”

The man stood up from tying off.

Kennedy.

We’d been together for a week. Or maybe it was ten days. She had lost count.

That’s how unbearable the job was. 

She crewed on his yacht into so many ports she lost track of them, too.

“Diamond Head? What the hell? Did someone drug me? Why am I in Hawaii?” she asked.

Kennedy’s eyes roamed over her naked body.

She didn’t care. For spite, she arched her back and raised her arms while pretending to stretch.

His eyes found mine, finally.

“Mississippi. You’re in Mississippi.”

She laughed, relieved, and ran fingers through long, tangled hair. It was a futile motion to rid herself of the bedhead that followed her topside.

“Go below and put some clothes on.”

She dropped her arms, stepped down into the cabin, and disappeared.

She splashed water on her face before pulling on cargo shorts and an old, ratty tee.

Added a woolen shirt to ward off the damp, chilly, early morning Gulf air.

Soft-soled ankle boots and rolled-down socks covered the rest.

Topside, she searched pockets for the pair of cheap sunglasses.

“What’s the plan?” She looked at the man.

He stared back, a hard look.

She didn’t care what he saw this time, either.

“You packed?” he asked.

She dropped the duffel at her feet and gave it a desultory kick as a clue.

“Got the phone?”

She nodded, and he stepped aboard. The weight rocked the sailboat.

She picked up the duffel and made to climb onto the wharf.

Kennedy stepped back, making room for her to pass.

She didn’t see the fist pulling back. It smashed against her face.

She tumbled back against the rigging.

Her sunglasses flew into the water.

“Bastard. What was that for?”

She didn’t bother hiding the hateful expression.

He had made so many unsuccessful passes at her, he took it for granted by now.

“There’ll be more if you screw up, Bobbie. A lot more. And because you’re a bitch.”

Kennedy’s upper body shifted, telegraphing the second swing.

She dodged and leaned.

He missed, and the fist thumped hard against her chest.

The force of the blow launched her backwards a second time. It left her breathless and in pain.

It was the jackline’s turn to save her. She grabbed it for support.

Brought up a boot.

Kicked.

Connected. Hard.

Kennedy doubled over and collapsed.

“Screw you, Kennedy.” Still gasping for air, she spit out the weak exclamation.

Kennedy stayed on his side, unmoving but for knees coming up. Hands moved to grip his balls.

Bullseye.

“That was because you’re an asshole.”

Bobbie went through the man’s pockets to find the wallet she knew was always there.

She pulled out the wad of cash. Stuffed it into a shirt pocket. Tossed the empty wallet on the deck.

Climbed onto the wharf.

She turned in time to see him grab for the rigging. Still doubled over and struggling, he pulled himself up.

For good measure, she gave him the finger.

He was still struggling to get enough wind to yell.

“That’s it, girl. Feisty and looking for trouble.” Huffing and puffing. “Don’t screw up or you’re dead. Remember that. And not only you. Your family, too. All of them.”

Pretending to act braver than she felt, she kicked up her heels and danced in a circle while making for shore.

Too scared to look back.

She hitched the duffel over a shoulder before throwing up double fingers and then straightened and hurried past the gate at the end of he wharf.

How stupid was her brother, though?

Thanks to him, the gravity of the situation hadn’t sunk in. How was she responsible for him? It was all too much. She had places she wanted to be, but now she was forced to find him and help him.

Would Kennedy be crazy enough to kill her entire family?

She’d heard about that happening on news reports about the drug situation in Mexico.

Did they do that in America, too?

She couldn’t remember anything about it on the news channels. Surely it would have made endless TV headlines, over and over.

She counted out five hundred and change from Kennedy’s wallet.

Not so bad. It was in her pocket now.

She changed her mind and stuffed it into the duffel.

The truck stop was due north, if she remembered the map.

The weather wasn’t about to do any favors. The storm looked to be more than local, and it was moving in fast, brought on by the wind.

She made it past the yacht club gate in time for the black sky to open up.

Wind-driven rain poured down.

In minutes, she was looking and feeling like a drowned rat.
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Bobbie hauled out a waterlogged thumb just in time for a redneck half-ton to brake.

She knew it was redneck by the painted flames coming out of the wheel wells. That it was jacked-up on tractor-sized tires only served to prove her right.

The wheels locked, and the truck slid sideways on the wet road. It halted in front of her. The door opened. She tossed the rain-soaked bag onto the bed.

It took effort and a handrail to step up.

She wheezed, thanks to Kennedy’s beating.

She wondered how many prom dates in heels and gowns the driver might have hauled around in a truck outfitted the way it was.

She made it plain where I needed to be, and in that instant, knew for sure he didn’t have a girlfriend. Or a prom date.

Ten-day stubble, a wife-beater, and bib overalls spoke to that.

That, and the redneck, jacked-up truck.
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JIM NASH FINISHED PACKING his go-bag with the automatic and two oversize mags.

Allie chose that moment to walk into the trailer. Her eyes flicked from the table with the open bag to Jim.

“You’re going.”

“I have to. I’ll not have any peace until I end it. Once and for all.” There was nothing more he could say that would be capable of convincing Allie of anything.

“That won’t bring Pilar back,” she said.

He stopped what he was doing and looked at Allie. “No. I know that. It’s going to bring me back.

He hoped. The downward spiral since losing his wife, Pilar, had been endless.

“Or you’ll die trying,” Allie said.

“Something like that.”

Allie leaned against the counter. Her gaze remained fixed on him.

He looked away and carried on, pretending to be busy.

“You’re not fooling me, Jim. After I leave, it’s going to be Erica’s turn, so don’t think you’re getting off Scott-free.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said. “Erica must have mellowed, though, if she’s planning on talking me out of leaving.”

“If you bothered to pay attention, you’d have seen it. She forgave you a long time ago. You just don’t realize it.”

He found that hard to believe. Erica hated him from the moment he got involved with her sister, Kara. That he ended up married to her had sent Erica over the deep end for a while. It was as though she knew he wouldn’t be any good for her sister.

And he wasn’t.

Kara was dead, killed in an explosion.

He wanted to see the body, for without that, who the hell knew anything for sure? The thing is, there was no body. None that he could find, at least.

“Well, if you insist. But I’ll have to hear her tell me to believe it.”

Allie wrapped her arms around him and hugged, hard. “Be careful. Please.”

He hugged her back, just as hard. “I will.”

“There’s a place for you here. No matter what,” she said.

“I know.”

But did he?

He had to be the stupidest son of a bitch in the world every time he walked away from Allie and everything she offered. He’d done it more than once, too. In fact, he wore holes in his shoes walking away.

“The keys are in the car if anyone wants to use it,” he said. “I’ll be cabbing it to a beater I picked up.”

“Then you’re driving?”

“Yes,” he admitted. “But you don’t know that. No one does.”

“All right. Here comes Erica with the whole family. Be nice.”

“You know I will, Allie.”

“Remember. Everything is here. When you decide what you want.”

Lily and James and Zelda and Zoe bounded through the trailer’s narrow door, laughing and talking a mile a minute.

Erica brought up the rear as though she was the one shepherding them in his direction.

“You guys are like a pack of wild animals.” He laughed. “Take it easy. You’re like tornado and you know how long trailers last in one of those.”

Lily said, “I heard you’re going away again, Uncle Jim. I wanted to come and say goodbye. So did James and Zelda and Zoe. We’re all going to miss you until you come back.”

Even the dogs had long faces. He couldn’t get away from it. “That’s nice of you to say. It means a lot to me.”

Erica rested her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. Her other went to James, as though protecting both.

Just as Kara, his mother, had done on the resort’s wharf the first time he saw the two of them together.

“James, what do you say to taking care of Zoe for me? Do you think you could do that until I come back?” he asked.

The boy looked up at him, shy, awkward, still not sure where he stood in the grand scheme of his life.

“I’d like that,” he said, as a huge smile grew.

It pleased Jim to hear him say it.

“Zelda a good dog. She listens. She comes when she’s called. But you know that, right? She likes you, too. That’s important. And you like her.”

“I’ll take good care of her. I promise. Lily will help, won’t you, Lily?”

The pair of them were almost inseparable too, like the dogs.

“Thank you, James. Maybe Zelda can help if you need it. Right, Lily?”

Lily nodded furiously.

Zelda woofed. She was convinced, too.

The kids, followed by the dogs, scrambled out of the trailer.

Only Erica remained.

Allie had warned him. Still, it surprised him when Erica went to the door and closed it.

“So, you’re going through with it.”

“News travels fast in this part of the marina, doesn’t it?” He smiled at her.

“You must know by now you don’t have to do it on my account. I forgave you a long time ago.”

She might have, but he hadn’t forgiven himself. Not yet, at least. He still had demons that needed chasing down. He was prepared for it to take a long time.

“The car is there. I left the keys in case you want to give Lily driving lessons.”

“She gets those at school. I suppose a few lessons in someone else’s beater would be a good thing.”

“It’s no beater—”

Erica grinned and held up her hands. “I know, Jim. I’m just trying to keep it light.”

“Like your sister. In more ways than one.”

“I can’t talk you into changing your mind—” Erica halted.

“If Allie couldn’t, you can’t. I need to do this, Erica. I’ll find out who the boy’s father is, too, if I can.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she said.

“It might not now, but one day, he’ll be wondering. And asking. What will you tell him?”

“You’re right. I know that. But—” She halted.

“Let’s agree to disagree for now. We’ll talk about it when I get back.”

“We’re all counting on you getting back. No matter what. Have you got everything you need?” Erica asked.

“I think so. If not, well, I’ll make do.”

Erica hugged him too tight, and he figured out all by himself that she had finally forgiven him.

Even so, a job needed to be done. He wouldn’t rest until he ended it.

“Take care of James.”

“I will. And thank you,” she said.

He didn’t ask her for what.

He already knew.
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IT WAS WASN’T YET FIRST light. The cloudy sky kept it even darker.

Jim threw his bag into the taxi and directed the driver in the general direction of the abandoned lot and his stashed beater. He got out two blocks distant and made his way on foot. Better safe than sorry. Even though he’d never be sorry until this was over with.

If he had time, even then.

The wind was picking up fast, whipping dust and debris and anything else it could throw in its frenzy. The storm was looking to be a doozie and he was glad to be underway. He faced sixty miles of slow going until he hit the 10 and turned west.

His automatic was stashed, along with the special mags. They’d turn up if the car was dismantled for a drug search. He hoped a drug-sniffing dog would show up before that happened.

He had two knives with sheaths. He came up with a strap and figured he could make his way with both attached to his lower legs. The break-apart sheaths would provide an edge. If worse came to worse. Even though he knew he’d never be as proficient as Kara.

He’d make do in close quarters.

Finally, at the on-ramp for the 10, he turned west.

Only a thousand miles to go.

He set the cruise and readied for the long, solitary haul across the interstate.

He wasn’t at the first gas stop and already he realized he should have flown.
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The storm blowing in off the gulf wasn’t a local event. There would be no driving past it. Wind-driven rain streaked across the flooded highway in waves. Come daylight, the cloud base darkened and descended with a vengeance.

Cars swerved.

Semis pulled off at exits, leaving the road to fools like him.

He turned on the radio, looking for a weather report. Unintelligible voices broken only by static came at him. Smashing a fist against the dash in frustration did nothing to improve his disposition.

He gave up with the radio and instead and fiddled with the weak stream emanating from the AC. It wasn’t doing him any favors, either.

Before long, windows began to fog. He reached across and cranked down the window on the opposite side. Water soaked the seat, but the windows kept clear.

If the wipers held, he’d pull off at the next turnout to wait out the storm.

But for one woman only, Jim wouldn’t be making this trip. His wife. Pilar. It turned out the plane crash that killed her wasn’t caused by mechanical failure.

By the time the Feds tied up the loose ends in their investigation, a small amount of explosive residue had been discovered in Pilar’s luggage.

That was news. And that was why he wasn’t able to put his hands on her luggage once the investigation concluded. He wondered about that, but figured it was just a standard part of an aircraft accident investigation.

Like the third degree he was subjected to regarding his wife and her ties to violent extremism.

He was pretty much fed up with bureaucracy. TSA. NSA. FBI. Homeland Security.

Screw them. They were all show and no go.

Pilar was no terrorist. Dead and buried, she was branded as one.

The investigations halted when they figured out they could use her as a scapegoat. No going deep into backgrounds. No wondering why the residue had been placed in her luggage. It was straight out dereliction of duty by everyone.

He wasn’t surprised. In fact, by the end, he had become accustomed to it. Disgusted by the stonewalling and finally by the outright denial of any further need to investigate, his wife Pilar was tried and convicted in absentia.

He was blindsided. Fed up with the incompetence, he decided on the spot he’d be the one to do the investigating.

He was intent on making the score even. One way or the other. It was looking like it would be the other, ending up on the receiving end of his lot in life as it had.

He settled back in the seat.

Even with the window part-way down in the rain, he wished he hadn’t cheaped out on the rental. Air that worked would be nice. And a radio. On the other hand, his growing mean streak would only get worse the hotter it got.

And in nine hundred miles, his mean streak would have plenty of time to fester.

The problem would be losing control. He had to stay calm. Think things through. If one course of action didn’t work, he’d be forced to stop, hold up, and try another.

Piece of cake.
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The fierce wind driving the deluge turned the water laying on the interstate into a wind-swept river. Water was piling up in the ditches. Tired windshield wipers were barely performing.

The green and white sign hanging over the interstate said Diamondhead.

The break in the weather heralded by a patch of blue most likely wouldn’t last long.

He passed the massive truck lot populated by idling semis.

Two waterlogged women walked the line. Lot lizards, most likely, struggling to make their way in the wind down the long line of parked and idling semis. They’d be climbing up on the driver side and knocking on windows, looking for work.

Driven by the wind, diesel perfume floated into the car’s open windows.

Huge banners planted in cement-filled tires flapped something about a sale. Of course. Everything was on sale.

Gas and go. And maybe a burrito.

He eased up to the building in the shelter of the downwind side. The wind died immediately.

A lone woman leaned against the building, obviously using the same shelter.

He pulled up to the pumps and got out.

Opened the flap. Hung the cap on it.

Stuck the nozzle into the tank.

Pulled and locked the lever in place.

He took another look at the woman. She didn’t look anything like a lot lizard in her loose jeans and a jacket over a t-shirt.

More like a drifter.

And like him, the drifter didn’t look happy to be here, either.

More likely a hitchhiker taking shelter from the storm. Her relief would be short-lived. Still, she looked like a drowned rat—or whatever a drowned rat looked like.

He felt sorry for her until she turned and gave him a better look at part of a face turning from deep purple to almost black.

He felt even sorrier.

“Quite an eye you have there.”

She tossed a sullen look in his direction and placed a foot on a duffel bag.

Maybe she thought he’d make a try to take it from her.

“You should see the other person.”

Jim threw a grin her way. “Yeah, I’ve said that a time or two myself. I never for a minute believed my own bullshit, though.”

He pulled open the door into the stop’n’go, on the prowl for coffee and a burrito.

Music blared from overhead speakers.

First things first.

He headed past the shower rooms, on the lookout for the restroom.

Found it and took a bathroom stop before standing over a sink.

He splashed cold water on his face.

Washed away sticky perspiration.

Cleaned up as best he could before he returned to the store.

He navigated past racks of CD movies and gift cards and candy bars and bags of potato chips.

He overheard someone say the food was fresh-made.

A burrito called his name. He added a coffee to go.

On the spur of the moment, he doubled the order and threw extra sugar and creamers into the bag.

For luck, he picked out a pair of trendy-looking, huge-lensed sunglasses, paid for everything, and headed for the exit.
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JIM WALKED OUT OF THE store in time to see a black, jacked-up half-ton with shiny, thousand-dollar rims wearing oversize tires rumble past.

He halted and it disappeared around the side of the building.

Tires whined on wet pavement.

A door opened and slammed so loud he could have heard it from inside the stop’n’go.

The woman’s redneck boyfriend, no doubt.

In a redneck town filled with redneck women pretending to be the town toughies.

Probably with more than a few tattoos to convince the locals it was true.

The scream wasn’t quite blood-curdling, but it was loud enough to cause him to retreat into the store until he knew more.

There was no sense letting the burritos go cold, either.

“Put these in the warmer, please. I’ll be right back.”

He ventured forth for a look-see and a second scream said go faster.

The black-eyed girl was competing in a wrestling match with a fat man who must have gotten out of the truck.

She wasn’t in his weight-class, either.

She swung a roundhouse.

Missed.

Kicked and missed.

Couples therapy. It had to be how she got the black eye.

The fight looked to be over until fat man got his arms around her.

She stomped him a good one on the instep with her heel.

He yelled and cursed, and she shimmied and ducked and almost slipped out of his grip.

Fat man number two behind the wheel got out to help his friend.

He circled behind the pair, took over, and got his arms around the woman.

He squeezed. Hard.

The yelling halted.

The air blasted out of townie’s lungs so loud and fast he could hear her wheeze.

Fatty number two lifted her off the ground.

Her feet began to dance and he carried her to the truck.

There was a last bit of struggle left in the woman, but it was only her feet kicking feebly at empty air.

Townie was done for.

The look he got before she was forced to surrender said help.

He would have moved in sooner, but she was doing such a good job until she was outmatched.

That wasn’t right.

Two men against a lone girl.

He kept eyes on stranger number two and sidled over to the fat one with his arms full of woman too limp to struggle.

Maybe he could even the odds if the odds needed evening.

“What’s going on here, woman? You know these rednecks?”

Townie’s eyes shifted. The look of panic behind them said no.

“One of them your boyfriend?”

As if he needed more convincing, townie shook her head from side to side even faster.

Jim shifted his attention to the man with his arms full of woman.

“Let her go.”

He turned to look at him, still dragging the girl.

That was number two’s clue. He advanced, thinking he wasn’t paying attention.

He waited for him to get close.

Kicked out with a roundhouse foot, wanting to connect with the outside of his knee.

Missed.

Caught the kneecap instead.

Made a second attempt and connected with the side of his knee.

Fatty dropped like a stone. He almost took the girl and his friend with him as he tumbled against the pair on the way down.

He owned him.

For good measure, he gave him a foot in the gut. That was fat-man’s cue to toss the girl and make good on his friendship with number two.

He wanted to take care of him, and he wasn’t having any of it.

Jim said, “You can turn tail and walk or you can get on the ground with your friend. Your choice.”

Fat man stayed.

His mistake.

Face to face, he kicked upward, looking to meet kneecap with the toe of boot.

It connected.

A shocked look crossed his face.

He doubled over in agony and dropped. The damaged knee landed on asphalt. He wailed like a baby.

He pulled back a fist and drove it into fatty’s side. It sunk in like it was quicksand.

He let him have one to the side of the head and fatty hit the rain-soaked ground like a sack of flour minus the dust.

Game over.

Jim looked over at the girl. She was shaken and pale as a sheet. It forced the black eye to stand out even more. She looked to be okay otherwise.

He remembered to shake his hand and flex his fingers. It felt like he broke it.

“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t know what I would have done—”

She reached to take his hand like a mother comforting a child.

He let her touch it before pulling away.

“It’s fine. Don’t go away.”

He used the break in the action to search through pockets.

Found what he was looking for.

Moved to the truck and found the truck keys still in the ignition. He pulled them out and tossed them. 

He went back into the store and retrieved the bag of goodies and sat down at the picnic table.

He waved for the traveler to sit with him.

He took the sunglasses out of the bag and handed them across the heavy wooden picnic table.

She hesitated, using the opportunity for a studied stare into his eyes.

She grabbed for the glasses, yanked off the tag, and propped them on her nose.

“Good choice. They suit you. Even better, they conceal the damages. Most of it, anyway. So far.”

More would be showing up.

He grinned, and the light rain and the wind chose that moment to declare another truce.

Blue sky broke through, followed by sunshine. It wouldn’t last long. Low dark overcast was blowing in as a reminder that the storm would only get worse.

“You might want some of this, too.”

He passed the bag across the table.

She settled in and waited until I withdrew his hand before making a grab.

Wary.

She looked inside.

Hauled out the burrito.

Unwrapped it faster than a raccoon and devoured it in three bites.

Jim said, “I’m always on the lookout for a good story. You got one about that eye?”

She stopped chewing long enough to swallow.

She opened the bag and looked in a second time.

It was obvious idle conversation wasn’t the first thing on her mind.

She said, “You gonna eat the other one or what?”

It looked like she wanted to devour the bag. He didn’t want to get in the way.

“It’s yours.”

“Thanks. The manager threw me out when he figured I was a storm refugee with no money to buy anything.”

She looked up from the empty bag.

“There’s plenty more where that came from. What do you take in your coffee?”

She looked at him through the dark glasses. “My eye’s not so bad.”

From what he could see, it was only getting blacker.

He wanted to know if she often deluded herself.

“If you believe that, you might get a second opinion by looking in a mirror. I could give you an unbiased opinion. If you want one, that is.”

She didn’t even crack a bit of a smile.

I grinned anyway, just because. Breaking the ice with this one would be a challenge.

He wondered if he’d get the chance.

“Cream and sugar, please and thanks. Maybe you could pick out a cap for me, too.”

He returned with the goodies.

She dumped it all in her cup and replaced the lid.

While she busied herself doing that, he spied a black and white on the other side of the building, driving the line of semis in the enormous lot.

From where she sat, she couldn’t see it.

Yet.

“I crewed a sloop into this dump. Nothing but old people, tennis tournaments and dog shows. When I didn’t get paid, I clipped the owner and rummaged his pockets for my money.”

The half-ton and its occupants were out of sight. The black and white started to make its way toward the store.

He caught the girl glancing at the reflection. She rummaged through her open bag in a hurry.

She found what she was looking for, tugged off her top, and groaned.

She struggled to get her arms through before pulling it down. The second groan was a lot shorter, but it was a lot louder.

“It’s time to go. I’ll bring the car around.”

“That would be all right.”

She pulled on the ball cap.

He felt eyes burn into his back as he made for the car.

No doubt she was wondering if she’d need to tackle him at some point if she accepted his offer.

That was all right. He’d wonder, too, if he was her.

He reached across the seat and opened the door.

“Thanks.”

He must have passed the test.

She tossed her water-logged bag into the back and hurried to slide in.

“I’m Jim Nash.”

He didn’t bother holding out his hand.

Neither did she.

He figured she’d talk when she wanted to.

Instead, he went with flattery. “Those wraparounds do a good job.”

She reached across for the mirror, adjusted it, and took off the glasses.

She leaned in for a better look, brushed her fingertips across the bruise, and winced.

He took a good look, too.

Black eye and all, she looked pretty good.

Green eyes.

Long, black hair.

Her skin seemed too pale to have crewed on a boat.

He’d ask about that later.

She dipped a finger against a tube of lip gloss and smoothed it on. She must have decided I’d be all right for a couple of hundred miles of silence, at least.

Women.

She had an eye blacker than midnight and she chose lip gloss.

She pushed the seat back, put her feet up on the dash, and closed her eyes. Long, dark hair fluttered out the window. Inside, it flowed over her shoulder and down in front.

He took a better look.

Well-worn clothes, but clean.

Low-cut boots on the floor were not too new.

Cared for, though.

What looked to be a nice-sized pair hid behind a thick wool shirt and a torn tee. That was all right, too.

And she was soaking wet.

He cranked up the heat.

He readjusted the mirror and went back to driving.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught her checking him out.

He ignored her and hoped she felt safe, at least for now.

He’d take his time and wait for the story he hoped would come in due time.

After a dozen miles of silence, she stopped shivering, came around, and fiddled with the radio.

He guessed listening was a better choice than talking.

She couldn’t get it to work, either. In frustration, she thumped the dash.

“Yeah. No. That didn’t work for me when I tried it more than once. There’s no air, either,” he said.

She flipped billowing hair over her shoulder and looked across the distance between them.

“I noticed. Traveling on a budget, are you?”

She cracked.

Finally.

He smiled and went on staring out the window and down the rain-swept highway.
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​​Chapter 5
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BOBBIE DAWSON HAD TURNED them all down. All the offers for a ride, that is. Rain-soaked and cold, she still had a bit of pride remaining that hadn’t completely washed away.

This one humped a beater over the flooded rain gutter.

Splashed through the puddles collecting on the asphalt parking lot.

Slowed to a stop at the side of the building.

A rental, maybe. You could never tell for sure these days unless you walked around the back of the car and checked for stickers.

The door squeaked open.

The driver got out and she gave him driver a good, hard look.

Male. All by himself.

Wrinkled clothes, but they looked clean.

Sweaty-looking, but the windows were down.

Probably no air.

He looked her way.

She looked away.

He caught her out and made a smartass comment about the black eye.

Typical.

He had a nice enough smile, though.

This was the one. Had to be the one. She was sick of being cold and wet. Even sicker of going nowhere when she needed to be on her brother’s trail.

The storm wouldn’t be breaking any time soon, even with the blue sky overhead. The wind was too strong and everything around was low black cloud.

Bobbie made a show of putting a foot on her duffel bag. She wanted him to know she was traveling.

It was obvious he didn’t believe her when she said she gave as good as she got with the black eye.

He carried on into the store.

She stole a quick look at her reflection in the window. A one-eyed, waterlogged raccoon reflected back.

Her eye was even blacker than when she checked it out in the restroom. She tried to make up for it by rubbing on some lip gloss and hoped a nice, sweet smile would do for the rest.

The jacked black half-ton circled the store. She recognized the driver as the same one who had dropped her off.

It braked hard. Rubber squealed on wet pavement. The truck wheeled into the parking lot and screeched to a halt, even on the wet pavement.

He had a partner in the passenger seat.

The friend got out and grabbed for her.

She reacted by ducking out of the way.

Too late.

He connected and a powerful grip tightened over her arms. It forced them to down to her sides.

He shoved and she was forced toward the truck’s open door.

The movement forced her off balance. She tried a kick.

Then a fist.

Both connected with empty air.

By then, he had his arms all the way around her.

He lifted her off the ground in less time than a heartbeat.

She continued to flail and kick and make feeble attempts to smash the back of her head into the mugger’s face.

She screamed and screamed again.

Meaty arms tightened around her chest, forcing out what little air she had left.

Bobbie looked after the man she thought was so shit-hot in the beater with no air.

He was running back into the store.

Chickenshit.

And then, in what seemed like far too long, he was back.

She forgave him just as slowly.

“Friends of yours?” he asked.

Her captor squeezed harder.

Out of breath and unable to talk, she shook her head. It was all she could do.

“Would you like some help with that?”

She didn’t think she had to, but she nodded anyway.

“All righty then.”

And that was that.

Chickenshit went to work.

It was like a fight scene out of a movie.

A single kick put one on the ground.

It happened that fast.

She couldn’t figure how he did it.

He went for number two and it was over in a heartbeat.

At least, it was for her.

She was free.

She got off a kick to a fat man’s gut and then chickenshit lifted her up and carried her off with flailing feet against empty air.

“That’s only fair if you put him there. Next time, okay?”

He went for the truck keys in the ignition. He pulled them out and heaved them across the lot.

“They never take their keys,” he said. “You want something to eat?”

She looked across at the bodies on the ground.

He followed her gaze.

“Don’t concern yourself with them. They’re good where they are. They’ll come around by the time we’re ready to go.”

Chickenshit must have known she doubted him.

“You didn’t think I was coming back. That’s all right. I didn’t want my food to get cold. Then I figured you probably hadn’t eaten for a while, so I ordered for two.”

He smiled a lopsided grin. His eyes crinkled.

“Are we good now?”

Yeah, we’re good now.

But she didn’t tell him that.

He handed over the paper bag and that was when she realized she was starving.

She sighed, and he passed a pair of sunglasses her way, too.

She picked up her duffel bag and followed the man like a found puppy to the picnic table at the side of the building. 

She still needed to know if he’d be the one.

She dropped the rain-soaked duffel and threw a leg over the bench.

Her chest was killing her, thanks to the man who’d squeezed the crap out of it.

She eased down slowly and groaned. She tried not to. She couldn’t help it.

She tried inhaling slowly, too.

Her chest was beyond aching. Hidden by her shirt, she had to be black and blue to match the damned eye. So much for the breasts covered by the camouflage.

He asked about the eye. She knew he would. He wanted to start a conversation. She gave up just enough to let him know she had crewed into town on a schooner.

“So you’re a sailor. Got any tattoos?”

He grinned.

She tried to ignore the crack. She couldn’t. The severe look she was dishing out relaxed. She couldn’t prevent the corners of her mouth from curling into a tiny smile.

“For me to know.” She hesitated. “And you to find out.”

And you to find out? Where did that come from?

She tried to cover it, though. “Thanks for the food,” she added in a hurry.

“Yeah. I could tell by the way you chewed up the tinfoil. Remind me not to get between you and the kitchen if I ever get you into an actual restaurant.”

She caught the black and white reflecting in the windows. It turned into the parking lot and slowly walked down the lines of semis on the opposite side of the building. She pretended she hadn’t seen it.

She rummaged in her bag and came up with a fresh shirt. The groans surprised her as she rushed arms through openings and tugged the shirt over her head.

“Time to go, is it?”

That was it.

She heaved her duffel into the back of the man’s beater through another groan and climbed in.

She kicked off her boots and propped her feet against the dash. She only wanted to close her eyes, but not before she got a good look at the man.

He reached for the mirror and tilted it. “Take a look. It’s not so bad. Yet.”

She leaned into it and caught him checking out her chest. She was accustomed to it, but it wasn’t like he was being as obvious as most. She let it go. Besides, he was good-looking in a rough and tough kind of way. Something about him. Rugged good looks. Besides, he just kicked the shit out of two men. That was nothing to sneeze at—not that she wanted to sneeze with the way she felt.

“I’m Jim Nash. Pleased to meet you.”

He needed a shave.

She wondered how much she should tell him about the black eye.

She was a good liar, but there was something about this one.

She stopped worrying and pretended to sleep.

Eventually, it became the real thing.
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It sounded like a gunshot and Bobbie knew she wasn’t dreaming. She made a grab for the door and the dashboard just as the radio blared.

The car swerved into the second lane.

Jim wrestled with the steering wheel. Worked it back and forth until he got the skid under control.

He never touched the brakes.

The car slowed on its own enough to pull onto the shoulder.

“It’s a flat tire,” he announced. “I hope this wreck has a spare.”

Oh great. She was just starting her journey and now she was going to be held up until they get a tow. “Want me to check the trunk?”

“It’s all right. I’ll do it.”

He was right to hope. There was a spare. Minus a jack stand. Frustrated, he rubbed the back of his neck.

“Come in out of the rain, at least. In this fog, a car might not see us.”

She might have known when one halted in front of them.

She was worried it could be highway grifters.

She needn’t have.

It was another kind of grifter.

Kennedy.

And she wasn’t happy in the slightest to see him.

Jim noticed, too.

“You all right?” he asked. “You look like it’s a zombie horde coming to help. I’m hoping the horde has a jack.”

If he only knew.

Her friend from the sailboat in Diamondhead walked up to the driver’s side and lowered his head. He ignored her but for a quick flick of his eyes.

She couldn’t ignore him. Her face had to go from pale to picket-fence white.

“We’re missing a tire jack. Any chance we could borrow yours?” Jim asked.

Kennedy popped his trunk and handed over the jack stand.

Jim went to work on the rear tire.

Reluctantly, she joined Kennedy at the back of his car. “You’re following me.”

It wasn’t a question. It was obvious.

“I’m only looking out for my interests. Now get your ass back there. I don’t want him getting suspicious. And remember what I told you.”

Not soon enough they were good to go with the repair.

Jim slammed the trunk closed and climbed in.

Cold and wet from the rain, nervous, shaking, Bobbie’s heart went into pounding overdrive.

Even away from the boat, Kennedy was intent on monitoring things.

“You two were gossiping like old friends. What were you talking about?” he asked.

Kennedy was right.

She tried to cover it off. “Just the usual travel stuff. Weather. Restaurants. Motels.”

She was sure Jim wouldn’t want to hear how she’d been threatened with death if she didn’t come up with her brother and the missing drugs he was supposed to have stolen. She’d more likely get left on the side of the road if she offered a half-assed explanation.

Any explanation, most likely.

She was being chased. Followed. Whatever.

How else would Kennedy have been so close?

Kennedy didn’t trust her. And it was even more obvious that no matter what happened, she’d be watched until she found her brother or came up with the drugs.

She wondered if her wanted poster had dead or alive scrawled across the bottom.
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