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Chapter 1

Eddie Townsend swayed toward the drooping branches of a willow tree that dwarfed Shadow Creek’s town square. Through a blurry haze, they appeared as gentle, motherly arms, ready to welcome him home from yet another adventure, to accept him no matter who he had become. Or what he had done. Forgiveness lay beneath that tree and he crawled within its embrace often.

Shadows stretched and pulled beneath a rising moon peeking between gathering clouds. Soft rays shone upon the wrought iron frame of a wooden bench tucked within the same embrace. On one flaking arm, Eddie would comfortably rest his head if he made it that far. He didn’t want to go home just yet.

His shuffling approach scattered bickering gulls to the nearby harbor.

One step. Two steps. Closer, at least.

He stopped his approach, suddenly nauseous.

The frothing Atlantic rekindled buried emotions and plunged him into even deeper memories with the feel of a rusty blade upon tender flesh. Pervading his senses, its fragrance proved as intoxicating as a woman he’d once known—if you’d call her that. An acquired smell to some, especially when the tide was low, still, he breathed deeply, tasting its thickness. Even as he staggered, frayed rawhide bootlaces sometimes falling under an unbalanced stride, he remembered to breathe through his nose—deeply—as if every quivering expansion of his chest might be his last.

Holding until his lungs burned for release, willing the fragrance to wash over the smell of his own skin, he relished an aroma he could die with comfortably.

Whitecaps and buoys danced on a turbulent silver surface, still infusing a thirst for boundless waters.

The ocean.

Its mysteries as alluring as its beauty, its sparkling blue waters and tumbling caps the surface of bloody naval battles, or the choppy stage set for heroic rescues as sailors united under the relentless and unforgiving wrath of a storm. Or perhaps, a soothing calm before the sun crested the horizon, its glass-like miles of interminable depths containing the strength to take the edge off the nastiest of moods.

More often than not, the same smell triggered memories of a past best left forgotten.

Behind shallow cheeks and salt and pepper bristles of a beard left untrimmed, an infinite sadness pulled at his skin like the weight of his unwashed trousers. A measure of feeling so deep and profound and twisted with guilt, it took the drowning of this fathomless sorrow to add enough meager layers of strength to wake another day. Continuously flowing through his veins like an alternative life force, the burning fluid provided a thin layer of protection.

And a means to mask the true source of his distress.

Bourbon emanating from his pores like a poor man’s cheap cologne, the mere memory of her taste and smell easily pierced his emotional armor as though it wafted in tantalizing swirls just beneath his nose. It existed under the guise of spice and passion—twin daggers driven straight into his soul. Tender morsels to cherish at one time, her seductive smell and mouth-watering savor had grown stale over time, and now clung to the roof of his mouth, lurking as a bitter aftertaste.

Offering a one-eyed gaze to the waning moon, lip curled into a feral snarl, explosive images flashed through his mind with fragments of memories more potent than the ten amber shots coursing through his body and reddening his venous nose.

A bootlace snaked beneath one foot as he struggled to take another step and finally destroyed what equilibrium he did have remaining. Eddie toppled over with just enough sense to roll and land on his back, arms flopping to the eight-twenty position, his mind a numbing mist of shadows as another nightmare swiftly slid beneath his already-closing eyes.

On a frost-heaved sidewalk, Eddie’s skeletal frame jittered with every twitch of his legs. A light rain dribbled across his eyelids, veined surfaces almost disguising the frantic movements of the hazel orbs beneath. But not quite—they rippled like thin blankets thrown over two wild animals.

The willow tree whispered in the breeze as though acknowledging an old friend. Involuntary whimpers crawled from his chest, spilling upon the air. Visible breaths pumped from his mouth as tenacious memories clutched with unwanted zeal, swirling him into unconscious madness.

Again.

The putrid smell of rotting flesh cut through the booze and made teardrops fall from the corners of his eyes. Blood-red drops landed on his brow, his cheeks. His lips.

Beneath a crimson rain, he tasted her again.

He had killed her once, yet she refused to go away.


Chapter 2

At the sudden squawk of a morning gull, the high-pitched alarm finally able to shatter his nightmare into fading remains, Eddie peeled his face away from the frigid, sea-sprayed sidewalk, pebbles falling from the wrinkled creases of his cheek. A familiar pounding took root in the middle of his forehead and cottonmouth spread from his parched tongue to the back of his throat in the time it took to stifle a yawn. The first swallow of the day would be painful.

He squinted at a falling tide punctuated by swirling fingers of mist and fog. Followed the exposed slanting support beams of the local pier between rocks, kelp, and the rusted axle of a car no one had bothered to remove. Barnacles and periwinkles decorated the base of each support beam. Combined with a dark slime that had a life of its own, the scene created an abstract piece of art someone in Los Angeles would probably pay high dollars for if they could extract it in one piece and slap it on a canvas.

He watched the bustling activity of the early morning hours, enjoying the sounds and smells, longing to be a part of it. Years ago, he had turned his back on it all, instead choosing to ride into the same horizon on a battleship as it left the naval station a few miles up the coastline.

In the short distance ahead, beyond the docks and where the ocean provided sufficient depth, what looked like a father and son motored toward a fishing boat tied to a fluorescent buoy, the father at the controls, the boy observing a world that would fully engross him as soon as he finished school. The boy hung his arm over the edge of the skiff and let it trail in the morning’s calm waters, appearing hypnotized by the wake disappearing a few feet behind the small boat. For a moment, Eddie went further in time, wishing he had stayed on the same course this boy would probably navigate and been able to enjoy the tough yet simple life it would have created, the local camaraderie it would have formed. The safety it would have provided.

And protection … from her.

Eddie looked away, forcing his attention elsewhere, refusing to contemplate his decisions until he had something to drink. Success in life was a simple result of one’s choices, and some of the decisions he had made in the past he’d gladly change with the price of his soul if given the chance.

Like a park bench bolted to a sidewalk or a streetlight marking its presence on the corner of Poliquin Avenue and Poland Road, rubber and steel-toed boots knew to walk around him and when to veer left or right without looking. At times, Eddie felt the brush of fishermen’s clothes, heard the familiar exhale of disgust or mumbled whisper to a friend as they passed, briefly discussing Eddie’s life. Two seconds it would take to surmise his life—a single breath of air. Eddie didn’t need to look up to see the shameful shakes of their heads and gave up trying to explain his predicament long ago, as only deaf ears ever turned in his direction, and usually by accident. He learned to accept many things over the years … including his demise.

Sunshine started to spill across the horizon, casting a pinkish glow on the underside of a scattered cloudy sky. Eddie’s day had begun.

His bones creaked as he stretched, in desperate need of lubricant only bought with youth, and in his case, overspent throughout the years. He had aged quickly, and not so gracefully.

Not surprisingly, a heavy blanket fell from his shoulders as he pushed his body off the ground. Courtesy of Ms. Belinda Harvilchuck for sure, once his most prized catch. Now, from behind the three- by ten-foot slab of tearstained oak at the Troubled Waters Bar, she always provided the patient ear and never-ending supply of peanuts he loved. And knew when to cut him off from the bourbon he loved even more … most of the time. Occasionally, she’d lose count and only remember when she found his curled-up body on the pavement outside.

Passed down through generations, Troubled Waters was never at a loss for business—especially his. Although times could certainly get tough, there always seemed enough found in the darkest reaches of a pocket for a drink or two. A secret cavern existed behind tinted glass and a solid mahogany door, guarding fabled local legends Eddie could only guess at as a child. Every Tuesday and Thursday night he’d wait at the door, attempting to sneak a glimpse inside just as his father exited. Trying to visualize what would happen if he’d ever have the chance to cross its threshold and find a seat. From beyond the darkness decorated with neon beer signs and elevated voices, came the teasing beats of the latest country tunes, exploding raucous of pool balls, laughter, and bitter billows of smoke. As his father slumbered past and the door slowly closed—silencing the clamor until the next customer entered—Eddie would look back and wonder about the world his father had just left behind. Then wait for the secret wink to assume the usual position at his father’s side, allowing a bony elbow to lean sometimes painfully on his shoulder. Eddie learned to ignore the bitter smells coming from his father’s breath and fish-infested clothes as incoherent mumbling tried to thank him for the company. They’d meander home, sometimes lost in slurred, one-sided conversation, other times lost in silence.

An exquisite mystery fizzled the day Eddie entered Troubled Waters for the very first time, when registering for the draft meant you had a place at the bar. Stepping into the darkness with uncertain expectations, his chest deflated almost as fast as it took the thick smoke to thin his eyes. He followed the beacon of a flickering Miller sign to the first empty stool at the corner of the bar and gave a small nod to three faces turned toward him before climbing onto his perch. They nodded in return then went back to looking into their glasses or staring at the black and white local news above the bar. The bartender gawked until Eddie thought he had done something wrong. So amazed at the world he was finally privy to, he had almost forgotten the proper protocol and ordered a Miller (just like the sign).

Eddie looked into his own glass, searching for answers in the amber liquid like the revelations found in a scrying pool. Wondered what held him back from exploring the world. Realizing that secret doors sometimes held no secrets, Eddie knew he had to leave Shadow Creek.

Only to wish he never had.


Chapter 3

“Afternoon, Eddie. Able to make it home okay?” Belinda had his section of bar cleaned and a bourbon on the rocks waiting before the door closed behind him. From across the room, her blue eyes projected through the dim light and still sparkled beneath shoulder length hair the color of straw.

“Kinda…and thanks.” He cleared his throat, swallowed with a wince.

Hobbled to his usual position at the very end of the bar and pulled out the stool he thought must have two matching crescent indents belonging to his rear end alone.

“Welcome.”

Home it wasn’t, but as a place to live, the converted storage shed behind Troubled Waters suited him just fine. Consisting of an old Army cot, nightstand, a small table and chair, sink, and toilet, and a wood stove to keep him warm, it was all he needed to get by. He didn’t mind the feeble attempt at wallpaper on the walls, now peeling and completely missing in some parts; the lingering smells of oil and gasoline; or the remaining garden tools and slats of timber inhabiting the small building’s corners. Instead of a pair of garden shears or a hammer hanging from the perforated wall above his cot, two 4-penny nails supported his most valued possession: a glass case containing a folded American flag, once flown over the Nation’s Capital.

His Navy pension provided enough to pay Belinda a small monthly fee, keep his belly full, and any leftover to apply to his weekly tab. The shed kept him warm and out of the cold, save the times he never made it back from the bar. He didn’t own a car and chose instead to pedal a vintage Schwinn 10-speed around town during the spring and summer. Sometimes to the next town over, should he want to make a visit to the mall or simply clear his thoughts and at least attempt to fill them with things other than nightmares. He’d bought the bike at a yard sale for ten dollars and considered it his own fountain of youth. Quite a bargain considering that without his occasional treks atop its worn leather seat, his heart surely would have shriveled into dust long ago.

He bellied up and reached a shaking hand for the small glass containing two fingers of bourbon with ice. Drained it with two gulps then asked for another with the tentative raising of his eyebrows. Belinda poured, wiped the bar, and set the bottle down behind the bar without comment. This one he sipped as he enjoyed the burn starting to flower in the pit of his stomach.

As usual, he was the first customer of the day and knew this not because he’d actually seen her turn the sign from CLOSED to OPEN or that chairs still lay upside down atop their respective tables. Instead, a classical concerto issued from unseen speakers behind the bar, a sure sign that the locals hadn’t started filling the jukebox with quarters. A love for classical music and piano lessons were things they had shared years ago and occasionally spoke about now. Sometimes he would be the first through the door, not to drink, but to just sit at the bar and see the side of Belinda that he had always loved, sometimes humming to a sonata. Not the woman that could make a belligerent customer shake in his boots with a quick lash of her tongue, but the woman that loved fresh flowers and soft music.

“Getting any better?”

For a moment, he didn’t know what she was asking. His reverie found a certain peace in the memories he and Belinda had once created in high school, taking him elsewhere for the moment, a place he was loath to leave once found. When life was simple. Before he had decided to join the Navy and she had begged him not to go.

“Been getting worse all of a sudden, actually. Think they’ll only get better once I’m dead … not a bad alternative, I suppose.” He took a sip of bourbon, refraining from letting her know about the occasional smells that now accompanied the dreams, lingering until well after he was awake, sometimes enough to make him run to the bathroom and spew into the toilet.

“Don’t talk like that Eddie, you know I don’t like it,” she said, and meant it. Her eyes took a sudden sheen and Eddie regretted every word. “You really ought to take a trip to the Vet Center, let them have a look,” she finished, turning around, making what appeared a cursory wipe of the sink. Eddie imagined her biting her lower lip, expecting an outburst from him. Though the pleasant numbness of alcohol continued to spread, he refused to let it take over his brain and upset her with venomous slurs.

“A look inside my head? No thanks. Word is the wait is at least a year, anyway. Damned bureaucratic bullshit. This old vet will probably be one with the worms and maggots by then. Just as soon stick bamboo shoots under my nails.” He tipped up his glass, gently placed it on the bar, offered another raise of his eyebrows.

“Might be worth the wait, though. Promise me you’ll at least consider it … Eddie.” She held the bourbon in one hand, a hard look staring him down. His glass sat on the bar, empty save for two half-melted cubes of ice.

“Alright, alright. I’ll consider it.”

She poured, a grin turning one corner of her mouth in a way he always liked. He dismissed it without another word, defeated, but glad to have her in his life.

Eddie tapered his drinking enough (maybe with a little help) to manage the short walk around back and home an hour later. He would no doubt do it all over again soon. Sleeping on the pavement had left him worn out and sore, with a crick in his neck that twanged if tilted to the left. Right now, he needed a nap.

He didn’t bother removing his clothes but did remember to check under his cot to ensure the bag of rock salt stashed there had not disappeared. Satisfied, he gathered ashes from the wood stove to sprinkle around his bed before pulling the covers down.

An old habit that refused to die.

Similar to the nightmares that sometimes occurred as the sun sliced through blue skies.


Chapter 4

“What do we do, Tommy?” Amanda asked, one hand squeezed hard around a used, soggy tissue, the other absently twirling a few strands of strawberry hair. With a stinging nose almost as red as her hair, she cradled a telephone between her ear and a damp pillow. Nearby, a box of tissues sat empty and partially crushed after resorting to occasional fits of anger and frustration, her wastebasket overflowing with its residue.

A month ago, a home pregnancy kit shouted at her with the word PREGNANT jumping out of its grey background with bold black letters she tried to erase from the small screen for an hour afterward. Though it didn’t surprise her, as she’d been forced to start hiding a small outward bow to her stomach recently and only wanted the confirmation.

A month.

It had taken her that long to build enough willpower to let Tommy know, unsure of how he would take it, the tendency for him to unleash his anger always present—just like his father. She had no idea how far along she really was or how much longer she could hide the revelation. She dreaded it. They had done it a number of times over the summer, three months ago at the very earliest, following a graduation party for Tommy when a parting conversation and lingering kiss had turned into something much more in the back seat of his car, of all places.

“What do you mean, what do we do? YOU need to get rid of it.”

“Tommy, please,” she cried, hoping he’d just hear her side of things at least this once. “Listen to me … I … I’ve been thinking.” She couldn’t gather her thoughts fast enough, felt ready to collapse in defeat before she even had a chance to fight. Never given the option to assemble the forces, let alone build a supply of ammunition to use against such a formidable opponent.

“There’s nothing to think about, ’Mandy. How do I know it’s really mine?”

“Tommy!” She tried to smother a cry of anguish and surprise, but only succeeded in swallowing a lump that hurt going down and felt stuck inside her chest, fastening to her ribs with barbed hooks. This was the man she wanted to marry, the man that had taken her virginity. But now, his voice was raw, abrasive, an impassive voice containing nothing of the love he professed up until now. He sounded like a complete stranger existing at the other end of the telephone line, not the boyfriend that wanted to take her away from Shadow Creek once she graduated, leaving the fishing life and his abusive father behind for good.

“It’s true! How do I know who’s fucking you when I’m on the boat all day long? Derek’s been sweet on you since Junior High. He’s probably sticking his dick in you every chance he can get. God knows you let me the first time we met!”

The blow stung like no other, a painful jab that sliced deep and bled profusely. It sucked the breath from her chest and left her unable to utter a single word in response. There were no more tears to shed for the moment, only wishing she could cry to relieve some of the pain with cooling streams. She closed her eyes, letting the darkness comfort her, slowly grind the sharp edges of his words into dull swords that couldn’t penetrate any deeper, giving her the chance to decide how to respond. It was time for her to consider herself for a change.

A feeling in the bottommost part of her stomach flickered into a flame of anger, receiving enough fuel to ignite into an inferno she intended to direct at Tommy Fitzpatrick.

“Why do you have to be so much like your father when you can’t stand the man yourself, Tommy? Huh? Hauling traps all day long and listening to him humiliate you, constantly telling you to do it this way, not that way … not like some little pussy that joined the Marines like your older brother, who wasn’t man enough to stay behind and help with the family business. Ignoring the back of his hand when you just can’t seem to get it quite right. Sound familiar, Tommy? Huh? Huh? Huh?”

She breathed in.

And listened to silence hum from the earpiece, followed by a click, followed by the steady hum after the connection was lost. She hated to do it to him, but that was the only way she knew how to vent her anger, like small charges building up inside a cloud then exploding with a bolt of energy. Cracking with things she had always meant to say, but didn’t have the strength.

Guilt surfaced as she placed the phone on its cradle. She loved Tommy to no end, but wished he would find some way to understand. This was their baby growing inside of her. And they both had to figure out what to do next. Especially how to break the news to her mother, and her father, the illustrious Mayor Hutchinson, who had ties to the founding fathers of Shadow Creek and had no problem explaining the trivia to anyone who’d listen.

She still had nine months until graduation, almost an entire year before they could consider leaving Shadow Creek at all. Would she be with Tommy by then? Could they really do the things they always wanted to … with a baby?

She heard her parents walking up the steps en route to their bedroom across the hall; her mom sure to peek inside her room before retiring. Amanda turned off the light on her lamp and slid under the covers, leaving only her nose sticking out so she could breathe comfortably. It took an effort to avoid a sniffle, but she managed, finding it easier to breathe with her mouth open.

Following a soft knock, her door opened.

Please, leave me alone.

Then closed with a soft click.

She brought her head out from beneath the covers and a heavy sigh escaped. Tried to find solace in a layer of clouds moving across the moon. Another tear found the strength to gather and fall across her nose.

Her body was numb. Exhausted. And when at last she closed her eyes, it felt as though every nerve in her body vibrated with an intense restlessness, seeking direction, an avenue of escape lest their frenzy become uncontrollable. Something she couldn’t provide at the moment.

With silent hopes, Amanda prayed for answers.

Scattered thoughts unable to focus on anything in particular, Amanda fell into a fitful sleep easily shattered. She woke to the sound of a diesel engine while the stars still dominated the morning sky, a noise she usually had no trouble sleeping through. Then again a short while later, when the daily paper landed on the front steps and caused the screen door to rattle.

Her nose twitched at an unfamiliar smell, but sleep pulled her under before developing into curiosity.

Beneath growing shadows, her nose twitched again.


Chapter 5

Her eyes.

Leaving the shores of Maine for foreign lands was the toughest decision Eddie had ever made. Harder to turn his back against the fishing tradition expected of him. Before his chest had the chance to sprout small patches of hair and juvenile zits still covered his face more than whiskers, Eddie received his first set of orders to Naval Station Subic Bay, Philippines.

His first weekend liberty offered a chance to experience a touch of America surrounded by struggling city streets, alleys, and jungle. Little did he know it would start an obsession that would forever stitch his memories together with the fine threads of ecstasy and horror. A weave of feelings he’d neither considered possible nor thought capable of craving with the same cringing pains as a heroin addict.

As Eddie left the barbed wire confines of the base for the very first time, the Red Light District called to him with a siren’s voice, caressing his imagination with a feminine touch, sensitizing his genitals with the excitement of a soon-to-be-solved mystery for which there just had to be a solution. Even a skinny-ass, pimpled kid like himself could get some action here, surely, especially with a wallet fattened by an entire paycheck.

He’d made sure to wear his uniform. The clothes he owned were not suitable for a day in the garden, let alone a night on the town. He knew his dark walnut hair had a tendency to be on the greasy side, and flakes of his scalp decorated the top of his head at the most inopportune times. His physique just about welcomed an ass beating, his face sometimes holding not only constellations, but entire galaxies of pimples. The sharp-pressed uniform was his only reprieve from what the good Lord had given him in looks.

His imagination created a seductive voice that lured him ahead with light steps and a sweet melody. His heartbeat skipped at the alluring image his mind created. He listened to the hypnotic notes and meandered carelessly through the streets, dodging three-wheeled carriages, shoeless children, and fellow soldiers experiencing something the States could never provide. Traveling in small groups, equally deprived comrades begged other servicemen to witness the “banana show” alongside their own drooling mouths in the sniffing, snuffling, porcine front row—too few customers and the woman just wouldn’t shove it inside, much less reproduce the fruit in complete slices. As she could!—it was true!

Eddie refused the lure and instead followed the voice that rang as true as destiny within his ears and kept him turning the next corner … and the next. She had to be close. He plucked her scent as if by magic from the surrounding odors of spilled beer, cooking meats of outdoor vendors, and outright trash, giving himself entirely to her mystique. The heartbeat hammering in his ears got louder with every step. Then stopped completely.

He’d found her.

Staring at him from a photograph among others pinned to a bulletin board outside an establishment boasting Girls, Girls, Girls. As though they were part of the main menu—or maybe just the appetizers.

Her eyes.

Two bright green rays beaming from between wet strands of hair, stark against the dark olive shade of her skin. They sucked him in and ripped him apart with an almost visceral pain. With barely the strength to pull away, Eddie gawked at the rest of her body, glistening under the spray of a shower. And the area between her legs, shaved as smooth as her dripping belly. The heat of a blush made him shiver and he cast a wary glance over his shoulder, hoping no one was watching. Only chaos plagued the streets, without anyone giving a single glance to Eddie Townsend perusing the menu.

On a portion of white cardboard taped to its backside and jutting from the bottom of the picture was a name scrawled in lipstick: Jasmine.

Jasmine.

The thought of her name alone made his insides swirl with tumultuous excitement. When he whispered her name, it tasted even better passing over his lips.

He ripped the picture from the bulletin board and shoved it inside the front pocket of his summer white slacks. With nervous steps, he followed the thudding beats of music through an entrance with a severely low overhang and stringed beads touching his arms like gentle, inviting fingers. Hoots and hollers cut through a hazy gloom as everyone apparently witnessed something spectacular, no doubt upon a smoky stage with the metal pole his friends discussed intimately, and incessantly. The smell of sweaty cunt is in the air, his shipmates would have said. Eddie took a deep breath of it.

From somewhere inside, she called to him.

The humidity almost made him gag, so thick and suffocating. Half-naked women squirted between groups of lusting servicemen, weaving in and out with accompanying gyrations, occasionally grabbing a potential customer by the hand and leading him away to the cheers of his comrades. On a small stage, an inverted naked woman slid down a lone metal pole to more cheering. Half-way down, she flipped over and landed expertly on the proud shaft of an unidentified marine sitting in a chair with a blindfold securely fastened around his head, slacks bunched around his ankles, shiny shoes peeking from under and performing nervous taps on the stage floor. Other topless girls, spaced evenly around the stage, danced as strobe lights flickered on their glistening bodies, catching them in different provocative poses with eye-shattering brilliance.

Trying not to let the scenes overwhelm him, Eddie tried to spot familiar faces in the crowd, more to feel like he belonged and settle his nerves than for want of someone to chat with. He’d rather be alone as he searched for the face that matched the one in his pocket, the one he wanted only for himself. It shouldn’t be difficult.

Those eyes.

The girls came in droves as soon as he settled into a darkened corner on a stool with one leg shorter than the other three. He didn’t believe he’d ever get this many women interested in him in his entire life, let alone five minutes. Without a passing thought and an ease that surprised him, he pushed away the first topless woman that sat on his lap. More followed close behind, unwilling to accept his reluctance. With a tempting few, he at least performed a cursory look down each side of their small chests and up again, sometimes letting their hands wander up his leg before sending them away, refusing to “buy girl drink”. He already knew the extremely watered down drinks bought for the girls contained only a splash of hard liquor, if any. The blowjobs given underneath the tables, however—were most definitely real. And supposedly, fucking fabulous. So, until he found the face he wouldn’t mind having wrapped around his cock for a few minutes, the drink would never be worth its outrageous price.

An untold number of Red Horse beers later, it happened.

Amidst the commotion of drunken servicemen (some with eyes closed in exquisite happiness), screams of delight, and maybe a few of pain from the darkest corners of the place, Eddie heard it—the hypnotic notes of a voice he absolutely knew belonged to her. The oh-so-sweet melody was an uncanny match to the one still pulsating between his ears.

Jasmine.

Eddie rose from the table and cocked his head to obtain a pinpointed location within the smoky confines, each melting note of her voice drawing him closer. Eddie turned this way then that way, nerves beginning to shake the tips of his fingers as though poison flowed through his veins. A beer bottle shattered at his feet. He continued unabated, wobbling, arms outstretched for balance.

Turning, listening—weaving through groups of people before turning again.

Almost nauseous as the music, the smoke, the lights, and her intoxicating voice threatened to overwhelm him. He reached a blind hand to steady himself and found purchase upon a naked breast. A hard slap followed an angry blur of foreign invectives. Eddie didn’t flinch, but kept on, refusing to stray from his course.

Another turn and there she stood, a slight bend at the waist accentuating her figure, talking to a friend at her side, but looking somewhere else entirely. Directly at him!

Eddie inched closer.

And her eyes proved more brilliant—intoxicating. They sucked him in and looked capable of chewing him up, stroking him with a loving caress, inciting abject fear, and harvesting an explosive orgasm, all at once. A hint of mischievous danger lingered in those eyes, and he wanted every part of it.

Where wisdom seemed to lurk far beyond the years her youthful body presented, as though her life on earth was only one of the many before. On a table behind her, a candle flickered from inside a rose-colored glass, creating a scarlet halo around her head, amber points of light almost setting the edges of her hair on fire. With a flick of her tongue across her lips and accompanying wink, she beckoned him with the seductive curl of an index finger.

As dark as the deepest skies, containing a sheen that hinted at hours of brushing and care, her hair fell straight in two even sides from the center of her forehead, ending near her waistline. She wore no makeup, nor did she need to. Her complexion, so dark, so smooth, needed only love and attention—from him. She lingered near the stage wearing a tight skirt and only a bra covering her top, presumably next to dance as the main attraction for the length of two songs. He followed the length of her legs to sandaled feet with an unknown shade of nail polish.

His breath caught in his throat as a sudden heat enveloped his body. Pins and needles pricked painfully in every limb. When his gaze traveled upward and again met hers, a sudden urge to scream tickled his throat. Eddie bit down hard and smiled, swooning beneath her piercing eyes.

Jasmine sauntered toward him, shoulders dipping sensually with every step, eyes never leaving his. His knees were shaking, his stomach tied in knots of excitement and apprehension. When he felt her breath on the nape of his neck, fear found a place inside.

Besieged with panic, desiring only escape from this suffocating atmosphere, Eddie turned to leave. Only to snap around as she grabbed the collar of his uniform with strength that surprised him, forcing him to follow close behind her confident steps.

After she whispered a few words into the ear of a rotund, older woman sitting by a cash register, Eddie somehow got away without paying the obligatory bar fine to take the girl out on the town. Not that that was his intention—things were happening well beyond the control he had upon arriving.

Jasmine forced his arm around her waist and nuzzled her nose against the side of his neck. It caught him by surprise, but suddenly caused his chest to swell as they passed slack jaws and bewildered faces. As they left the bar, an ocean breeze swept away the heat and humidity of the sweltering establishment. And with it, any sense of unease previously teasing Eddie.

She soon disappeared into a moonlit trail with playful jaunts, letting him catch up—slowly, tentatively … at first—only to run away again, leaving just a hint of her scent to savor. Branches snapped as she veered through the jungle, giving way to silence and shadows when she stopped, forcing him to wait in silent anticipation. A bead of sweat fell off the tip of Eddie’s nose. His pulse beat a steady rhythm as he tried to concentrate, wishing he’d had a few less Red Horses.

Another rustle of brush accompanied a fading giggle. He followed with eager strides and the aid of a swollen moon hovering just above the trees, eventually coming upon an aged nipa hut existing deep within the jungle. An oil lamp atop a barrel provided just enough light to reveal a small structure of bamboo and nipa leaves weaved into a thatched roof. An encroaching forest surrounded the hut and the rays pushing away from the lamp appeared to be the only thing keeping it at bay. A slanted set of wooden stairs led to a rectangular shadow as the entrance beckoned with a mystery of its own. When her scent tickled his nose, Eddie approached with nimble steps.

“Jasmine?” His insides coiled as he recited her name, a word with a flavor that must put the finest of wines to shame. It was also his first attempt to initiate a conversation with her, the previous and current activities belonging to an almost ritualistic animal instinct. Like finding a one and only mate, they had found each other, the courtship far from over. Hopefully.

“Jasmine?” he asked the darkness again, the word still sweet upon his tongue.

Surprised that the nipa hut contained only a bamboo door, he knocked at the edge of the doorway and pushed his head just inside the entrance, peering into the shadows. High-pitched chattering and other unidentified sounds came from the jungle while the oil lamp hissed a few feet away, but only silence issued from the small home. Maybe he had taken a wrong turn, getting ready to barge in on someone like an unwelcome intruder, an unwelcome American, no less. Maybe her smell, still so engaging, was supposed to lead him past this location.

When the excitement started to ebb just slightly, his erection responding with a little less stature, a hand pulled him across the threshold.

A foreign tongue whispered words he did not understand before parting his lips and forcing itself inside his mouth. Instinct recognized her scent and his arms immediately went out to pull her closer while his mouth opened wider. Also craving the sight of her, he managed to steal glimpses as their tongues continued to dance. The smooth edges of her nude silhouette caught the filtered rays of the moon between bamboo shafts, exposing the sensual parts that he could see: the nape of her neck, the slope of her shoulder, and her rounded hip harboring an attractive dimple.

“You like?” He jumped at her first words actually directed at him. Although he didn’t think it possible, his heart picked up another beat.

More than you know, he thought. But words wouldn’t come. His mind created a conglomeration of symbols and pictures that simply refused to develop into words. Instead, he jammed his mouth over hers and offered a moan she could interpret any way she wished. He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d actually need the paycheck he planned to spend, or if this was the start of something special.

He followed her lead into a small adjoining room and Jasmine lit some candles pre-positioned around a mattress lying on the floor. With a casual glance over her shoulder, her crystal green eyes—so different from the local populace, so enthralling—pulled him forward. And with a purr that told him she wasn’t finished yet, Jasmine crawled onto the mattress and waited on all fours, shaking her ass ever so slightly.

He didn’t need to be told twice and, inexperienced or not, his body knew exactly how to respond.

Beyond anything he thought possible, the first round didn’t last long, spent almost before he had a chance to pull off his slacks. The second round proved a little longer with her on top and he staring at a birthmark on the underside of her chin that looked like the state of Texas. A third round didn’t seem to ever end. Swollen and dripping with juices, Eddie laid back, Jasmine’s head on his chest, wondering how heaven would compare. While heavy pants took minutes to subside and his heart needed more time to slow down, Jasmine appeared ready to go again.

Exhausted, he slept.

Sometime during the night, the heat of her body left the cup of his back, making him stir and roll over to see where she had gone, alcohol still flowing through his system with a pounding thud in his skull. Without her near his side, the surrounding jungle seemed to smother the air around him, creating an absolute silence that pricked at his ears. The single sheet they had shared was thrown aside, but still covered something at the foot of the bed. Something cold and clammy.

A new smell piqued his senses and lined his stomach with the beginning of a wicked hangover. The drone of a fly came a little too close and he swatted it away. Ready to remove the sheet, movement drew his attention toward the doorway. The tapered hairs on the back of his neck felt charged with electricity.

Able to shatter the silence with merely its passage over the floor, something slithered through the doorway and into the darkness beyond, reflecting moonlight off its glistening surface. Eddie rubbed his eyes, chaffing his skin with the heels of his hands as he looked again. Still hard to focus, still … drunk. The entire room seemed to move around him. He squinted hard at a moist path shining upon the floor—starting below the mattress.

What the fu—?

Lifting the corner of the sheet, Eddie looked beneath its cool and pristine surface just as something crawled over his toes and a blast of foul air pushed into his lungs.

Eddie jumped out of the bed, a high-pitched squeal exploding from his throat.

He ran.

Then ran some more.


Chapter 6

Courtesy of a fourteen-day chunk of vacation from Uncle Sam and a 777 from Hiroshima, Japan to Los Angeles and a red eye flight to Boston, then Portland, Maine, Steven Fitzpatrick arrived with a fiancée he had told no one about.

A Filipino native, she had worked in the dining facility at Iwakuni Marine Corps Air Station after following a service man that had left her jilted. There she had stayed, determined to make a life of her own. Midnight chow following a night on the town had given Steve the opportunity to meet her as she removed dishes from vacant tables. An innocent conversation soon turned into something much more.

During the 7-hour flight from Heathrow, he and Evangeline cuddled beneath two scratchy airline blankets because a single blanket wouldn’t have covered what their hands were doing. They had joined the mile high club … twice, managing to twist and turn within the confines of the restrooms, tongues tangling just as much as their limbs inside the restricted space.

After landing at Portland International, Steve rented a car. During the drive, they spoke little as he navigated once familiar streets.

Beside him, Evangeline’s neck couldn’t swivel fast enough to view the new surroundings—probably looking almost like another planet compared to the island she called home. He smiled at her antics at taking so much in. Wondered what she was thinking about. From what she’d seen thus far, it must appear that only madness loomed in the streets as cars battled for position, horns honked, and people shuffled from sidewalk to sidewalk like they were all late for the same appointment. Surely, it was a long way from food vendors on either side of the street, constantly waving at flies that desperately wanted to nibble on their own portion of hanging meat. And rickshaws pulled by animals, and sometimes people.

Evangeline held her arms tight around her chest, sometimes rubbing at her shoulders. She scooted closer and he managed to rest an arm on her leg, absently rubbing the inside of her thigh with his fingers, stirring in silent hope.

“Do you have legends here in the U.S.A.?”

Steve flinched in his seat, not expecting anything but the silence that still hung within the car, or such an odd question. Focused on each passing street, he just wanted to remember which one led to Route 1 and then to Shadow Creek.

“Huh?”

“You know … legends. Monsters, demons, like that?”

Evangeline looked toward the floor of the car as though embarrassed, then back out the passenger window, apparently trying to watch another Colonial home pass by, the residential area signifying the end of the city streets. She clasped her hands together in front of her chest, rubbing them gently and kneading each knuckle.

“Uhhh,” he began, tapping the break then gunning the gas as he realized the next street was the wrong one. He continued, “Yeah, sure. I mean, doesn’t every country have their own?”

“Oh, yes, we have many back home in the P.I. Most people go to sleep with candles in front of their doors, ashes around beds, and crucifixes above doorjambs to protect against what might visit when the skies turn black.”

“Standard monsters we have are the Vampire, Werewolf and the Bogeyman. All of them way overdone in movies and books. I don’t think they scare anyone, anymore. I mean, what’s the point, right? But scare people? I think nowadays, if one had a choice to follow Santa Claus or a Vampire into an abandoned building, they’d probably choose the Vampire simply because it would be more entertaining, way more interesting.”

“But do people really believe in them?”

“What? No, no, no.” Steve said, laughing. He couldn’t tell if she was being serious or not. Americans didn’t take legends or traditions as serious as other places. Too many other things to worry about here, he supposed—like wondering if you’d survive the short distance across the street without getting killed. He swerved to avoid a pedestrian that appeared from behind a mail truck. Honked, but wished he wouldn’t have—only an embarrassing squeak issued from the rental. A lone middle finger rose from the pedestrian. “We know they’re not real. We only use the tales to make sure kiddos stay in bed at night or for a cheap thrill around a campfire. Sometimes, just a damned good practical joke.”

“Good,” Evangeline said, the hint of a smile visible as she turned away. Her chest rose with a deeper breath, held it. Exhaled.

Steve missed another turn.

A few illegal U-turns and choice words restrained with effort, Steve found Baxter Boulevard, veered onto Route 1A and turned North onto Route 295. A long sigh escaped as he finally managed to ease himself into the driver’s seat instead of huddling over the steering wheel, fingers clutched almost painfully around it, fingernails pressing into his palms. Evangeline still peered out the passenger window, one hand on his lap and occasionally inching toward his crotch, teasing, and the other resting over her exposed midriff.

They checked into a small motel on the outskirts of Shadow Creek. Where random marshes of seawater turned into copses of thick pines and birches before developing into full-fledged forest, and where the town hadn’t yet announced its hold on the surrounding area. A place Steve could view from the distance and decide exactly when he would take his first step back inside its boundaries.

He had viewed different horizons at sea, but something always tugged on his heart and the horizon he knew best. And the town he knew better, as much as he hated it as a pissed off teenager with a father he couldn’t stand.
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