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  Chapter 1

  
  




Keith’s grip tightened on the wheel as he flicked the blinker. He checked the empty eastbound lane, then the westbound in his mirror. It was still dark, and he knew better than to take chances with the Highway Patrol lurking around every bend.

His rig, a nine-car carrier, rolled off Highway 98 and onto a narrow county road. The smooth asphalt gave way to rough concrete, and the truck rattled as it climbed the small grade. Up ahead, a pair of hazard lights pulsed through the fog. As he drew closer, the car came into view: a neon-green sedan with a giant Mad Blast energy drink can bolted to its roof.

You’ve got to be kidding me. Keith thought.

Randy had shown up at the trailer two days earlier in a cherry-red pickup with a lift kit, dual exhaust, and General Robert E. Lee airbrushed astride a tiger on the door. “Thought it’d be great if we needed a quick getaway.” he’d said. “Pull some Vin Diesel shit.”

Keith had tried to explain again. “Ideally, no one sees us at all. And if they do, we need a car people forget.”

Randy, clearly, had not absorbed that concept.

Keith eased the rig onto the shoulder, gravel crunching under the tires. He climbed down, his bad knee flaring, and limped toward the sedan. Randy sat on the trunk, grinning, a chipped canine flashing in the dark.

“It’s payday, brother.”

A bullfrog croaked somewhere in the marsh. Once. Twice. A third time.

Keith ignored him. He opened the driver’s door and shut off the blinkers. “How about we cut these? Might keep the do-gooders from stopping.”

Randy peeled off his mesh cap, ran a hand through thinning blond hair, and put it back on. “Hey, I’m as clandestine as they come, man. But if someone drives by and sees me without the blinkers, that’s fishy.”

Keith chewed the inside of his cheek, decided not to argue, and walked back to the rig.

“Which one is it?” Randy called.

“Top row, over the cab. I’ll get the keys.”

Nine identical white cars sat stacked on the carrier, each one deliberately forgettable. Keith climbed up the side, reached into the cab, and pulled a gray lockbox from the seat. From his belt he took a folding knife, slid the blade into the small silver lock, and twisted until it popped.

“Hell. These aren’t labeled.”

The box was full of near-identical fobs.

“We’ll just try them all.” Randy said, pressing a random button.

A horn blared from the lower deck.

“And you were worried about my blinkers.” Randy said with a grin.

“Keep trying.”

Rain began to spit. After a few more clicks, the top-deck car blinked.

Keith pointed to the ladder. “You’re up.”

Randy’s boots clanged on the rungs. Keith’s knee throbbed just watching. Despite Randy’s lousy taste in cars, he needed him for this part.

“Hit the trunk button.” Randy called.

Keith did. The latch clicked, and Randy grunted as he hauled a heavy black duffel from the trunk. He swung it over the railing. It hit the wet pavement with a dull thud.

Keith knelt beside it, wincing through the pain. He unzipped the bag and peeled it open. Inside were stacks of shrink-wrapped bills, neat as bricks.

Randy dropped from the ladder, wiping rain from his hands. “Goddamn. How much?”

“Enough.” Keith zipped the bag closed. “Think you can take it from here?”

“Yeah. Well, there’s one little change.”

He drew a pistol from under his sweatshirt. The muzzle flashed, and the shot cracked through the night.

Keith staggered back, clutching his stomach. Heat spread through him as he dropped to his knees.

Randy tucked the still-smoking gun into his waistband, winked, and reached for the bag. “Nothing personal, bud.”

The duffel slid across the rain-slick road.

Pain rolled through Keith in waves. His hand came away slick and red. A dark stain spread across his plaid shirt. He slipped his fingers inside, found the wound’s edge, and felt warmth soaking his jeans. Reaching behind, he found his folding knife pressed against his belt.

Randy hefted the duffel into the Mad Blast car’s trunk, adjusting it like luggage.

“You no-good son of a bitch.” Keith growled, driving the blade into his back. Again. And again.

Randy clawed for his gun, but his blood-slick hands lost it; the weapon vanished into the dark grass.

Keith left Randy slumped against the car, his back blooming red. He stumbled to the rig, every step a tear of pain.

Randy dragged himself forward, leaving a wet smear along the sedan’s side. A voice inside whispered too late, but another insisted he could still get away. He slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and dropped it into gear.

Headlights flared. Keith’s rig thundered toward him.

The impact threw Randy against the dash. His foot jammed the accelerator, and the little car lurched off the road, vanishing into the trees.

Keith watched it disappear in the mirror. The bottom half of his shirt was soaked black. He grabbed the cell from the cupholder and dialed the only number stored.

“Dispatch.”

“I have engine failure.” he said, steady as he could.

“Hold on.”

A click. Another voice. “Operator.”

“I have engine failure.”

“Can you make it back to Shipyard Road?”

“I’ll be damned if I don’t.”

The line went dead.

Keith pressed his hand to the wound, blood pulsing between his fingers. He pushed the accelerator to the floor. The engine roared. As the rig tore down the road, Randy’s last words echoed in his head.

One little change.
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Claire Buchanan sat in the driver’s seat of her father’s dusty red pickup, whispering to herself. Her lips barely moved as she repeated the same lines again and again.

“With a bigger kitchen, we’ll be able to offer a vider array…”

Vider? Did I say vider?

Each time she stumbled, she stopped, reset, and started over.

“In order to remodel our market and expand our kitchen. With a bigger kitchen, we’ll be able to offer a wider array…”

She checked her watch. 8:55.

She cut the engine. The air conditioner sighed to a stop as she slammed the door. The hinges screeched like an old animal. Padfolio in hand, stuffed with permits, contracts, and hope, she crossed the parking lot toward the bank.

Inside, the space was modest: four teller windows, two cubicles, and a center island with deposit slips and chained pens. At the far end, a glass office overlooked it all. The tellers balanced drawers and traded small talk while Claire waited in a soft brown chair. Somewhere nearby, a keyboard clattered.

One last rehearsal?

She opened the padfolio in her lap.

No. You know this.

She shut it again, but a flash of white caught her eye. The price tag.

With as much dignity as she could manage, she scraped it off with her thumbnail, peeling sticky bits from her fingers as Katie appeared.

“Is this the suit?” Katie asked.

“This is the suit.” Claire stood and smoothed her blazer.

Katie wore a teal blouse and white skirt, her hair teased high and confident. The sight made Claire self-conscious about her ponytail, but Katie’s grin dissolved the thought.

“Really polished.” she said.

Claire smiled. The suit was her good luck charm, a miracle find from two weeks earlier. She’d spent a full day at the Silver Dollar Outlet Mall hunting for something affordable and professional. A sales clerk had told her to stick with neutrals, and she’d clung to that advice like scripture. Most of what she found was too bright (“I look like a glow stick”), too floral (“I look like I manage a shaved ice stand”), or too revealing (“I look good, but not business-loan good”). Then, buried in a sale rack at Vesper’s, she’d found it: a gray suit that fit perfectly. Even discounted, it hurt her wallet. But it was perfect.

“How do you feel?” Katie asked.

“Great. I feel great.”

“I’ve been dropping little chocolate crumbs about you for weeks. Like Hansel and Gretel.”

“Bread.” Claire said.

“What?”

“I’m pretty sure they dropped bread.”

“Bread, chocolate, whatever. Ted’s ready.”

Katie led her to a corner office.

The door was ajar, but she knocked lightly. Behind an enormous wooden desk sat a man in his mid-fifties, round and mostly bald, the remaining hair gray and cropped short. Light from the window gleamed off his scalp. He wore a beige sweater vest, white shirt, and khakis. His tortoiseshell bifocals hung low on his nose.

“Mr. Hartland, this is Claire Buchanan.” Katie said.

Maybe it was his soft face or his neutral outfit, but he radiated warmth. Ted stood, smiling, and offered a delicate hand.

“Miss Buchanan. Ted Hartland. Pleasure to meet you.” His voice was higher than she expected, with a Southern drawl baked in.

“Oh, just Claire is fine.” She shook his hand firmly enough to make him blink.

“Claire it is.” he said, gesturing to the chairs across the desk.

“How are you today?”

“Good! Great! You?” she said too brightly. Katie gave her a small smile and a look warning her to tone it down.

“I’m great as well.” Ted said. “Now, I have to admit, I’ve heard something about your store recently.”

The mood dropped. Claire felt her stomach tighten.

“From someone I trust very much.” He lowered his glasses and looked over them, the kind of look that sent a ripple of nausea through her gut.

She glanced at Katie, who flashed her a smile meant to say, keep smiling. Claire mirrored it.

“You have?”

“I heard you all have the best burgers on the Emerald Coast.”

A grin spread across Ted’s jowls. Katie laughed first, sharp and shrill, and Ted joined in.

“They are good burgers.” Katie said.

“We think so.” Claire added, laughing weakly, her pulse still hammering.

“One thing I didn’t see in your application.” Ted said. “Was a P&L sheet.”

Katie pulled it from the padfolio. “That’s the latest, through last quarter.”

Ted slid his glasses farther down his nose and began reviewing the numbers.

“You from Florida, Miss Buchanan?”

“I’ve lived here most of my life. We moved when I was five, but I was born in Tennessee. Memphis.”

“No lie. Went there last year with my wife. Nashville. NashVegas.”

Claire smiled politely, unsure if she should answer. Katie stepped in.

“Claire’s family has owned the market nearly her whole life. She practically grew up working there.”

“That’s right.” Claire said. “I’ve worked at the market since I could make change.”

She shot a glance to Katie, who nodded. It was her time to shine.

“And while the Emerald Coast is changing, we at Buchanan Market don’t plan on going anywhere. We want to be a place where people can remember the past and celebrate tomorrow. That’s why we’re asking for this loan. To remodel and expand our kitchen. With a bigger kitchen, we can offer a wider range of items and better serve the growing communities around Emerald Grove. I’ve saved for the contractor’s down payment. I just need the funds to finish the build.”

Ted’s attention drifted from the report to her. A smile touched his lips.

“You’re on track for good business.” he said. “I imagine the new coastal developments, Mercer Beach and Rose Harbor, have been good for revenue.”

“They have.”

“And Sunset, of course.”

“Yes. And Sunset.”

She forced her mouth into a smile before it could twist.

“With a larger kitchen and more seating, we can take advantage of all the new customers moving into those communities.”

The word “new” came out colder than she intended, but if Ted noticed, he didn’t say. He set the report aside and studied her.

“Why not sell? That land’s worth at least what, an easy million after taxes? That’s a solid walkaway.”

There had been offers, generous ones, but selling the market was unthinkable. She smiled and raised her hands as if surrendering.

“The market’s my life. I couldn’t walk away.”

Ted nodded. “You certainly know what you want. Mind if I speak with Katie alone?”

On her way out, Katie shot her a look that said, see, easy.

Claire crossed the lobby with her head high, smiling at the tellers before sitting again. But as minutes passed, unease crept in.

Near the entrance, a cardboard display promoted the bank’s retirement plans. A father grilled in the backyard, a mother set a salad on the table, two kids played, a dog rested at their feet. The caption read, Make Tomorrow Worth More.

Claire smiled at the irony.

She poured herself a cup of the complimentary coffee, black and flavorless. She tossed it in the trash just as Katie emerged from the office, her smile stretched tight.

“I can’t tell from your face.” Claire said. “Is it a yes?”

Katie hesitated. Before she could answer, Claire jumped in. “It’s a no?”

“It’s not a no. But it’s also not a yes.”

Katie motioned toward the door. They stepped into the heavy morning air, humid and thick as syrup.

“So look.” Katie said, crossing her arms. “The eight GulfTrust branches share a loan pool. Ted’s got to call the other managers and run the numbers. It’s a boys’ club thing.”

“Seriously?”

“Look, you crushed it in there. Now it’s just politics. Ted liked you. He’ll go to bat.”

Claire sighed. She’d done everything she could. The rest was out of her hands.

“Thanks, Katie. For everything.”

“Of course. This is what I do.”

Katie headed back inside. Claire lingered on the sidewalk, staring at the concrete, then returned to the truck.

She hadn’t been gone half an hour, but the cab was already a sauna. Between the heat and the nerves, she was drenched. She started the engine, loosened her blazer, exhaled, and cranked the AC.

The Doobie Brothers kicked in on the radio. “What a Fool Believes.”

Well, isn’t that perfect. she thought.
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