
  
    [image: Sins &amp; Suicide]
  


  
    
      Sins & Suicide

      A Gabby Wells Thriller

    

    
      
        Peter Bauer

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Peter Bauer

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to my brother, Paul. He has supported my creative endeavors my entire life. Thank you for your love, feedback, generosity and enthusiasm. This novel series wouldn’t exist without you.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

    

    
      
        Share the Experience

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Peter Bauer

      

      
        AMDG

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      If I had to do it all over again, this is the book I would use to start the Gabby Wells Thrillers series. By the time I started writing this third novel, I had found the style, humor and level of mystery that best fit what I had originally envisioned for this series.

      So, why didn’t I change things around? Why didn’t I do what I had originally intended and lighten Gabby’s life up a bit?

      Two reason.

      The first is that each book built on itself and to change the order of the events would have required a major rewrite of three novels. Relationships, health, status of her love life and the status of her small town. They all highlighted Gabby’s struggles and moving the books around would have been more than changing the order of quest on to which God had sent her, it would have required changing the themes tied to each novel as well.

      All that being said, it was the second reason that kept me from doing the work.

      During the years I was writing this series, I was also dealing with a lot of health issues. I’ve had Crohns disease since I graduated college and it has tried to kill me on numerous occasions. Between Kneel & Prey and Gods & Martyrs, the fourth and final book in the series, I was very sick. I had four major surgeries in three years and was very close to dying during one of them.

      Writing these books helped me express the struggles I was dealing with and the complete lack of control I had over the most important aspect of my life - my health. I was facing death, wondering if I had lived a life worthy of heaven, and had to survive years of pain and suffering. I felt my time was about to run out at any second and I imbued my villains with the darkness that would sometimes hit me when I was down, when the fight against my chronic illness felt like it was finally going to beat me.

      Amongst the battles I was fighting to survive my health challenges, I also lost the humor and light-heartedness found in Sins & Suicide. My anger, my fears, my hopes, my regrets, and my failures became manifest in this novel series as I felt my time with my wife and children was nearing its end.

      Fortunately, I survived and came out better on the other side. However, there will always be a part of me that wishes I had written a few more fun Gabby novels like Sins & Suicide than its darker brethren.

      So, have a fun time with this book, well, as fun as Gabby’s life can get. :)
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      The man had been hired to do many things, but this was the first time he was asked to kill someone in this way.

      He’d been paid to shoot people. Hang them. Beat them. Stab them. Make it look like a burglary gone wrong, a jealous spouse’s revenge, a random killing or an unintentional accident. He’d killed from a distance and up close. He’d done it behind their back and to their face.

      The who, what, where and why didn’t concern him. The payment did.

      Once the money was transferred into an account, he was an errand boy, nothing more.

      His parents thought he was an accountant. His friends thought he was a salesman. In a way, they were both right.

      Like an accountant, each contract was an entry on his ledger where a life’s monetary value was determined and payment terms accepted.

      Like a salesman, he let his work do the selling for him. Word-of-mouth was the best form of advertising. If he did his job right, getting another contract was easy, for there was no shortage of people wanting someone killed.

      Death, like taxes, was an inevitability. He might as well get paid for it.

      He was also a visionary. Wanted to grow the business. Franchise it, in a way, so he had brought on a partner of sorts. See how it works out. Double, triple his income, like a franchise.

      This job followed normal protocols. The requestor was anonymous. The payment, electronically sent through shadow back channels. The target, someone no one would miss.

      Still, after so many kills, he thought nothing could surprise him, but this contract made him smile. Not only was the terms unique, but the name of the town, ironic.

      Safety Harbor.

      For one person, it wouldn’t remain safe for long.
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      Naked pictures.

      That’s why Gabby was hiding under Logan’s bed. They were also why she couldn’t leave.

      The pictures weren’t of Gabby. Lord knew she would never let that happen. She relished her modesty. Besides, if someone had taken nude pictures of her without her consent, she’d be doing more than sneaking into their bedroom to recover the photos. She’d be holding the perpetrator out of his window by his privates and taking a selfie.

      Despite staring up at a dusty box spring, she didn’t think her evening was going poorly. Much to her relief, her presence there wasn’t from another one of God’s random requests.

      Since braving nature’s wrath to save Emma from a sociopathic thief, the big guy had been leaving her alone. No epic quests. No dangerous liaisons. No beatings or broken bones. No concussions or PTSD-worthy events. No psychopaths or murderers wishing to end her life. No evil and no miracles.

      Her world had become wonderfully normal.

      Well, as normal as things could be for Gabby.

      She’d started her sophomore year at Safety Harbor High, once again becoming one of the invisible masses. Just the way she liked it.

      Plus, the town had made great headway rebuilding from the devastation left by Hurricane Alexander, so things were starting to get back to normal.

      But, not everything was going as planned.

      Hamilton didn’t returned home from vacation until right before school started and Gabby hadn’t had an opportunity to tell him of her new found feelings for him.

      To make matters worse, the reconstruction of the school would take months, maybe years, forcing the city to plop down a bunch of temporary trailers in the middle of the student parking lot. With fewer chairs than students, Principal Granger had to rotate schedules where some students went to school Monday through Thursday while others, Tuesday through Friday. The extra day off each week was nice, but she and Hamilton were on opposite schedules and had no time to bump into each other in the halls or even see each other in class.

      It didn’t even feel like they were going to the same school.

      Sure, at the end of summer, during her recovery, they texted and video chatted about her secret jaunts during Hurricane Alexander, but she wanted more. She wanted to feel the tightness of his hug and look into his light brown eyes. She wanted to figure out a way to pry her feelings out of her heart and tell him everything.

      Well, most days.

      There was also a part of her that wanted to make believe her feelings for him never happened, the part that kept her vulnerability buried deep within her. That version of Gabby considered her heart more tissue than feeling, more muscle than emotion.

      It was safer that way.

      This was all new to her. One minute, she wanted to jump Hamilton’s bones. The next, she wanted to ask him about the various cultures that cherished purity.

      She was on a rollercoaster of new love with no lap bars or seat belts. She didn’t know how long it would last or how many dips were in her future. Worst of all, she hadn’t figured out how to get off the ride.

      But, if she were being honest with herself, she wasn’t completely convinced she wanted to stop the journey.

      This strange new world of fluttering stomachs, arid mouths, and pleasurably invasive images made her feel like a normal teen with no history of near-death defying, mystery-solving sleuthing at God’s behest. It bathed every day in a hopeful light. It was invigorating. Frustrating. Scary. And exciting.

      This love situation, whether the puppy version or the real one, was not an easy thing for Gabby to deal with, but she was beginning to enjoy the struggle.

      Logan, on the other hand, had no interest in love. He liked to troll the corner of lust and persuasion.

      As a muscular linebacker on the high school football team, most girls in school found him attractive. He was kind of a jerk, but popular.

      From Gabby’s experiences, that combination only seemed to work in high school.

      And maybe politics.

      Gabby hoped her friend, Scott, would have been a great source about the high school jocks. His athletic star continued to rise as his quarterback skills made him the focus of every major college in the southeast. But Logan, or his other teammates, never came up in conversation anymore.

      His relationship with Melanie had turned Scott from a font of insider info of the school’s popular class to a breathing Melanie twitter feed.

      It turned out he and Melanie started dating at the end of the summer, before the hurricane hit, and, over the following months, had fallen deeply into one of the versions of love Gabby had been trying to identify.

      She was happy for him. Melanie seemed like a nice girl. A sincere girl. Which, if people knew, would make them hate her even more. She was wealthy and drop-dead gorgeous, but Melanie didn’t care about either of those things. She just wanted to be close to Scott and part of Gabby’s extended group of friends they called The Gang.

      While her mansion was being repaired from the extensive hurricane and non-hurricane related damage, Melanie’s father, the mayor, and her mother stayed in a luxury rental just outside of the city limits.

      Melanie didn’t join them. She lived with Scott’s family, sharing a room with his younger sister, Cathy.

      Scott slept in his own room on the opposite side of the house, with his parents’ bedroom smack dab in the middle. It was the only way they’d let her stay there.

      The Summers were part of the dying “sex after marriage” crowd. The mere idea of waiting to engage in sex made Scott a victim of unrelenting ridicule by his teammates, but he didn’t care.

      As he told Gabby, he’d already won. He had Melanie. She was worth the wait.

      Logan, on the other hand, was the impatient type. He wasn’t interested in quality, but quantity and, with his looks, usually got what he wanted.

      His modus operandi was the same with each mark. He’d start chatting up a girl at school. He’d seduce them and make them feel as if they were the most important person in the world. They’d start texting. He’d ask about their feelings, their family, their dreams—anything to get them talking. And he’d listen. Or act like it.

      Eventually, his texts got more suggestive. Leading. Sexual. The girls, often flattered by his advances, would play along. After all, what was the harm? He was hot. He made them feel sexy and cared about. So they’d text back, talking about a lot of things they’d never really do in person.

      It was fun. A game. Harmless.

      That was when he’d start asking. Nicely, at first, but then eliciting a bit of guilt. He’d tell them how beautiful they were and how he just wanted to cherish them.

      All of them.

      And the best way he could do that was if they’d send him pictures. The naked kind.

      Most girls played along. They’d pose and act slutty like their favorite pop stars, snapping suggestive selfies. And then they’d press send.

      It’s what a freshman named Abigail told Gabby. She found she wasn’t the only one who had fallen prey to Logan’s charm. Except, unlike her classmates, Abigail never sent the pictures. She took them. She wanted to send them. She wanted someone as hot as Logan to think she was beautiful, to tell her she looked sexy.

      But she couldn’t.

      Logan didn’t like that.

      He’d never had a girl with whom he’d invested so much time choose to keep her birthday suit to herself, and he wasn’t about to let Abigail be the first. When he found a girl he thought would play along, he expected her to do as he wished.

      She deleted the photos almost as quickly as she took them, but Abigail knew that wouldn’t be enough. They could always be recovered from her phone unless she replaced the SIM card.

      That was what she was going to do right after school, but her phone was stolen from her purse during lunch, immediately after Logan came by to engage in what seemed to be an innocent conversation.

      She knew he’d eventually figure out her phone password. It wasn’t that hard. It was 56426. L-O-G-A-N. Something else she hadn’t yet changed.

      That was when she cornered Gabby in the lunchroom. Abigail knew her momentary weakness, her pathetic insecurity that led her to take the pictures in the first place, would never go away.

      Perverts like Logan would ogle her and share those pictures like he did the others. After that, no matter where she went or what she did, her pictures would be out there, forever.

      It was Abigail’s eyes that moved Gabby first. Before a word was uttered from her mouth, she had already decided to help her, no matter the request.

      Picking the lock to the side door of Logan’s gray vinyl-sided house wasn’t hard. It wasn’t even interesting.

      Maneuvering through his family’s overstuffed garage without pulling down the large sculpture of randomly tossed crap proved daunting, but it was good practice.

      Gabby hadn’t needed to be stealthy in a while.

      The dark room was infused with the scent of old paper and musty clothes, like a combination between the town library and an abandoned thrift store. Surrounded by boxes of hidden items once cherished, Gabby paused, making sure there wasn’t another way into the house.

      Entering illegally through the garage and into the kitchen was not her first choice. The kitchen was a high-traffic area and one of the places people tended to congregate for conversation or a meal.

      But, Gabby didn’t have much of a choice. All the other entrances were highly visible, from either the residents or the neighbors. The side garage door sat below a burned-out light and behind a large, city-issued plastic garbage can. It was her only shot.

      To increase her odds of success, Gabby waited to enter the house until after eight-thirty. For most families, dinner would be over by then and the constant slushing of a stacked dishwasher would offer her additional cover when she snuck inside.

      As time slipped to the bottom of the hour, she had to make her move. Light spilling through the bottom of the door told Gabby the kitchen might still be in use, but she saw no moving shadows blocking the light.

      Her muscles tightened. It was now or never.

      Circumstances had given her no more than thirty minutes to sneak into Logan’s room before he got home from football practice. Having no idea where to find Abigail’s phone, she needed to move quickly before her options evaporated and Logan added her naked pictures to a folder of his digital trophies.

      As she cracked open the door and looked into the bright room, the refrigerator door creaked as it shut, closing with a thud, revealing an older man with a pervasive belly holding a can of beer.

      The rotund drinker, whom Gabby assumed to be Logan’s father, passed a few feet in front of her and disappeared into one of the rooms facing the street.

      Gabby waited, listening for any other movement.

      From the adjacent room, she heard a fffthht of the beer can being popped open and the cheers of a sporting event from an unmuted television.

      Logan’s father groaned as he sat in what sounded like a leather chair, followed quickly by the tumble of a recliner ottoman being popped open. The ramblings of ex-players on television commenting on the game filled the first floor, effectively hiding the sound of anyone else, including Gabby.

      Abigail said Logan’s bedroom was on the second floor in the back of the house, looking over their screened-in pool. Moving through the kitchen and up the stairs turned out to be easier than Gabby thought. Locating Logan’s room, even easier.

      Once inside, she had just begun to search through his dressers when she heard two sets of footsteps plopping up the carpeted staircase. Stuck, Gabby looked for a place to hide. His closet was stuffed as sloppily as their garage and nothing else was big enough to hide her.

      Except the bed.

      She slid underneath, face up, and turned to see the door open and two sets of feet, one with dirty tennis shoes, the other with fashionable heels, spin into the room.

      “Logan,” the female voice said. “Your parents are home. Is it okay if I’m up here?”

      “It’s okay, Missy. They’re at the other end of the house. They won’t hear us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.”

      Gabby heard his bedroom door being locked, and Logan’s large shirt dropped onto the floor next to her face.

      Above her, the bed creaked as the weight of two people strained the springs.
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      Gabby wanted to implode into a single atom.

      Above her, through the semi-transparent dust cover stapled to the wooden box spring, she could hear kissing, breathing, and saliva being shared in ways she didn’t want to think about.

      It was nothing like the movies. No crescendo of string music. No mood lighting. No romantic words being whispered into each other’s ears.

      It sounded wet, slobbery, and gross.

      She didn’t know which base Logan was attempting, but the sound of bedsprings urgently hopping away from him gave her a hint.

      “Slow down,” Missy said. “We don’t have to rush into things.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just, you’re so beautiful and I want to get to know every inch of you.”

      The nauseating conversation, combined with the stench wafting from Logan’s sneakers, made Gabby want to vomit. Considering her location, she avoided the urge. It would have just fallen back onto her face.

      “Tell me what you said to me before,” Missy said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know. What you texted me the other night.”

      Logan’s pause didn’t sound like it was for dramatic effect. It seemed like he couldn’t remember.

      “What was said is in the past,” he said. “I want to focus on the future. Our future.”

      Gabby had never wished for a superpower before, but people like Logan made her want to crush their testicles with her mind.

      She could be called the Nutcracker. Men would fear her and women would love her. She wasn’t sure if she’d wear a cape, but her hat would be memorable, snug with a large brim, so people would know her, even in silhouette.

      Gabby focused her mind, trying to conjure up such telekinetic powers, but to no avail. Logan continued to talk and slide, ever so slowly, toward Missy.

      “Babe, can I tell you something?” he asked. “Something I’ve never told anyone?”

      “Sure, Logan. What?”

      “I’ve never been with anyone before.”

      Gabby blurted out a chuckle, then quickly covered her mouth with both hands, muffling her laugh.

      “Did you hear something?” Missy asked.

      “Yes, my heart pounding, for you. Would you… would you be my first?”

      “Awww, Logan, that’s so sweet. Yes, I will.”

      His body hopped next to hers.

      “But not tonight,” Missy said. “Tonight, I want to talk to you. Get to know you more.”

      “Tonight is perfect, Missy,” he said, a hint of impatience surging. “Just you and me. Together. Right now.”

      The springs creaked as he leaned in toward her.

      “Wait,” she said. “Slow down.”

      “I can’t slow down what I feel for you.”

      “Logan, please,” she said firmly. “I’m not ready.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re ready. I’m ready. Tonight is the night.”

      “Logan… I just don’t think we should. Not here. Not now.”

      “Yes, here. Yes, now.”

      “But…”

      “Shh…” he whispered. “Just relax. Show me how much you love me.”

      More saliva swapping and groping sent a wave of nausea through Gabby’s body.

      “I just… I’m not sure…” Missy said.

      “Yes, you are…”

      “Wait,” she said, pushing him away. “I’m not sure. I don’t think-”

      “Then don’t think,” he said.

      “Logan, not now.”

      “Just relax.”

      “No, I…” she stammered.

      “Shh. Don’t let my parents hear you.”

      Unable to take it anymore, Gabby slid out from under the bed and rose to her feet. “Logan,” Gabby yelled. “She said no.”

      Logan and Missy jolted back.

      “Who the hell are you?” he yelled.

      “Not so loud, Logan,” Missy said, buttoning up her blouse. “Your parents, remember?”

      “Shut up, Missy.”

      Gabby leaned toward him. “In between performing throat exams with your tongues, did you hear the words coming out of Missy’s mouth?”

      “What are you doing in my bedroom?” Logan asked.

      “She said she wasn’t ready. She said to wait. She said no.”

      “She would have gotten around to it,” he said. “The others did.”

      “Hey,” Missy said. “You said I was your first.”

      “Yeah, my first today.”

      “You’re a pig.”

      “Thank you,” Gabby agreed. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Who the hell are you?” he asked again.

      “A friend of a friend who wants her phone back. Abigail.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Gabby smiled. “Yes, you do. You want to know why? When I mentioned Abigail’s name, you glanced at your backpack on the floor. It’s amazing what people say without talking.”

      “Get out. I’m calling the police.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” she said, bending down and lifting his backpack onto the bed. “See, distribution of child pornography is a crime.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Gabby dumped all the contents of the backpack onto the bed, a few of the heavy books bouncing off onto the floor. “You’re a senior, Logan. Eighteen years old. Missy here is a freshman. So is Abigail.”

      “Who is Abigail?” Missy asked.

      “So are most of the others,” Gabby continued. “Sharing their pictures with your friends is a crime. A sex crime.”

      “You sent my pictures to your friends?” Missy asked.

      “Do you know the punishment for a sex crime, Logan?” Gabby continued. “You become a sexual predator for the rest of your life. You’ll never be able to get a job, move into a neighborhood, or go to church, if you even do that, without the police and everyone around you knowing you’re a pervert who preys on young girls. So here,” Gabby said, picking up his phone from the end table and tossing it to him. “Call the cops. Tell Sheriff Durant that Gabby says hi.” She fumbled through his backpack, finding Abigail’s phone zipped in a side pocket. “Voilà.”

      “Do you know who my father is?” he asked.

      “The parent of a pervert?”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny,” she said.

      “He’s a district attorney. I could share pictures of Missy, Abby, Jenna, Dory, and all the other girls with whoever I want. And I will again. You really think there’s a chance in hell of me ever being convicted of anything in this town?”

      “If your dad has any ethics, yes.”

      Logan dialed his cell phone. “The sheriff works for him.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Gabby said. “For you, I mean.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      Gabby held up her phone. A red microphone flashed on the screen. “I’ve been recording you.” She punched a button. “Oh, look, it’s already saved to my cloud account.”

      His eyes burned with anger, but she didn’t flinch. He wasn’t nearly as scary as other eyes that had bored into her soul.

      Logan hopped off the bed, his large stature intimidating in the small room. “I’m going to kick your ass. And then you’re going to delete that file.”

      “‘Aww, Logan,” Gabby said. “I stopped recording before you admitted you don’t mind hitting women.” She pushed record and pointed her phone at him. “Can you say that again, this time on video? And try to recreate the self-centered inner misogynist you displayed a few seconds ago. I can tell it came from the heart.”

      “You’re such a—”

      “Don’t say it,” she interrupted. “I have been called that name so many times it has lost its effect on me.”

      Missy started for the door. “I think I should leave,” she said.

      “I think you should never come back,” Gabby said. “Ever. And tell your friends to avoid Mr. Steroids, too.”

      Missy nodded, opened the door, and then paused. “But what about the pictures I sent him? And all the others?”

      “Logan will delete them right now, in front of us, or my audio file gets sent to his dad and the sheriff.”

      Logan’s face turned an unhealthy shade of red. “You’re bluffing.” His phone chimed.

      “That’s a copy for you,” Gabby said. “For nostalgia. Play it for your kids, assuming you ever get another date.”

      “You want me to delete the files on my phone?” he asked.

      “You are a quick learner.”

      “Fine,” he said, opening his window. “Do it yourself.” He threw the phone outside. Gabby watched it skip across the high screen porch above the pool, stopping on a sagging middle section.

      “You are such an ass, Logan,” Missy said.

      “The blind finally see,” Gabby agreed. “You really think that stunt is a detriment to me, Logan? Wow. You really have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “No,” he said. “And I don’t care.” He tossed his backpack at Gabby, which she avoided by dipping down, and it hit Missy, accidentally knocking her down the stairs. Gabby tried to turn and follow after her, but Logan grabbed her by the belt and pulled her back inside, tossing her onto the bed.

      “Your vocal charms won’t work on me,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t waste them on a hat-wearing freak like you,” he said.

      “You don’t like my hat? What’s wrong with my beret?”

      “It’s on your ugly head.” He grabbed her wrists and squeezed. Within seconds, her fingertips gripping her phone felt prickly from a lack of blood.

      “Now, let go of your phone,” he said.

      “I will say this. You do know how to manhandle a woman.”

      “You know what they say—practice makes perfect.”

      Gabby struggled to clench her phone with numbing fingers. “I always wanted to be a superhero, did you know that?” She grunted. “The Nutcracker.”

      “The what?” Logan said, fighting her for control.

      “The Nutcracker.” She lurched her knee upward, but his tree trunk-sized thighs pinched closed, stopping her before she hit her intended target. He kicked her knee to the side and blocked her legs from attempting another strike.

      “Give me your phone,” he said, violently shaking her arms, jerking her cell from her hands. It ricocheted off the wall and slid across the floor near the door.

      They both lunged for it, but Logan slid under her and Gabby landed on his back. She held on for dear life, looking like David trying to wrestle Goliath.

      “I have to warn you, I almost killed a man once,” she said. “Of course, he was about half your size and a third of your weight.”

      “I almost kill guys every week on the football field,” he said. “Get in line.”

      He spun his thick body in a circle, flinging Gabby aside like a play toy. She landed on his bed and rolled into the wall, knocking her beret askew. As she adjusted her hat, he held up her phone with a smirk.

      “First, I’ll delete that file,” he said “And then I’ll delete you.”

      “You sound like a terminator,” she said. “A really bad-acting terminator.”

      He smirked and raised her phone, punching a few buttons, but his expression quickly changed.

      “You bitch.”

      “I told you not to call me that. You need to be more creative. Wench. Communist. Vegetarian. Any of those would work.”

      “You already sent it to my dad.”

      “And the sheriff. And the principal. Oh, and your coach.”

      His nostrils flared and his forearms tightened. “You’ve ruined everything.”

      “Yeah. I tend to do that.”

      His veins protruded on his neck as his long, thick fingers wrapped around her phone until it disappeared into his fist.

      “Think of the bright side,” she said. “I can’t kick you in your nether region from here.”

      “So what?”

      “Well…” She pointed behind him. “She can.”

      Logan turned as a disheveled Missy planted her foot in his groin. Within a microsecond, he crumpled to the ground, grabbing his crotch.

      “You…” he squealed. “Both of you…”

      He fell on his side, whimpering, as Gabby scooted off the bed. Missy joined her, and they stood over his muscular body scrunched into a fetal position.

      “Now, give me my phone back,” Gabby said.

      “Kiss my ass,” he groaned.

      “Don’t make me unleash Missy on you again.”

      “Fine,” he said, his shaking hand lifting her phone toward her.

      As she reached down, a smile percolated through his grimace, and he flicked his stocky arm, tossing her cell out onto the pool screen.

      “You are such a grade-A jerk,” Gabby said. “You know how much that phone costs? I can’t replace it and neither can my dad. Go get it.”

      “Make me…”

      “If I had the time, I would.”

      “What did I ever see in him?” Missy said.

      “His muscles? His popularity? His money?” Gabby asked.

      “Am I really that shallow?”

      “Depends,” Gabby said, moving over to the window. “To how many of those did you answer yes?”

      “Oh my gosh,” Missy put her face in her hands. “I am that shallow.”

      Gabby lifted her foot through the window and gently placed it on a crossbeam of the screened-in porch.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To get my phone. And your pictures.”
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      Gabby wished Hamilton were with her. Not only because his smooth voice made her all squishy inside, but because he’d know how much weight aluminum beams on the top of a screened-in pool could handle.

      The one thing with which Gabby never concerned herself was her weight, until today. She had above-average height with above-average looks and could play adorable when necessary. She wasn’t fat. She wasn’t chunky either. She was just, well, normal.

      The older she got, the more she looked like her mother. She didn’t have her thin bone structure, thanks to a genetic gift from her father, but she had her face, her eyes, and her smile. As her straight lines grew into an hourglass and her bra size began increasing with disturbing frequency, she felt the tinge of living in a motherless world.

      There was no one to guide her through the inevitable evolution of her body. She was left to fight against the unrealistic social expectations of female beauty on her own. More times than she’d like to admit, she could have used the soothing reassurance of her mother’s voice telling her God made her beautiful just the way she was.

      She rolled her eyes.

      No wonder Logan found so many willing targets. The world had set before him a bevy of young women in desperate need of affirmation about their looks. Even Gabby, who considered makeup a curse inflicted on humanity from the time of the Egyptians, sometimes fell victim to doubts instilled in her as a child when she realized she didn’t resemble any of the dolls with which she played.

      But, she couldn’t focus on that right now. Right now, she wished she were tall and thin, like Melanie. Or shorter and thin, like Hamilton. Or small and light, like Emma.

      Or not peering out of Logan’s bedroom window at all.

      She should be home, whipping up a cake for her father’s surprise birthday party. It wasn’t a big event. Just the two of them.

      The store didn’t close until nine at night, and it wasn’t uncommon for them to have dinner until after ten. Today was a momentous occasion in her dad’s life. He turned fifty. She guessed that was a big deal. All birthdays ending in zero seemed to be.

      She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be fifty. Seemed like a billion years from now. Considering all the mayhem she had endured in her short life, she wasn’t sure another zero-ending number was in her future.

      For the past few weeks, Gabby had been bartering her services in order to get her father’s present done in time. When they were cleaning out the garage from damage the hurricane had inflicted, she found an old pocket watch in a box of her mother’s things. On the back was etched something in flourished Italian script and to it was tied a small label, stating it belonged to Gabby’s great-grandfather.

      Gabby thought, with her father entering a new decade, time may be on his mind more than when he was in his forties. Plus, it could reconnect him to his wife, her mom. That seemed cool.

      It also fed a growing obsession in Gabby. Her multiple near-death experiences made her realize how tenuous time was in her life, and only God knew when her personal second hand would stop ticking.

      Fortunately, Hamilton’s uncle, Maurice, or Uncle MoMo as they called him, owned an antique shop. He bartered Gabby’s investigative skills to help him find a new location for his store. She scoured Safety Harbor and neighboring towns to find one that better suited his clientele, settling on an old bank near a members-only golf course.

      The large safe could be used to store his most precious items and its proximity to high-income retirees with money to spare seemed to be the perfect fit. Following her suggestion, his grand opening was scheduled in three weeks, when a major golf tournament graced the local course.

      Uncle MoMo tweaked or replaced the delicate gears within the old watch and got it running again. Gabby loved to place it against her ear so she could hear the simple, constant soft ticking inside its brass shell.

      Growing up in a digital world, she found herself gravitating to older technology, when things were made to last and simple items, like a pocket watch, had its own mechanical heartbeat.

      She wished she could pull it from her pocket now and press it against her ear, to help soothe her, but both of her hands were occupied, spread out on either side of her like the tips of wings, helping her balance as she tight roped down the high aluminum structure.

      Don’t look down. Just focus on the beam in front of you.

      She was still a good twenty steps away from the section where the phones were. The beams farthest away from the connecting grid precariously dipped as she inched forward.

      “He’s starting to move,” Missy said from Logan’s window overlooking the pool.

      “Then kick him again,” Gabby said.

      “Do you think that’s fair?”

      “He sent naked pictures of you to his friends. What do you think?”

      Missy scowled and huffed back into the room.

      A second later, Gabby heard a thump and a quiet squeal.

      “That should hold him for a while,” Missy said as she returned to the window. “Hurry up and get the phone. I can’t wait to tell all of my friends what a scumbag Logan is.”

      Gabby paused, recovering her tentative balance. “Patience is a virtue. Or so I’ve heard.”

      She took a few more cautious steps and looked to her right, where both Gabby and Logan’s phones sat in the middle of a square section of sagging screen.

      “You should lie down,” Missy said.

      “I don’t think so,” Gabby said.

      “It will spread out your weight, so it’s not all focused on your feet.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “School. Physics.”

      “Oh,” Gabby said. “Is that what those classes are for?”

      She looked down past her feet and through the screen to find she was standing above the middle of the pool.

      “Lie down, huh?” Gabby asked. “Any idea how to do that from here?”

      “I’m guessing you should start by bending your knees,” Missy replied.

      “It was a rhetorical question.”

      Gabby tried to fight her vertigo as she started to bend her knees, holding her arms out on either side, flapping them up and down like a teeter-totter, trying to maintain balance.

      “Bend down a little more,” Missy said.

      “I don’t need a play-by-play.” Gabby was all the way down, her knees bent, her butt resting against her right calf, but she wasn’t lying down and she didn’t know how to get there.

      “Lean forward,” Missy said. “Reach for the next beam in front of you.”

      “I know!” Gabby said.

      “Then do it.”

      “You’re so irritating. What did Logan see in you?”

      “Knowing him, he never made it past my boobs. Now hurry.”

      Gabby’s legs wobbled as she moved her head forward, her arms stretching out in front of her like she were diving off a high dive. Her motion was painfully slow, like a collapsing wet clay statue.

      “How long is this going to take?” Missy said. “It’s almost ten and I have to be home soon.”

      Ten o’clock!

      Gabby tumbled and fell forward, her chest slamming into the aluminum beam, her arms snagging a connecting cross bar, the entire porch structure shaking around her.

      “Did you say ten?” Gabby asked. “My dad gets home by ten.”

      “Exactly. It’s a school night,” Missy said. “My parents are bad asses. They don’t play around, so can you move it along?”

      “Your gratitude is inspiring,” Gabby said.

      “Yeah, yeah. Can you reach the phones or not?”

      Gabby looked to her right, her hand outstretched. She wasn’t even close.

      C’mon, I can’t be late…

      Gabby’s options were limited. She was lying on a flexible aluminum frame not intended to be laid upon. She felt like she was facedown on a frozen lake in early spring, the thinning ice cracking under her, except the water was chlorinated and fifteen feet below.

      “Don’t just lay there,” Missy said. “Do something.”

      “I did. I stopped Logan from forcing himself on you. Now, shut up, I’m thinking.”

      Gabby was thinking, all right. She was thinking about the cake she didn’t yet make and the icing she hadn’t spread on it afterward.

      She was thinking about the disappointment and worry that would appear on her father’s face when he came home from a long day at the hardware store to find his troublesome daughter missing from the house once again.

      She was wondering how to save this one and only day her dad turned fifty from becoming just another in a series of hours with his daughter he’d rather forget.

      And she was wondering why the hell the cell phones couldn’t be closer.

      She wasn’t going to solve any of her problems by remaining motionless on top of the screened-in pool. She’d have to do something. At least that would shut Missy up for a few minutes.

      She looked to her feet and realized her body lay across three crossbeams. One at her toes, one at her chest and one across her outstretched arms. If she could keep her body extended, pressing down on those crossbeams, she just may be able to roll over once and be within snagging distance.

      Just like rolling out of bed.

      Gabby looked down at the pool below, its dark water shimmering from the crescent moon, its depth indistinguishable without its pool light showing its curves and slopes.

      Ten o’clock…

      Gabby held her breath and tightened her arms and legs. Pushing her weight down on the crossbeams, she rolled into the middle of the sagging screen. When she opened her eyes again, the pool still flickered hints of the moon and the interior of the house was equally tranquil.

      “You did it,” Missy said. “Toss me the phones and let’s get out of here.”

      Logan’s phone was just below her hip on her right side. Gabby eased one of her hands from the top crossbeam and
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