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      Two weeks.

      I sighed, squinting against the early evening’s low sun, and clutched the steering wheel in full defensive, maybe-I-shouldn’t-be driving mode. One hand relaxed long enough to signal for Cooper’s Bar.

      Because when you’re too exhausted to drive, obviously your destination should be a bar.

      The sound of gravel popping beneath my tires drifted through the car’s open windows while the white noise from the nearest major street gradually subsided. Dappled sun flashed through the trees at the far end of the lot, reflecting off my windshield and making my head ache.

      It felt like a lifetime (to the extent my exhausted body was capable of comprehending time), but I’d last been to Cooper’s two weeks ago and I hadn’t even made it inside. It had been even longer since I’d seen my friend Noel here, and I’d ended that evening by nearly bludgeoning a man to death with a lug wrench in the parking lot.

      Not, I’d been informed, a tire iron.

      Hopefully, tonight would be less eventful.

      I doubted many of the dozen or so vehicles in the parking area belonged to Cooper’s customers; the lot was also convenient parking for a nearby walking and biking trail. I pulled into the first empty spot, next to an ancient blue pickup that looked like it had escaped from farm duty, and cut Cecil’s engine. A dragonfly danced into my line of sight, whirling around my Cabrio’s hood toward an unpromising-looking, leggy weed.

      I blinked hard and rubbed my hands over my face. The dragonfly shot back into my blurry view, its golden-brown body doing a kamikaze run at my windshield before veering off at the last second. My mind had all the scattershot motion of that dragonfly, with none of its resilient energy.

      My dry eyes drifted to half-mast. Temperature in the high seventies, the air still held a hint of spring. A drunk or just plain joyous whoop from one of Tallahassee’s tens of thousands of undergrads echoed in the distance, briefly rising above the humming insects that would be unbearable a few weeks from now.

      Who knew a bar parking lot could be so relaxing? So soporific.

      I blamed Roger for the three-dollar word popping into my head, Roger being the man responsible for my sleep-deprived state. Last Wednesday night, I was having dinner with said criminal defense attorney and his sister when Roger got a phone call. A case previously simmering on the back burner had suddenly gone flambé and sent me on the road.

      I ticked off evenings in my head: shitty motel (Thursday), even shittier motel (Friday), Roger’s guest room (Saturday), Roger’s guest room again (Sunday). The last two nights were a middling shitty motel (Monday, Tuesday). No, wait—I’d already established that today was Friday, because Noel and I had a standing date on Fridays. I must have missed a couple of shitty motel nights somewhere.

      The glamorous life of a private investigator.

      I pulled my keys from the car ignition, clumsily dropping them on the floor mat. Lacking even the energy to swear, I lurched out of my car with an inarticulate moan, wiping the mat grit from my fingernails onto my jeans.

      Endless stairs are the first design flaw at Cooper’s entrance; the slightly raised threshold is the second. I passed both tests without stumbling to find it relatively quiet inside. A few round tables and booths and a single pool table were occupied by a mix of genders and races and dress codes. College Town meets The Capital, a common theme in Tallahassee.

      The man behind the bar had his back to me, but Glenn’s bulk and the reddish-brown braid hanging between his shoulder blades were unmistakable.

      He turned as I crawl-climbed onto a stool.

      “Red!” he said, referring to my unruly hair, not his own, which was darker. His mustache curled into a grin. “You know it’s always a treat to see you, darling, but you’re looking a little rough around the edges.”

      Rough. Like the sandpaper in my eyes. “Road trip,” I said.

      “Aah…” He nodded.

      One of my butt cheeks crept slowly off the wooden seat. Glenn grabbed my wrists and pulled my arms forward as if securing them to the bar with Velcro. I should be so lucky.

      “Can I trust you to sit here a minute?” he asked.

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, still perched precariously atop one cheek. I kept my elbows planted, glad for the early hour and Glenn’s compulsive bar wiping.

      Soon Glenn emerged with a couple of glasses and motioned for me to follow him to a booth.

      “Wow,” I said, making a conscious effort to let go of my irritability as I slid onto the vinyl seat across from him. “I’ve never seen you actually sit anywhere but behind the bar. I feel special.”

      “Uh-huh. I think we’ve previously covered how goddamned special you are,” he said, handing me a beverage before swirling his glass slowly and taking a big swallow. “By the way, your Coke is not corrected.”

      “Probably wise,” I said, sipping.

      Sticky, caffeinated carbonation fizzed down my throat and burned a tiny sliver of the muddiness from my brain. I wasn’t the only one who’d been out of town since I’d set a shitstorm in motion last month; was that what was on Glenn’s mind?

      “You get your friend squared away?” I asked obliquely.

      Glenn shook his head. “You don’t want to know.” A phrase that, when dealing with him, was literally and infallibly true. “Again, always glad to see you. But you’re dead on your feet. So why are you here?”

      “Meeting Noel,” I said.

      He blinked, mildly surprised. “She okay?”

      I shrugged. “Have to ask her.”

      I wasn’t trying to be snotty, but Glenn still shot me a look that could shrink an alpha gorilla’s testicles. Fortunately, I don’t have testicles, gorilla or otherwise.

      “What?” I demanded.

      He closed his eyes briefly, either centering himself to deal with me or calculating the distance to his nearest firearm. He didn’t get up when his eyes opened and I probably would have noticed a gun strapped under the table, so I was guessing the former.

      “I may not be privy to the particulars, but it’s obvious something’s been bothering Noel of late,” he said. “And I don’t normally see her outside of a Friday night.”

      “What do you mean, outside of a Friday night?” I asked.

      Glenn’s eyes narrowed, assessing whether I was messing with him. Finally he said, “You do know today is Wednesday?”

      I glanced toward the bar—as if Glenn would have a calendar there—then recalled my earlier motel calculations. Wednesday, Thursday… I’d been right the first time. I’d spent exactly one week on the road. So why wasn’t I at home in bed?

      I groaned, burying my fuzzy-haired head in my hands. “Goddammit!”

      Glenn’s eyes crinkled.

      “Don’t even think about laughing,” I said.

      My stiff neck twinged as I jerked around at a patron bursting through the door behind us with a mad cackle. Pain shot to my hips and down the sides of my legs.

      “You gonna take care of that?” I snapped.

      Glenn slammed the rest of his drink before excusing himself to deal with the customer.

      Okay, I pretended he excused himself, instead of leaving in a tiff without another word. I was too tired to be afraid of Glenn. I was too tired to drink my Coke. I was just too tired.

      I rested my chin on my hand. Fine, I mean, my face on the table.
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      “Sydney?” A deep, masculine voice rumbled my name. I ignored it. I felt a gentle, calloused hand on my arm, followed by a whisper in my ear. “Hey, Red.”

      Lifting my head reluctantly from my elbow crook, I prayed I hadn’t drooled and scanned my surroundings. Strangers in conversation over beer. Cheap blinds on the windows. A new game racking and breaking several feet away. I was still at Cooper’s. In Tallahassee.

      “What do you think this is, a hotel?” Glenn asked, but he was smiling as he slid into the booth opposite me again.

      I inhaled a graceless, semi-snort while I tried to gather my wits, then capped it off with a yawn. Why had I thought it was Friday already? And in what other ways had I shuffled my schedule and dealt out the cards upside down?

      Glenn said, “Somebody was asking about you in the parking lot.”

      “Shh.” I waved a hand vaguely through the air, unwilling to process new information. “I’m still mad at you for not telling me it was Wednesday.”

      “I did tell you, once I knew it was news to you. I’m sorry, darling,” he drawled. “I can understand why you might think I’m omnipotent, but that is in fact not the case.”

      “Omnipotent,” I said, drawing out the syllables. My mouth was sticky with Coke sugar and a week on the road.

      “There he is,” Glenn said, lifting an arm at someone behind me. An edge of tattoo flashed from beneath his shirt sleeve.

      “Omnipotent,” I repeated, attempting to loosen up my tongue and saliva, then shook out my hands to get the blood moving. “I thought I was the exhausted one. Don’t you mean omniscient? Or was saying omnipotent a prelude to sex jokes?”

      Glenn stood.

      “What?” I craned my neck to look up at him and continued, voice husky and teasing. “Come on. Omni Potent? You’re telling me that’s not an excuse to stroll down memory lane, maybe catalog the number of times and positions that we indulged—”

      “Syd, this is the guy I was telling you about,” Glenn interrupted, stepping forward to make introductions. “The one from the parking lot. I’m sorry—what was your name again?”

      An anxious, prescient prickling assaulted my nerves. It rushed from the base of my spine to my skull, giving me goosebumps. I turned and leaned sideways to see around the seat back.

      The visitor was someone I hadn’t seen in over a decade.

      His short hair wasn’t quite the military short he used to favor and now showed more gray than brown. The Florida sun had deepened the folds connecting his nose and mouth, as well as smaller laugh lines and crow’s feet, but the tanned skin lent his face vitality. Even behind his familiar, black-rimmed glasses.

      Glenn snapped his fingers and said with satisfaction, “Eldon! Right?”

      But the man only had eyes for me. “Hello, Sydney,” he said, voice rough with emotion.

      I blinked. Swallowed. Finally managed to get out a single syllable. “Dad?”
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      My eyes blurred with sleep and emotion. But he was really there.

      I launched myself from the booth and threw my arms around my father, perhaps too enthusiastically. He staggered backward and I caught my toe on a nearby chair, nearly flipping it over.

      Dad laughed and squeezed me to his chest. “I’ve missed my graceful girl.”

      Standing there together felt so almost right, like a rare ceramic vase with a hidden hairline crack running through its base, that I didn’t even have a smart-assed comeback. Besides, isn’t it the flaws that, over time, make them priceless?

      “It’s so good to see you,” Dad whispered, then pulled back to look me over by the dim bar lights. He bit his lip and put a hand to my red mass of curls. “You still have your mother’s hair.”

      “Ha!” I retorted. “Mom wouldn’t be caught dead outside the house with this hair.”

      “Well, to be fair,” he said, and let his ostentatious scanning of our surroundings silently finish his statement. Your mother wouldn’t be caught dead in this place. Then he looked over my shoulder and cleared his throat in that reminder-of-social-obligations way.

      I opened my mouth for introductions, but my voice failed me. Father dearest, in case you didn’t hear my bantered confession, allow me to introduce my former lover. How mortifying. But at least that was better than a partner in homicide admission.

      The former lover—really, one-night stand—came to my rescue, even though this time the threat against me wasn’t of bodily harm or death. He stepped forward and extended a hand. “It’s Glenn Andersen, sir. I didn’t realize the family connection when we spoke earlier”— he glanced at me just long enough to make me squirm—“about our shared appreciation for vehicles that make a life on the open road possible. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Dad smiled beatifically, an expression I recognized as a combination of pride, social awkwardness, and low blood sugar.

      Glenn, on the other hand, had a mischievous gleam in his eyes I did not trust. For the first time, I was glad it wasn’t Friday; if my friend Noel were present, I’d never hear the end of it.

      “Dad, why are you here?” My tone bordered on rude, but he didn’t take it that way.

      “Seemed wrong to drive past Tallahassee and not drop in to see my daughter.”

      I was afraid if I rolled my eyes in my current state of shock and exhaustion, I’d hit the floor. “Fine. What brings you past Tallahassee? And how did you know where to find me?”

      “Your sister,” he said, dodging the initial question. “And my trusty GPS. I tried your office first. Didn’t Lisa tell you I was coming?”

      “Lisa?” I rubbed my forehead, trying to access my short-term memory, except it probably didn’t reside there.

      Come to think of it, Lisa had called this afternoon and interrogated me about my plans while I was driving. I’d thought she was just being a nosy, bored-in-her-last-trimester-of-pregnancy older sister. We’d been cut off when I hit a dead cell spot, and she’d never called back. Or had she expected me to call her?

      “Sweetie, when’s the last time you ate?” Dad asked.

      I avoided looking at Glenn. My need to eat consistently was well known among those near and dear to me, and the amusement radiating from him was palpable.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. I was willing to bet there was a half-eaten burrito on Cecil’s passenger seat, but had no idea when I’d gnawed upon it. Today, maybe? Last night at the outside.

      “I know it’s a little early, but we could get dinner.” The plea in my father’s eyes made me uncomfortable and him look older, uncertain.

      I sighed. The fact that Dad needed to work up to sharing why he was here made my guts twist some more. Or maybe I was just hungry. “Chinese buffet?”

      Growing up, that had been our secret escape from my mother and sister. Dad smiled and his eyes lit up like a mischievous child’s. For the record, a very different expression from Glenn’s mischievous adult.

      “Perfect,” Dad said, then added, “Glenn, I hope you’ll join us.”

      Glenn said he regretted that he was still on the clock, but I was welcome to leave my car at Cooper’s. I could feel his twinkling eyes on my back and resisted the urge to flip him the bird on my way out. Those same twitchy fingers gripped the metal rail tightly on my way down the stairs to the parking lot. Each concrete step seemed to shift slightly before my feet struck them. Exhaustion wasn’t wholly to blame. My eyes continued tracking the ground once my feet hit gravel, as though wary of the earth moving literally as much as it had metaphorically of late.

      I followed Dad as he weaved through a row of vehicles. When he stopped suddenly, I nearly ran into him. He stood next to a cream-colored machine that looked like the illegitimate offspring of a van and a tour bus.

      “Yes,” he said, “your father is the ultimate Florida cliché. I drive an RV.”

      I had to laugh, recalling Glenn’s comment about their shared love of the open road. I could imagine Glenn behind the wheel of an RV about as easily as I could imagine my father wearing leather chaps astride one of Glenn’s old Harleys. Which is to say, I couldn’t.

      I climbed into what was more an oversized van than a heavy metal tour bus. I would not have felt confident driving the RV, but at my height (five feet, mumble mumble), seeing out of standard cars can sometimes be a challenge. Plush club seats on one side of the aisle and a sofa on the other matched our own surprisingly comfortable captain’s chairs. Other amenities were tucked away strategically behind us. My stomach rumbled; I could get the tour after we ate.

      My favorite Chinese restaurant was less than a mile away, but traffic was heavy on the main artery of North Monroe. We sat in a sea of headlights and taillights, inching our way toward our destination.

      “So when did you buy this bad boy?” I asked.

      “A few years ago,” Dad said. “It only has twenty thousand miles on the odometer, a quarter of which were there when I bought it.”

      Ever the wonky engineer, Dad launched into a lecture on the RV’s features and specifications. I let his voice wash over me, as I had so often in my childhood, and felt myself relax.

      When my sister Lisa and I began the slow process of family reconciliation last year, my father and I hadn’t spoken for ten years. I’d never thought of our silence as acrimonious. Lisa once accused me of emerging from the womb already angry at her (project much, sis?), but Dad was just part of the family package I’d rejected. I’d never really been angry with him specifically.

      My shoulders tensed and my neck seized.

      That is, I’d never been angry with Dad until Deborah Spencer arrived in my office last week bearing revelations. Shocker number one: The teenage girl I’d tracked down for her, Addy Hastings, was the daughter of my dead brother, Allan. Addy was my niece. Shocker number two: Dad had known about Addy all along. And never told me.

      You need to talk to your father, Deborah had said.

      It seemed I was about to do that.

      The Chinese restaurant sat on a corner, the last in a section of dully painted brick commercial buildings that would look less shitty if they weren’t adjacent to an inviting, wooded residential neighborhood. Dad parked in the small rear lot, then followed me inside.

      Despite the dumpiness of the restaurant’s exterior, the interior was clean and the food was excellent. It was operated by a multi-generation Chinese family. I was glad the matriarch was already occupied. She had an infectious, raucous laugh, but she also asked a lot of questions. The far more circumspect young woman who seated us had a blue streak in her long, black hair that reminded me of Addy. She left us with water glasses and a smile.

      “No fortune cookie?” Dad asked a few minutes later, parsing my buffet selections.

      “Comes with the bill,” I said. The tantalizing scents of shoyu and sesame oil steaming from my plate made me suddenly ravenous. Alternating between bites of lo mein and moo shu (without the pancakes, because what’s the point), I asked, “So, Dad, why are you really here?”

      He trailed his chopsticks through his food as though he were measuring his noodles. He hadn’t used chopsticks when I was
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