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      The rain pelted the leaves as her bare feet bore into the earth, forming puddles in their wake with each stride she took. She stopped and hid behind the biggest tree in sight to try and gain her composure. The storm nearly drowned out the sound of his voice.

      “Liz-zy…”

      Her head spun in his direction, flipping a lock of drenched blonde hair over her eye to rest against her tiny nose. She stood silent, motionless. Looking ahead, she could make out the porch light above Marta’s door in the distance. She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath before propelling herself forward to run for safety, the mud oozing between her toes with each step.

      “Lizzy!”

      Running faster, the door handle was within her reach. Lunging for it, she quickly stopped before reaching the edge of the boat dock and waving her arms by her sides to catch her balance. The sound of his boots echoed with the thunder above them. She slowly turned around, succumbing to the weakness in her legs and fell to her knees before him. Her tears danced with the raindrops down her cheeks.

      He moved closer to her, gradually raising the gun to her face. “I told you I would see you soon, Lizzy.”

      “Please!” she begged between breaths. The sound of the bullet leaving the barrel mixed poetically with her scream.

      Thrashing the blankets as she woke, Elizabeth fell off the side of the bed, hitting her head against the nightstand. It hadn’t affected her. She ripped off her sleep mask and placed her hands beside herself on the floor, taking large breaths in an attempt to pace the rapid heartbeats.  She jumped up, ran to the bathroom, and fumbled in the cabinet for the bottle of Valium. After popping a pill into her mouth, she turned on the faucet and cupped her hands under the cold running water before taking a gulp and splashing her face with the remainder. Her reflection in the mirror was as pale as her hair. When is this going to end?

      Before she could answer her own thoughts she heard the screen door open, the sound of clogs on the wooden porch floor, then loud knocking on the door to the dining room.

      “Hello! Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!”

      Elizabeth looked at herself one last time in the mirror, smiled, and grabbed a face towel from the rack on the wall to her left. She walked past the table that seated six and un-bolted the door.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” exclaimed China as she breezed past Elizabeth and threw her beach bag on the table, just missing the fruit bowl.

      Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth shut the door behind her friend and walked around the table to follow China into the kitchen.

      “What the hell, Liz? No coffee? Did you forget I was coming over?” China finally turned around and actually looked at Elizabeth. Her slanted eyes grew wide with concern. “Honey! Are you okay?”

      Leaning on the doorframe she replied, “I didn’t forget. Sorry, I over slept and it wasn’t as pleasant as it should have been.” She raised her hand to stop China from hugging her. “Don’t worry, I took a Valium.”

      China had learned when it was necessary to play counselor and when to leave well enough alone. “Well alright then,” she said as she turned away and reached in the cabinet for the coffee. “Go get ready. By then we should have some liquid fuel ready to consume and the sun should be per-fect.”

      Elizabeth shut the door to the bathroom behind her and stripped out of her pajamas. She grabbed her coral colored, string bikini hanging from the doorknob and put it on her petite frame. She was always tiny, but the past three months had allowed her to gain a few pounds while remaining a size two, filling in her swimsuit quite nicely. A nice man in her life tends to do that to a woman. She brushed out her long blonde hair, put some tinted chap stick on her lips, and threw her sunscreen in her bag.

      Meeting China back in the kitchen they grabbed the cooler, CD player, and to-go coffee cups before heading out the back door and down the trail to Marta’s private beach. For as long as they had been friends, China rarely visited Elizabeth’s home. It was typically the other way around. However, now that Elizabeth had the lake house and access to a boat and private beach, it didn’t make much sense to go to China’s. Sitting by a quiet lake and basking in the sun was much more relaxing than a hot tub surrounded by woods, depending on the season, of course.

      Marta was Elizabeth’s closest neighbor. She was also like a second mother. She and her husband Bill were close friends of the family for years and they took care of the lake house for Elizabeth after her parent’s death and prior to her decision to move back. The lake house didn’t have access to the beach but it had a private boat dock and a beautiful view. A wooded trail connected the two homes and Elizabeth had permission to use their beach whenever she liked.

      Choosing a spot close to the water, they laid the sheet down, securing it from the breeze with the cooler and CD player. China lifted her white sarong over her head revealing her gleaming olive-toned skin. “This is so much better than a hot tub in 90 degree heat. I am so glad you moved here, Liz!”

      Elizabeth made herself cozy on the sheet, digging her belly into the sand below and swept her hair over one shoulder. “I wish every day could be Saturday.”

      “So, tell me, why did you have such a bad night? You never sleep that late, especially if it’s our beach day.”

      Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth confessed, “I had nightmares all night. It was bad. It was really bad.”

      “I knew it! Damn it, Liz, I thought you were going to the doctor to talk about this?”

      “I did! She filled my script and told me I need to seriously consider going to the parole hearing.”

      Rolling onto her backside and leaning on her forearms, China glared at Elizabeth and said, “No kidding? That’s what I’ve been telling you for months. You know, you could pay me privately and I’ll be your personal shrink. Win, win!” She leaned her head back, shook her bangs out of her eyes and closed them to shut out the sun’s rays.

      “When you can give me my happy pills, I would be happy to be your life-long patient.”

      “I thought Martinez was coming over last night, anyway? Haven’t you tapped into that Latin-love-fest yet?”

      Flipping over onto her back, she sighed. “He ended up getting called out for a shooting. We barely made it past the first glass of wine. He’s coming over tonight though. Marta is having us over for dinner. You should stay and come with?”

      “And be a third wheel? No thanks. Besides, I have a date already. Chester is taking me to a new place that just opened up in Cleveland.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but laugh each time she heard it. The name didn’t suit her friend’s taste in men.

      China rolled her eyes. “You know, you should be happy for me.”

      Laughing again, Elizabeth explained, “I am! I promise you I am. I’m glad you decided to give a guy a chance since John. And I’m even more glad you told Thomas to take a hike. You did tell Thomas to take a hike didn’t you?”

      China propelled her chin to the sky to even the coloring on her neck, remaining silent to the interrogation.

      Elizabeth rolled back onto her belly and demanded, “Damn it, China! Please tell me you told him?”

      Slinging her head to rest on her shoulder, she looked into Elizabeth’s eyes. “I tried. It’s complicated, okay? Give me a little time.”

      “A little time? That’s all you’ve given him is time, while he plays house with the Blonde every night in their cozy, little ranch-style home.”

      “You’re a fine one to talk. It’s been three months and you haven’t even skidded to second base with a guy who would bend over backwards for you. And what about that parole hearing? You have people backing you, Liz, and you refuse to take advantage.”

      “That’s totally different!”

      “Actually, it’s not.” China stood up and adjusted her bikini top. Her large, fake breasts barley covered. “I need to cool off,” she said before stomping off and wading in the lake, careful not to wet her perfectly styled hair.

      Elizabeth and China were more like sisters than they were best friends. They worked together, hung out together, and nearly shared everything; except their taste in men. Treat me like shit and I’ll follow you forever seemed to be China’s motto. Of course, Elizabeth didn’t have the greatest track record either. Her ex-boyfriend was currently serving a prison sentence for nearly disfiguring her and he was up for parole in less than a week.

      Sitting up and lacing her legs in a criss cross, Elizabeth reached into the cooler, pulling out a Corona and a pre-made sandwich. She popped the bottle cap with China’s lighter and took a swig of her beer, staring out at the calm lake. China made her way back to their spot, sat heavily in the sand, and sighed.

      Her mouth half full of ham and bread, Elizabeth turned to her and said, “I’m sorry.”

      Immediately turning to face her, China replied, “No you’re not. But for what it’s worth, I’m not sorry either.” They looked at each other with mutual empathy and smiled. “Look, I know how you feel about the parole hearing, Liz, but you seriously need to reconsider this. This is a little different than what Thomas and I have going on, and on a whole other level than you and your Latin-lover. This is serious! What if he gets out? And what if the only thing that keeps him in is you showing up at that hearing and speaking your mind?”

      “I’m not sure I can face him again, China.”

      She flicked her hair again. “You already did it once. Walk in the park.”

      “It’s not just that. He’s already proven he can get to me in or out of prison.”

      “Too bad your hero can’t prove that. And frankly, I don’t think he ever will. Johnnie Warren is part of a clan. Those guys never snitch on each other.”

      “Yeah, well, if he doesn’t get out, he’ll just find another goon to terrorize me. And if I have anything to do with keeping him in, when he does get out, he will hunt me down for sure.”

      China sighed as she rolled back onto her belly, leaning on her elbows, and flinging her manicured fingers in the air as she spoke. “Liz, I understand where you’re coming from, I do. I thought Martinez was a good detective? He didn’t get anything from Johnnie boy?”

      “He’s been trying for three months. He thought at one point he was going to waive his rights and roll on Steve but he refused to crack. For everything he put me through he gets a plea deal and probation. I guess Matthew Polk is a better attorney than we all thought.”

      Elizabeth thought for sure Johnnie Warren would go away for a while after stalking her, breaking into her house, and running her off the road. Of course, there wasn’t enough evidence to prove some of the charges. And since she wasn’t seriously injured in the car accident, not to mention the fact that he had a public defender who dreamed of being a big city defense attorney, Johnnie walked away with basically a slap on the hand. She didn’t really care about him. She cared more about the man who truly wanted to hurt her, Steve Robinson. The man who everyone believed hired Johnnie to do his dirty work but no one could prove it. She could only hope his parole hearing went in her favor.

      “Nope. Sorry, Polk is still an idiot. You would be a better attorney than he is. Johnnie just did what most people don’t think of; he kept his mouth shut and took the deal offered to him. I just wish you would consider speaking at the hearing. You’re the victim. You have every right to be there. Let him know he doesn’t scare you anymore.”

      “Please stop saying that.” She despised being referred to as a victim.

      China rolled her eyes at the fact she had to be politically correct. “Excuse me. Sur-vi-vor.  Come on, Liz.”

      “Maybe I am still a victim. Cheese and rice, I see a shrink every month; I take Valium like they’re Tums; and yes, I admit it, he still scares the shit out of me. My showing up there is not going to sway the parole board’s decision. We deal with victims every day. We’re supposed to be their voice. How many times do you think the prosecutor and the judge really care what they think or what they have to say? If the defendant has a decent attorney and they accept a lesser charge, who cares? The prosecutors still get their win and the court still makes their money. Plain and simple.”

      “Well, I can’t argue with that but we’re not talking about the victims at work. We’re talking about you. And I’m worried that psycho is going to get out. Can you just consider it? With Marilyn’s recommendation and your face-to-face statement, there’s probably a better chance of him not getting out.”

      Elizabeth took a deep breath. A part of her knew China was right. Marilyn Bennett was their boss. She was also Annapolis County’s prosecuting attorney, who happened to prosecute the case against Steve and put him in Mansfield Correctional for eight years. Her written recommendation to keep him in would help, but it was still a mere recommendation and the parole board had no obligation to follow it.

      It also didn’t stop Elizabeth from thinking of the repercussions if she showed up to speak at the hearing. Steve was a manipulator. He was cunning and slick in his maneuvers. She was sure he already had a plan of attack. She was sure he had been planning it for the past six years while he was locked up.

      Placing her empty bottle in the cooler and lying on her back to face the rays she said, “Look, I’ll think about it. Can we just enjoy the rest of our beach day and talk about something else? Or, not talk about anything?”

      China gave her a sigh. “Sorry, I won’t say anything more about it.”

      Elizabeth looked at her pursing her lips as if she didn’t believe her.

      “Okay, okay! I promise. Not another word,” she said as she dug her bum into the sand and laid her head down to rest.

      They basked in the sun for hours in near silence as the sweat beads formed on top of their tanning lotion. A jet ski passed in the distance and tiny waves rolled upon the shoreline in its wake.  Elizabeth rolled over, gently rubbed her eyes, and looked to her phone for the time.  “Wow, it’s almost two o’clock already. Are you about ready to head back?”

      China moaned, “Do we have to? Just a little longer?”

      “Okay, one more beer and then I would like to take a nap before dinner. Angel will be here around six.”

      “You should really stop calling him Angel. It sounds too, well, angelic. Mar-ti-nez…” she said with a roll of the tongue. “Just sounds sexier, ya know?”

      Grinning, Elizabeth flirted, “Hmm. How do you know I don’t?”

      She was rather excited for her date and had the entire evening planned. Angel Martinez was the first man Elizabeth had even considered dating since her previous relationship ended in such a disaster. For six years she warded off men in general. So much so, all of the attorneys she encountered at court accused her of being a man hater. She didn’t hate men: Quite the contrary. She simply hated men who beat their women.

      As a court advocate for women of domestic violence, defense attorneys were rarely looking for Elizabeth’s opinion on anything. Not that she cared in the least what they thought of her. She fought them every step of the way when the situation and her victim called for it. Angel was different. Not only was he one of Silverton, Ohio’s finest detectives, helping to put away the psychopaths of the world, he and Elizabeth were a lot alike on many levels. Most importantly, they were both survivors trying to fight the good fight.

      Elizabeth lightly shook China’s arm to wake her out of her sun coma. “China, hey, sorry hun, but we should get back.”

      Groaning and reluctantly moving from her bed in the sand, China said, “Noooo! Ugh, beach day can’t be over.”

      “We still have a few good weeks left,” she reassured.

      They gathered their things after shaking out the sand and walked back to the lake house. Reaching her vehicle, China reached over to Elizabeth, hugged her tight, and grasped her shoulders before saying, “Have a great time tonight.” She flung her beach bag into the back seat and asked, “What are you doing tomorrow? Wanna get together.”

      “I was kind of planning on brunch. In bed.”

      China shook her hips in a sexy manner. “Well I’ll be damned! Lookin’ to have a little sausage gravy on your biscuit, eh?” she said shaking her head up and down.

      “Eew,” exclaimed Elizabeth as she slapped China’s arm. “I swear you are impossible. I promise I will fill you in first thing Monday morning.”

      Making her way into her vehicle, China looked to the sun and bellowed, “Soo-ey!” Then she laughed deep from her belly and yelled out her window as she backed out of the driveway, “You know I love you, Liz!”

      Shaking her head, Elizabeth turned away with a smile on her face and swatted her hand in the air towards her friend before heading into the house for a much needed beauty rest.
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      Martinez and Elizabeth stood at the front door to Marta and Bill’s house. He took in a deep breath and looked at her with a bit of discomfort. Grabbing his hand she smiled and assured, “Don’t worry! They’re going to love you.”

      “Well, at least you’re confident.”

      Before Elizabeth could knock on the door, Marta opened it. “Liz!” Without hesitation, they hugged and exchanged a cheek kiss. “And this must be that Angel I’ve heard so much about.” Her southern accent was slight but still apparent and her short, semi-bobbed, white hair perfectly accentuated her strong jaw line and classy, but simplistic, style.

      “Marta, I’d like you to meet Angel Martinez. Angel, this is my Aunt Marta.”

      Martinez smiled and put out his right hand to greet her properly.

      “It’s Marta, please.” Reminding Elizabeth not to call her ‘Aunt’. Though she was southern, she hated formalities. “And nonsense,” she said, swatting away his hand as she wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders to hug him southern-style with a few pats on his back. Wanting to make a good first impression, he awkwardly reciprocated.

      She backed up from him for a moment to get a good look at him. “Oh, my word! You are just as handsome as Liz described you to be. Come in, come in!” Marta gestured for them to enter. “Bill is out on the patio getting the grill started. I certainly hope you brought your appetite.” She led them through the hall and into the kitchen where two sliding glass doors gave way to the patio with an encompassing view of the lake.

      “You have a beautiful home.” Martinez wasn’t much for small talk but he had to make an effort.

      “Why thank you!” Marta said as she opened the patio door. “Red, dear, our guests are here!”

      Elizabeth walked over to the grill where Bill was violently brushing away the charred debris from his previous masterpiece. Looking up at her, Bill became excited. “Hey, baby girl!” He greeted her by swinging his left arm around her shoulder and kissing her hard on the cheek. Her face crinkled with schoolgirl delight as his tobacco-tinged mustache whiskers tickled her skin.

      Breaking from his embrace, Elizabeth said, “Hey, Uncle Bill, this is -”

      “Angel Martinez.” His voice becoming more stern and crackling from years of cigarette smoke, he placed the grill brush to the side, wiped his hand on his apron, and forcefully shook Martinez’s hand as he glared into his eyes. “Nice grip. We’re off to a good start,” he said as he patted Martinez on the shoulder while mid-handshake.

      “Pleasure, Sir.”

      Appearing to inflate his already large chest, he advised, “Call me Bill. If I decide I like you later, you can call me Red.”

      Smiling with a head nod, Martinez said, “Fair enough, Bill.”

      “Have a seat. I just fired this bad boy up.” Bill grabbed the brush again to clean the remaining debris from the grill. “Marta, honey, get the kids a beer. Liz, why don’t you and your friend grab a seat? How do you take your steak, Martinez?”

      “Oh, medium rare, please. Thank you.”

      Marta brought out a cold beer for everyone, including herself, and sat at the table across from Elizabeth. Bill placed four T-bone steaks on the grill; the meat sizzled as soon as it hit the flames and the aroma of garlic and Worcestershire sauce wafted in the air. Grabbing his beer, Bill took the chair directly across from Martinez.

      “So, Martinez, you’re a detective with SPD? Work any interesting cases lately?”

      Rolling her eyes, Elizabeth said, “Uncle Bill, it’s Saturday. Do we really have to talk shop?”

      “Oh, come on, Liz. I’ve been out of the loop for a while. Can’t you humor an old man?” He winked at her.

      “Actually, I was just called out to a shooting last night, South of the casino. Guy was robbed at his house and shot in the chest. Survived surprisingly. Claims $3,000.00 cash was taken. We’re pretty sure it was drug related but we’re still investigating, of course.”

      “Of course. So, how’s Liz’s case coming? You link that bastard that broke into her house to that asshole in prison?”

      “Red!” yelled Marta. Elizabeth just shook her head and sighed.

      “What? It’s a valid question. I should’ve taken my pistol to that bastard years ago,” he said as he took a swig of his beer.

      “William Garret Redman!” yelled Marta as she smacked his arm. She turned to Martinez, “You will have to excuse him, dear. He doesn’t really mean that.”

      “The hell I don’t,” he grunted. Marta smacked him again with a harsh look of disapproval.

      Laughing, Martinez said, “Well, we did catch him a while back. Didn’t Liz tell you? That case is over. He took a plea deal. Not by my choice.”

      “Damn city prosecutors. In the Corps, you couldn’t get away with that shit. They would throw your ass in the brig for the smallest infraction and you would stay there until you got your act together. Keep your shit up and you would be dishonorably discharged after serving out your time. And us judge’s advocates didn’t hand out ‘plea deals’ like candy. Ruined a lot of young men’s lives. Dumb Asses.”

      “You were in the Corps?”

      Still seated, he saluted Martinez. “Retired. Colonel William Garrett Redman. At your service.”

      Instantly, Martinez pushed back his patio chair and stood at full attention, saluting Bill. “Corporal Angel Martinez. Sir!”

      “As you were Corporal.” He smiled and raised his beer.

      In unison they clanged their beers as they yelled, “Oo-Rah!”

      Getting up from his chair, Bill said, “Come on over here, Son. I’ll show you how to make the meanest steak that ever crossed those lips of yours. And you can call me Red.”

      Bill and Martinez hammed it up as they finished the steaks while Marta and Elizabeth set the table and brought out the side dishes. When they finally sat down to eat, in the middle of the table was a smorgasbord of homemade pasta salad, in season sweet corn, grilled asparagus and steak grilled to perfection.

      They all feasted as the men shared stories of their time in the Corps, talked about war, and manning up while the women spoke of sweet memories of time gone past and Elizabeth’s favorite subject; her parents. Bill and Marta were special. They weren’t just neighbors and good friends of her family. They were family. The only family she had now.

      After cleaning up, they all said their good byes. “Thank you so much for having us,” said Elizabeth as she hugged Marta tight.

      “Martinez, you take care of her. I don’t wanna have to get my pistol out.” Bill winked. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other. Lot more stories to tell.”

      “I have no doubt. Red, it’s been a pleasure,” he said as he shook Bill’s hand once more.

      They walked the kids to the door and made them promise to come back soon. Elizabeth and Martinez waved one last time as they headed back toward her house down the wooded trail. Squeezing his hand, Elizabeth smiled. “Well, it seems you made quite an impression.”

      “Hey, you get two Marines in a room together and it’s like a family reunion. They’re nice people. I had a really good time. I didn’t know you were related to them.”

      “Not technically. They’re my Godparents. Bill and my dad went to law school together and remained friends ever since. Marta and my mom were practically inseparable. I’ve always called Bill my uncle. Marta has always wanted me to call her by her first name but she’s more like a second mom to me than an aunt. They took care of everything after my parents died. I mean, they always consulted me but I left a lot to them. They’re also my Trustees, until my next birthday anyway.”

      “Trustees? Sounds fancy. So you’re a trust fund baby, huh?”

      Loosening her grip on his hand and shooting him an offended look, she shot back at his words, “It’s not as extravagant as it sounds.”

      “Whoa, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.” He grabbed her hand and stopped them both in their tracks. Looking into her heavyhearted blue eyes he promised, “I’m sorry. Really. That was a stupid thing to say.”

      Trying to brush off his insensitivity, she turned away from him and began walking again. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He hesitated before asking, “So, can I ask what happened to your parents? If it’s an inappropriate question, just say so.”

      Knowing the question was inevitable she was prepared for it. “Well, when I should have been starting my second year in college, I was going through a trial. It actually went much faster than I expected from his arrest to the jury selection. But my dad had to keep putting off work and taking time off to make sure the prosecutor did ‘her job correctly’.”

      “Marilyn?”

      She sighed. “Yeah. I mean I understood, I guess. He was an attorney. Hell, he would have tried the case himself if he could’ve. Anyway, Steve was convicted and sent away in September of that year. My dad had this huge business trip planned right before the holidays and his partners warned if he didn’t take care of things, they would begin the process of pushing him out.

      I insisted he and my mom go. They both needed a break, you know? I did too. I mean, I had Marta and Bill here and I planned on going back to school the next semester. We all just needed a break. Plus, I didn’t want to see everything my dad worked for his entire life just disappear because of me. I had caused enough problems for everyone - ”

      Martinez cut her off like a mad driver in morning traffic. Grabbing her shoulders, he squeezed her hard but lovingly. “Liz, none of that was your fault.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and began to trickle down her cheeks. “If they hadn’t gone away... if I didn’t insist...” she sniffled, “they wouldn’t have been driving – I tried to make things better
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