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Chapter One
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The toddler tried hard to keep up. Dash, his older brother, and PR, the next in line, wanted to leave him behind at the cabin. Joey wouldn't quit. Not this time. Little legs pumping hard, he continued to run after his two older brothers.

Della, his sister, hung back a little. But even Della was too anxious about getting to the Grans house to wait for him. Head down and mouth in a firm line, Joey refused to go home. Panting, he struggled forward. The two older boys yelled at each other as they hurried to Gram Gunther's house. They wanted to get the pick of the cookies they knew waited. 

A hand appeared in front of the toddler's flushed face. "Give me your hand, Joey. I'll help you."

The child smiled up at Linda Rae. He couldn't quite wrap his tongue around her name, so she had become Lrae to him. Only Lrae called him Joey. When she took his hand to tug him along, it seemed to the child that Lrae was his own special angel. 

No longer the toddler with his hand in Lrae's, the scene changed. He could call her Linda but didn't want to. Lrae was his private name for her, cried hard as she ran past him to get off the school bus. 

JF, as his family referred to him now, watched her stumble down the stairs to the dirt road. Lrae didn't bother to go inside the log cabin she lived in with her mother. Her books got tossed into the snow beside the door and she hopped on the snow machine parked alongside the front door, started it, and took off. Aunt Francine ran outside and tried to stop Lrae, but she steered the machine away in a rooster tail of fresh snow. 

He ran to the back of the bus to watch which direction she went. George and Betty, his cousins, would be the next stop. JF pushed up between them when the door of the bus opened. He mumbled to the driver that he had permission to play at their house while standing at the bottom of the steps before following them down the driveway. When they were nearly at the cabin, he darted around behind it into the lean-to. Before anyone could stop him, he started his uncle's new snow machine. JF gunned it, making sure he couldn't hear the shouts to stop behind him.

JF knew where she would go. Lrae told him about the only time her father took her anywhere—up on the bluff above the bench land the village sat on. Just to the right of a knoll sat a huge boulder. A washout beside the large rock was just large enough for a child to fit in the space. 

Never having seen it, JF knew if he couldn't find her trail, he would have to take the machine back without being sure she was okay. Worried about Lrae, he kept the throttle wide open as he sped along in the general direction he knew she had taken when he looked out the back window of the school bus.

JF figured he would get a good whipping for using the new snow machine without permission, but it was the closest one to him. If he knew Lrae was okay, he would be satisfied. He didn't mind paying the price. 

Luckily, he found her trail. He slowed the machine and followed the tracks up out of the valley toward the bluff trail. After about a half hour, cold and tired, JF saw the other snow machine parked at the top of a knoll. The trees did not quite come all the way out to the edge of the bank. Carefully, he shut his machine off and walked quietly up the last quarter mile to where Lrae's snow machine sat. JF saw her boots sticking out into snow from the small space next to the boulder.

He climbed down to stand next to her. Lrae didn't hear him. She was sobbing so hard, nothing registered. Taking a deep breath, JF, slipped sideways into the fissure. He knelt beside her and reached out to take the sobbing girl into a hug. 

"Lrae. Don't cry. Please don't cry. Who made you unhappy?"

Her small heart-shaped face was drenched and her nose snotty. JF, although younger than Lrae by four years, thought none of the other girls in school were prettier than Lrae. 

She threw her arms around him and hiccupped several times. "Jack said my father left because he hated me. I didn't do anything to make him angry. Why would he hate me? I don't understand."

"Dads don't hate their kids, honest. Mom said he got sick and that's the reason he left. It wasn't because of you."

"But he never said goodbye. He just walked past me. I don't understand. I'll never understand."

JF pulled his shirt out from underneath his jacket and wiped her face with the hem. 

"Blow," he told her. 

Lrae did as he said. 

"It's gonna be dark soon. We need to get back. Come on. And don't worry about Jack. He has a big mouth, but he doesn't mean any harm."

By tomorrow afternoon, Jack would apologize to Lrae. JF was positive of it because he planned beating him to a pulp if he didn't.

On seeing the machine Joey rode when he helped Lrae turn hers around, she looked at him with a frown. "Your uncle didn't let you borrow it, did he?"

The boy just shook his head.

"Joey! I don't want you to get into trouble 'cause of me."

With a slight shrug, he put his hand on her back. "Go on home, Lrae. Your mom is worried about you."

Still, she hesitated. "What about you? They're gonna be real angry."

The first time he used an endearment when speaking to her would unfortunately, also be the last. "Go along, Honey. I'll be okay. I'm right behind you."

The spanking happened as the boy knew it would and he submitted quietly. Uncle Irving asked why he used the brand new snow machine without asking. The boy shook his head. JF told his uncle he didn't mean to cause any trouble, but a friend needed help.

The following day, he cornered Jack in the boys’ bathroom. Being quite large and stocky for his age, JF walked up to Jack and punched him in the stomach. 

"If you ever make Linda Rae cry again, I will break something, arm, leg, I don't much care. She's my friend. Don't hurt her feelings again. You tell her you're sorry!"

"Ok!" the older boy rasped out, while holding his stomach. It wasn't necessary for JF to say anything to anyone else. Word got around. JF was sweet on Linda and protective. 

JF didn't care what anyone said because it was true. Linda Rae got upset. From that day on, she ignored him. They were no longer friends. JF had embarrassed her in front of the whole school. It seemed to JF everyone else forgot the incident except for two people, him and Linda Rae.

***
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On waking from the dream, the young man sighed. When the weekend rolled around, he would find some willing girl and get laid. With a groan, he punched his pillow. 

This was insane. One of these days, he had to figure out how to get over Linda Rae Ed. Right about the same time palm trees grew in downtown Copper Center. There wasn't a hope in hell. Linda Rae had already screwed him royally. Everything he could think of to get her out of his head and heart, he'd already tried. From booze to broads, nothing worked. 

She kept on harping on the lousy four years between them. The whole pile of shit had been going on for so long; Linda convinced herself the age difference put a barrier between them. JF didn't buy it. The extra bit of embarrassment he caused her by bashing Jack, lumped together with the sorrow her father caused, put walls around the woman he couldn't get over. Not inclined to forgive or forget, Linda held him at arm's length.

An added wrinkle which fed the entire shit pot of emotions was her subsequent crush on his older brother, Dash. While mooning over Dash in high school, Linda claimed she would gladly be Dash's girl. 

Since Dash hadn't been available since his junior year, JF suspected her thing for Dash got used as a ruse to keep her from getting involved with anybody. No one else seemed to look past the facade Linda put up. To everyone else, she seemed a cheerful, carefree little woman. JF knew better. The woman possessed some serious emotional problems. 

Apparently, so did he since he was still moping over her. "God! Is there ever going to be an end to the crap?" the young man muttered.

Having an early class in the morning didn't help. Next term, he hoped to squeak out of early morning classes. JF guessed it might be a vain wish. Justice Majors who wanted to enter the Alaska State Troopers as Wildlife cops usually got more morning courses than any other kind. It seemed some genius felt early rising to be essential to all in law enforcement personnel. 

This morning, he would need to rely on caffeine and energy drinks. At least it was Friday. With any luck, he could get some rest Saturday morning. Going to church with the family on Sunday put the skids on any sleeping in unless he claimed to be terminally ill. 

With Munk sleeping in the living room, he couldn't get up and raid the fridge either. Nor did he plan to get on the computer either as he didn't want to see his page filled with all kinds of pictures from Dash and Amy's honeymoon. 

Envious ass covered his situation for want of a better term. It wasn't that he begrudged his older brother and his bride the honeymoon, he begrudged them their relationship. 

"Fuck! Fuck!" He didn't often use the 'F word, as he knew how much his mother hated it. Tonight, it seemed appropriate. His life was fucked all because he couldn't get her out of his system. 

Linda was an invasive species. She had infiltrated his body and brain like some sort of bacteria or virus. Nothing he did got rid of her. She was lodged in his blood and bone. Linda grew into him day by day, year by year, until he had no way of freeing himself from her hold. 

Twisting around on the bed, trying to find a comfortable spot, JF finally gave up. He would take a shower, get dressed and try to sneak past Munk. There was an all-night grocery a few blocks away with a small section for cafe seating. He would take his computer, a couple of text books and get some study time in if nothing else. 

Showered, shaved, and dressed, JF put his stuff in his backpack. He quietly closed the door to the bedroom and eased down the hall as he tried to get out of the apartment without waking Munk. His roomie had come home from work a few short hours ago. The night stocker job in the big box store often kept his friend there more than eight hours. Unfortunately, Munk was a light sleeper. 

The sleepy-sounding voice challenged him when he got within a few feet of the entrance. "Jones, you okay?"

"Nah. Can't sleep. I'm off to the all-nighter over on Northern Lights. I'll get some study time in."

"Try not to fall asleep in class, Dude. Remember, the prof hates it." JF laughed at Munk's reminder. Munk knew about the last time he got caught sleeping in class. It cost him a bunch of work. Munk tried to get him to sleep more; it wasn't feasible.

"Wish I could mainline caffeine, Munk. It might help. I'll try to keep it together."

"The broad?" Munk figured out his problem early on. At least none of his family had a clue, thank God. JF didn't think he could stand it if everyone felt sorry for him and his demented love life. He might have to run away to California.

"Yeah. Linda Rae. It'll get better. It's just the wedding and all the crap that goes along with. It kinda stirred stuff up. I'll be okay in a while."

"Sure thing, man. Just like I got a prayer in hell with your sister. Good thing we're roomies. Nobody else could stand our stupidity."

JF laughed at the quip. The harsh sound filled the living room. "Guess we were meant to be together. Go back to sleep. I'll see you later. When you gonna be home?"

"Class should be over early tonight. Got two speakers, then a hands on, learn-by-doing session. Maybe around six tonight. I'll bring home a six-pack."

JF opened the door. "Make it a twelve-pack and I'll bring home the pizza. Later, man."

The lights in the store were too bright. JF didn't feel quite up to sitting there exposed either. Instead of the cafe, he drove down a couple of blocks to a coffee shack where he bought a large espresso.

Looking for somewhere to sit out of the way, he drove over to the old building on the corner of A Street and Fireweed Lane. Around behind the old brick structure, he pulled into the shadow of the two-story office building. JF parked the truck alongside a shipping container and hid in the shadows.

With one hand he pushed his brown hair back from his face, JF leaned his head against the rest. Alone, in the quiet of an early snowy morning in Anchorage, he let his thoughts drift back to the one thing he kept trying to put out of his mind. 

There was no escaping it. The entire experience hurt like hell. Memories of Lrae in his arms brought agony to his soul. It started as a terrible raging battle between them which turned glorious. JF wondered if being touched, really touched by God, would do the same thing to him. 

How could he keep this secret? Who could he confide in? Then again did he even want to share this with anyone but her? Did she ever lie in bed aching as he did? JF suspected Lrae would try to cover the whole experience over with another man. 

There were a couple of men she used as friends with benefits. He knew all about her habit of covering nasty stuff with more stuff. Nothing about that night could be seen as anything but fantastic. Perhaps the sheer wonder it became made it even worse for her. 

Her head twisted and turned everything between them into some convoluted mess. She didn't want to acknowledge the good stuff and shoved it away while concentrating on minute trash. JF understood along with the embarrassment he caused her all those years ago, Lrae felt threatened because he knew about her father. The desperate little girl's need for love hadn't gone away; it tunneled into her heart and shattered her.

She wouldn't let him in and refused to let him comfort her. Lrae clung to the misery as if it were all she had left in the world. Francine, her mother, feared for her only child. JF understood how her daughter's behavior worried his Auntie Francine. 

The one day, one night, had clarified a lot of things he suspected. The truth of the misery Lrae's bright cheerful mask hid almost shattered him as well. Lrae would not or could not let him into her heart.

They came so very close that night. Perhaps, if it had been after the wedding, he might have been able to keep working on her. Dash and Amy's wedding allowed the woman to slip back behind the mask again. 

As he sipped the coffee, JF thought about the school term stretching out ahead of him. He didn't think he could do it right now. His parents would be upset. His mom especially would be hurt because he hadn't come to her. 

He refused to expose Lrae to anyone else; he couldn't do it. If she found out, there would never be any chance for them. A sliver of hope was all he had left. JF wasn't ready to toss it aside. 

So he hid in the darkness of the Anchorage morning in the cab of his truck. Tucked into the shadows, JF finished the coffee and drove off toward the college. 

Tonight, he planned to drown his misery in pizza and beer. Maybe he and Munk could get a couple of girls to come over and keep them company. He doubted Lrae was alone tonight. He shouldn't care...but he did.
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Chapter Two
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Linda rose early; she always did. As she gazed down at the sleeping figure on the bed next to her, she carefully extricated herself from under the covers without making any contact with the airman. Niko was a good guy, one of Linda’s go to friends with benefits when she needed a man's touch. 

Most of the time, she got by with what were euphemistically referred to as marital aides. A good vibrator usually did the job. Sometimes, though, she just needed to feel a real flesh and blood human. 

Last night, Niko wanted to celebrate his reassignment to the Lower 48. The young man would be closer to home. By the time he got back, his girlfriend would no longer be jail bait and they would finally get to be a couple. 

Like her, Niko mostly made do until he needed the real thing, a woman in his arms. Linda had one other "friend" she could call on when Niko left. 

Her other guy served in the Army. Like Niko and her, the other man had a good reason for his friends with benefits relationship with Linda. In his case, he had a very sick wife. The woman’s body required delicate treatment. Les sometimes needed to cut loose in a way his wife couldn't participate in. Her fragile state left him in a bind sexually, so He and Linda helped each other out when things got desperate. 

No one came close to JF for her. Neither man, nor her aide—nothing did it for her like Joey. That one night was seared into her. She wore his initials, JF, on every inch of her body and heart.

After dressing quietly in the bathroom, Linda searched her reflection in the mirror. Maybe she should get a tattoo, something she could hide. Property of Joey. As she pulled on her sweater before slipping on her boots, Linda wondered why she spent the night with Niko when she could be with Joey.

Joey would welcome her with open arms. All she needed to do was make one phone call. Why didn't she—why couldn't she—do it? He wanted her. Joey said he wanted her forever. 

Forever was an interesting word. Did he mean until one or the other of them died? Did he mean until he got tired of an older woman? Linda just couldn't take the chance. Rejection from Joey would kill her. 

Linda crept out of the motel room and quietly shut the door behind her. She needed to start the process of interviewing for another friend now that Niko would be leaving soon. Or did she? Les was still around. The last time they were together he said something about retiring in Alaska. 

When Linda thought about it, his retirement might be reason enough to stop seeing him altogether. What if she happened to meet him socially somewhere with his wife? Linda didn't want the drama of that scene to play out ever. 

Les might be okay with putting on a show for his wife, but Linda didn't think she could do it. Her guilt would probably light her up so anyone within a mile radius could see what went on between them. 

She pushed the remote button from the lobby and started her car. Linda absently stared at the potted plants as she gave the car a chance to warm up. It was too early for anyone else to be moving, which was good. She would start her morning with a leisurely soak in the jetted tub. 

A nagging little voice in her head once again told her to stop this insanity. Someday, regardless of the care she took selecting “friends,” something would go wrong. A bad disease maybe or she might just wind up as another Anchorage murder statistic. This time, she wasn't quite able to push the thought away as being “dumb.” 

Linda got into her car and started for home.  During the early morning drive, she realized she’d found little satisfaction in the previous evening's entertainment. Something didn't click. A night with Niko didn't help. 

The garage door slipped up at the touch of the opener in the car. Linda let herself into her condo, the one-bedroom place she’d proudly purchased a few short years ago. Linda put her purse on the table near the door.

Landing the paralegal position at the Distan's law firm had enabled her to buy rather than rent. When the recession hit Alaska, the drop in the value of her condo didn't bother Linda one bit because she purchased it on a short sale. Her condo, should she choose to sell, would bring her a substantial profit. 

She made a payment and a half on the student loan which whittled it down fast. Her priority changed to creating a little cushion in savings. The car she drove had another six months left on the warranty. Linda didn't need to worry about it holding together. Her financial situation was stable. 

In the bathroom, she shed her clothing and tossed the jeans and shirt on a chair. Linda drew a bath, making sure to put plenty of bubble stuff in the water first. She needed pampering this morning. The tub was nearly full when she climbed in and shut off the tap. 

Warm water eased the ache in her muscles. The pain in her heart was another matter. Dash had married Amy. Was their marriage what ate at her?

Linda admitted to herself it wasn't Dash's dark, almost black hair and eyes she saw in her dreams. It was the lighter medium brown hair and almost amber eyes of Joey. He resembled his dad far more than his mother. It wasn't easy to see the Athabaskan in him unless you looked close. 

As a toddler, he was the odd man out. But Joey grew tall and strong—built like his dad, Dick Jones. If football had been a big thing in their school, Joey would have been a star. 

He championed her during their school years. Four years her junior, Joey took on Jack the boy who enjoyed making her squirm. Six years older than Joey, Jack stayed well away from both of them after being punched in the gut hard enough to double him over. 

But the aftermath embarrassed her beyond measure. On top of the shame of being dumped by her father, finding out about his wife and son in Delta Junction broke her heart. Her father crushed her before any other man got a chance. 

After he quietly walked away, they heard nothing from him again. Her mom put her chin in the air and told Linda to do the same. He’d lied to her mother and she could have prosecuted Aldrich for bigamy, but chose to leave it alone. She explained to Linda God would deal with Aldrich in his own way. 

Linda never understood any of it. Her Aunt Lila, Joey's mom, said he was sick. It might be true. If so, it was a mind sickness. Linda tossed the sponge into the water. Perhaps she inherited Aldrich's nutso gene.

Joey asked her if she wanted to kill herself. Thinking about it, she saw the signs. She had known there was a major storm brewing, but still took the old snow machine up onto the bluff. 

The old machine had problems. She was aware of its condition. No one had used it in years. Full of old gas, that it even started amazed her. Linda recalled she wasn't terribly surprised when the machine refused to restart. Nor, thinking about it all, had it shocked her to see Joey come riding up on his machine. The entire thing was a repeat of the first time he rescued her. 

But the second time around, Joey got angry with her. His generally quiet voice cut across her heart like a whip.

"What the hell are you trying to do, kill yourself?"

Linda wanted to put the whole thing into some pigeonhole in her head. Joey refused to stay there. She found it impossible to refer to him now as a kid. Oh no, JF Jones was a man grown. Her attempts to use the label to keep herself from seeing the man no longer proved effective. 

Someone to talk to was what she needed. Someone not involved in the tundra telegraph which played such a part of daily life in the Copper Basin. It didn't matter a lick if the people lived in Anchorage, Fairbanks or Seattle. Word got around, no matter how much you tried to conceal it. Linda could not discuss her situation with family.

That brought her to another option—a professional. Was she ready to bare her soul to someone she paid? What would the person do if he or she decided Linda posed a danger to herself? She couldn't sit in a mental ward somewhere, bills needed to be paid. As a paralegal in a prestigious law firm, Linda couldn't afford to have her competence questioned. With a sigh, she shelved thoughts of counseling. 

The first one into the office, she put on the coffee before doing anything else. Today coffee would be a necessity. As she tidied up her work area, Linda tried to find something to do which might keep her busy all day and would be mind-numbing as well. 

Brenda might have an idea for her. Brenda might also be someone she could bare all to. Before marrying Joey's older brother, PR Jones, Brenda had her share of problems. 

Conversely, Brenda was a private person, so she might not want to hear Linda's tale of woe. Or the other paralegal might not have any patience for her foolishness. Brenda might consider her little jaunt out to the bluff to be pure stupidity. 

But Brenda would understand Linda's position about professional competence and the need for confidentiality. Brenda might be the perfect person to discuss her insane life with. Red Jones surely would understand the need for a couple of friends with benefits. 

She decided to feel Brenda out and see where it went. After all, there was no great hurry here. Joey was in school, working on his justice degree, so he could eventually enlist in the Alaska State Troopers. He’d planned to be a Wildlife Trooper for as long as Linda could remember. 

The kid had a sharp mind. Linda corrected herself; the man had a sharp mind. She intended to let go of the demeaning label, no matter what. JF did not deserve ridicule. She owed him respect at least. 

If she could just get past all the shame, hurt and anger over her father, maybe she and Joey could.... Linda slammed the door on the thought as quickly as it popped up. Even if he wasn't a kid now, Joey needed someone other than some older woman with baggage pulling him down. It wouldn't be fair to her friend. 

The front door to the office opened, and Brenda entered. Happy to see her, Linda smiled at the other woman. They would get on with the day's chores which would take her mind off the turmoil surging through her thoughts. 

Work was its own panacea. There were times when it was boring and, at other times, terrifying, but working in the legal field was her calling. A nice healthy paycheck twice a month didn't hurt her feeling either. It fattened her bottom line and helped her mom as well. Since taking this job, Linda was determined to take care of her mom, regardless of Francine's protests. 

"Coffee ready, Linda?"

"All done. I got in a bit early."

Brenda went into the kitchen to get her mug out of the dish drainer so that she could fill it.

"I'm gonna need to limit myself to one cup now." After pouring in a liberal amount of creamer, Brenda filled the mug.

"I guess you pregnant women need to be a lot more careful these days."

Brenda wrinkled her nose as she sniffed the fragrant brew. "Most women don't have PR to put up with. I swear the man is going to make me lose my temper one of these days. I'm not really showing, and he wants me to sign up for birthing classes. I've got some time here, a whole seven months to be precise. If he doesn't back off, I'm gonna think about a trial separation."

Linda laughed at her friend's frown. "Oh, sure. I think it's a little late for a friends with benefits relationship. You should talk with Auntie Lila. She might haul him into the kitchen and talk a little sense into the man."

A smile took the frown from Brenda's face. "Now, that's an excellent idea, Ms. Ed. As far as friends with benefits, it never was in the cards with PR I think all the Jones clan is stuck in a time warp. Marriage is the only way anything goes with them. PR sure roped me in ASAP."

Feeling a bit shaky, Linda wrapped both hands around her coffee mug. "I think you've got that one right."

"Unfortunately, they might be right as well. In a lot of ways, guys use the 'friends' idea to stay uncommitted. Take Reardon, the bastard, excuse my French. The only reason he took up with me while he clerked here for the summer was to have free rent along with benefits." Brenda looked down into her coffee.

Linda nodded in agreement. "I think some women feel the same way. Commitment these days doesn't mean much. Shoot, DIY divorces here in Alaska are so easy anyone can do it. All you need is the filing fee for the court."

Brenda moved away from the coffeemaker toward the doorway to the common area she and Linda shared with the legal secretaries. "I got to get away from the coffee before I sin majorly. Marriage is like an ongoing negotiation between opposing parties. It eases up after a while on some things, but you need to revisit and revise other things once in a while. It's not easy, but for all my pregnant bitchiness, I wouldn't trade him for anything."

Linda stored their conversation in her memory banks for future evaluation. Brenda might be receptive after all.

"So, it's a new year, Brenda. Where do you think we should start out? There are a few old files with judgments we might review with an eye toward writs of execution. I wonder if the process server is still holding a general writ or if they turned everything in for the new year?"

Brenda took another sip of her coffee. "Got to make this baby last! Are you looking for some 'get me through the day easy' stuff? Have at it, Linda. It sounds to me like you've just picked your task for the day. I'll run interference with St Salver. Things are quiet over at the courthouse. They'll get up to speed in a day or so. I doubt any of the big guys are going to come in today."

"TGIF! If they don't come in, want to make an executive decision and close this puppy down early?"

Linda went over to her cubicle, as she waited for Brenda's reply. Brenda seated herself at her desk. While taking another hit of coffee, she powered up her computer. "I'm going to check email before I do anything else." 

After a few minutes, she called out to Linda. "Linda! You get your wish. Just got an email from Ev. He says to close the office at 3:00 pm unless a million dollars walks in. Then we need to wait until 4:00 pm."

"I do love our boss! That is great news. I'll get on those files."
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Chapter Three
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JF brought home four pizzas and a couple of small shooters of tequila. No sooner did he put the four boxes on the island counter when Munk returned with the beer. As Munk closed the refrigerator door, JF called out to him. 

"Heads up!" He tossed one of the small bottles to his friend. 

After catching the shooter, Munk glanced at the label. "I hope these are the only ones you got. This stuff makes me crazy in any quantity."

"Hell! Live a little, Munk. Besides, I invited some girls over."

"Living a little ain't the problem here. Your cousin, Tiny, is gonna kill me if I screw up."

Munk turned the bottle around in his fingers slowly. "Nah. I'm good with beer and women. If the women show anyway. Me and tequila got a long history of narrowly missing jail behind us. If I drink this one, I might have to find a whole bottle. Somehow I don't think your mom and dad would take too well to coming up with bail."

"Somebody oughta show. I asked six, so we might at least get two live ones."

Munk opened the four boxes of pizza and got out a couple of paper plates. "Sure as hell hope somebody shows or we're gonna be eating pizza all day tomorrow."

Munk watched as JF got a beer out of the twelve pack. He immediately began to chug the liquid. "Jones, I think you might be planning on getting shitfaced tonight. You should at least get a couple slices of the pizza inside to cushion the brew."

JF glared at him as he turned to toss the empty can into the trash. "Fuck you, Munk! If I wanted a mother, I could live at home. Mind your own business."

Two of the girls did show up later in the evening. By the time they arrived, JF was far too drunk to be reasonable. The girls didn't stick around long. They got tired of dodging JF and left. Munk had an awful bad feeling about how the evening would end. He limited himself to three beers. 

JF sat on the couch and cursed under his breath. Munk couldn't make out all the words, but caught enough to know he should have limited his beer intake to one. Jones began looking for his jacket, as he mumbled about keys. 

Munk knew the keys to JF's truck were on the counter under the flap of one of the pizza boxes. He also knew there was no way he could keep the keys from his friend. JF outweighed him and was stronger. 

Munk mumbled an excuse about having to piss, grabbed his cell, took it into the bathroom, and dialed PR's number. Brenda answered the phone. 

"Get PR hurry! It's an emergency."

"Munk?"

"Hurry, Brenda! I gotta talk to him now!"

Munk heard her call JF's older brother to the phone. "Come on PR, come on, man!"

"Hey! Munk, what's up?"

He took a deep breath. "JF is plastered. Wolverine mean and looking for the truck keys. I can't keep them from him, man. I know where they are. If he starts knocking me around, I'm gonna tell him. I'm in the bathroom, but don't know how long I can stay in here before he comes for me."

"On my way!" The connection went dead. 

Munk turned on the shower and peeled off his clothing. It was doubtful JF knew Munk wasn't drunk. If he were in the shower, maybe JF would wait before trying to break the door down.

After stepping into the tub, he pulled the curtain closed when JF began pounding on the door.

"Where the hell are my keys, fucker? What the hell are you doing' in there, asshole?"

"What's the matter with you JF? I'm just trying to take a shower. I didn't do nothing with your keys, Jerk-off! Go suck up another brew and leave me the hell alone!"

Munk breathed easier when JF moved away from the door. Munk hadn't lied to Jones. He hadn't touched the keys. 

He prayed PR hurried. At this time of night with all the lights in his favor, PR should be here in another twenty minutes. Something crashed in the living room. Munk closed his eyes and prayed JF didn't begin tearing the place apart. 

JF had trucked on out into left field. PR was probably the only man in Anchorage, other than his dad, who could handle him in this condition. The situation with that woman would eat him alive. JF couldn't go on like this much longer. Something had to give. Munk left the shower on as he got out then toweled off. He got dressed and looked at his watch. 

"Where the hell are you, PR? Damn it! Hurry your ass up!" 

Munk gave it five more minutes, then shut off the water. Cautiously, he opened the bathroom door and peered down the hall. Pizza and empty beer cans lay across the apartment floor. JF held the keys in his hand, but faced PR who stood inside the living room in front of the closed door.

"Give me the keys, JF!"

"Naw. I'm going over to talk to the bitch. I'm tired of the crap."

"Do you recall giving me a spare key to the truck, JF? 'Cause you did. The damn thing's not gonna start until I give you a couple of important pieces back. No keys, no vital pieces. And you're getting nothing until you sober up."

"It's my fucking truck! I'm gonna have it out with the bitch tonight. I'm done with being called a kid every fucking time she wants to put me down!"

JF's fist connected with his chest. "I am no fuckin asshole kid!"

"Then act like the man you are and give me the damn keys, JF!"

JF took a step forward, then raised his fist.

"You really shouldn't even think about it. There's no way I'm letting you out the fuckin door. You gotta go through me. Try it, little bro, and I'm gonna put you on your ass."

Munk watched the two brothers. JF stood inches taller than his brother. He could have been a football player, easy. PR was leaner, but his shoulders and chest were muscular. Munk knew PR was fast. Tonight, it wouldn't take much to put JF on his ass as drunk as he was. Would JF take a swing at P.R? Munk hoped his friend didn't try. Things could get dangerous if JF did.

JF looked at PR, then at his fist. "Here!" JF tossed the keys to his brother. 

Munk walked over to where PR stood at the door. "I'm going down to the basement for a while. Call me when I can get back in and go to bed. Ok?"

PR nodded. As Munk exited the living room, PR watched his little brother stagger over to the kitchen island. JF collapsed on a stool, lowered his head, and began hitting it on the countertop. 

In several quick strides, PR reached his brother's side, spun the stool around and wrapped his arms around him in a hug. "Easy there, guy."

He made sure not to refer to his little brother as “kid.” JF hurt and didn't need anything added on by him. "Who's the 'bitch'? You can't go anywhere like this, man."

"Damn it! She let me in just enough to sink the hook good and deep. It was bad enough before; now it's intolerable! I gotta get out of here! I know she's got other guys around. If I hear the 'friends with benefits' crap one more time, I'm gonna puke!"

As he rocked his brother in his arms, PR tried to think who in the world the "bitch" could be. He hadn't realized his little brother was in such pain. "Talk to me, JF Who's got you tied up in knots, little bro?"

JF wrapped his arms around PR's waist. "I can't tell you, man. There is the tiniest little possibility she might get reasonable. If it gets out, I'm screwed. The woman is loony, and I can't get away. She's got me, PR I tried everything, but it's no go, I'm hooked."

His younger brother's voice died to a whisper. PR sighed. He understood some of how JF felt. His Brenda had lived in this apartment with a guy for several months while he lived in the upper apartment right over them. It was hell. Apparently, JF was even worse off. He and Brenda hadn't had a real relationship then. 

"I'm not going to say anything to anyone, JF Anything you say here, goes no further."

"Not even to Brenda?"

"Not a soul. Swear to God."

JF raised his head to look at PR Eyes filled with tears and misery; he took a great wrenching breath. "Linda Rae. I've been hooked on her since fourth grade. I'm the one who found her just before the wedding. I've been after her for years. It was always 'you're just a kid' or leave me alone 'kid'. Then it was 'go find someone your own age kid'."

Silently, PR held his brother. This was worse than he suspected. He knew Linda had emotional problems. The situation was shit city for his little brother.

"She's only four years older than you. She's not out of your league by any means."

"Tell it to Linda. I'm done here for a while. I gotta get out of town. I'm gonna withdraw from classes for the year. If I do it now, I won't suffer for it later. Sherm Dodds called me. He needs help refitting the Sparkle. Once she's ready, I'll crew with him for the summer clear out in Cordova."

"Better you pull out of school than you go over to her place and start something you go to jail over. Any hope of getting into the troopers will be out the window for a very long time if you get into trouble with the law."

"I'm gonna leave Munk here. I'll pay my half of the rent. Sherm is gonna let me live on board while we work on the old girl. I'm not telling anyone I'm going until I get there, no one but you."

JF stood and took his older brother by the upper arms. "I'm begging you, PR. For God's sake. Don't let anyone find out. Munk guessed, but he can keep shut. I'm praying she gets some help. Otherwise..."

With a nod, he reached out to pat JF on the cheek. "You got a good plan there, bro. You just make sure to call the folks when you get to Cordova. Call me too, okay, so I can plead ignorance."

JF pulled PR into his embrace. "Forgive me. I'm sorry, really sorry."

"You're forgiven. I'll be over tomorrow. Not too early. I think you are gonna have a massive headache come morning. I better call Munk. It's not nice to keep him down in the basement with the washers."

PR drove home with the radio off. How in the hell did this get past all of them? He kept asking himself as he drove. Linda was in worse shape than anyone knew. Or did they? How much did Francine know about Linda's emotional problems? It was a question he couldn't ask.

Brenda waited in the living room. PR hung up his jacket and stuffed his gloves in the pocket on top of JF's key ring. He plopped heavily on the couch next to her.

"I can't tell you. JF swore me to secrecy." PR said to Red before she had a chance to ask.

She looked up at him from the baby blanket she had been trying to crochet. She had a book open and was using it to learn the stitches. Brenda pushed everything into the basket on the floor beside her.

"Knowing you Jones boys, I gather there was a woman involved."

She lifted his arm and put it over her shoulder. Red snuggled up to PR 

His hand curled around her neck. "I can neither confirm nor deny. But that’s an educated guess."

He let his fingers slide inside the neck of her robe. Brenda chuckled. "No guesswork about it. Jones boys do not do easy when it comes to love."

PR tugged her into his lap. When she sat securely in his arms, he nuzzled her throat. "Want to fool around a little, Mrs. Jones? Tomorrow's Saturday. I need to go over to JF's later, but with the headache he's gonna have, it won't be early."

With a laugh, Brenda wiggled slowly against his crotch. "Certainly, I want to fool around. What did you think I waited up for? Come to think of it, what do you think I married you for?" With another giggle, Brenda relaxed against him. 

PR put his hands on her hips and rocked against her. "Red, you are the biggest tease. I guess we better enjoy it now. Pretty soon, the rugrat is going to put a damper on our parade."

Red pushed up from his lap and turned to take her husband's hand. "We're just going to need to be careful, Jones."

When he stood, she reached up to pull his head down for a kiss. "I happen to know you are one sneaky man. With a hunter like you around, we'll figure something out. Bed, cowboy. Time to repay me for waiting for you."
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