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      Jacobs was throwing a tennis ball across the yard with Gunner retrieving it. In between throws, Jacobs moved his arm around and leaned over to stretch out his side. It’d been two months since the last incident with Ames’ crew at the apartment complex. He was basically healed, but had been keeping a low profile since then. Besides taking the time to heal, he also didn’t want to re-engage with Ames’ bunch until he was a hundred percent. Or at least close to it.

      Jacobs had just thrown another ball and was waiting for Gunner to come back with it, when Tiffany appeared by the back door. Their relationship had grown over the past couple of months, with the two of them getting closer, though they hadn’t really taken the next step. With Ames knowing where she lived and where she worked, Jacobs was worried about her going back to her apartment alone. So when he proposed that she stayed with him for a while, at least until he was sure it was safe for her to live by herself again, it didn’t really take a lot to convince her. And Jacobs didn’t even mind taking her to and from work every day. It almost made them feel like a real couple, even though they hadn’t reached that step yet.

      Tiffany went into the backyard, and Gunner ran up to her with the ball. She took it out of his mouth and threw it again. Her staying there was also helped by the fact that Gunner really took to her.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Good,” Jacobs replied.

      “I was watching you from the window, and I saw you moving your arm.”

      “It’s fine. I was just making sure my motion was still good. It wasn’t because I was in pain.”

      “OK. I’ll trust you.”

      They stood there for a few more minutes, alternating between who was throwing the ball to Gunner. Finally, Tiffany said what was on her mind.

      “You know, not that I’ve minded being here with you, because I haven’t. It’s been really great.”

      “I feel a but coming on.”

      “But I can’t stay here forever. I’m eventually going to have to go back to my own place. Or find a new one.”

      The truth was that Jacobs was starting to get used to her being around. Even though they hadn’t taken that next step, he really didn’t want her to leave.

      “Um, you don’t have to leave anytime soon if you don’t want to. I mean, I’m not kicking you out or anything.”

      Tiffany smiled. “I know. And believe me, I’ve enjoyed staying here. You’re great. I love Gunner. But this isn’t my home. And nothing’s happened in the last two months.”

      “Doesn’t mean nothing won’t.”

      “Brett, you can’t protect me forever.”

      “Why not?”

      Tiffany huffed. “Brett, you can’t do this to yourself.”

      “Do what?”

      “Beat yourself up. What happened to me wasn’t your fault.”

      “It was. Everything has always been my fault. The decisions I’ve made have put other people’s lives in danger. Including yours. I knew being around you was a mistake. I knew it was dangerous for you. And I let it happen anyway.”

      Tiffany looked down. She wasn’t able to hide the disappointment in his words. “Being around me was a mistake, huh?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Well, maybe I should just mistake my way out of your life. You can pretend I never existed.”

      Tiffany turned around swiftly and began storming off. Jacobs quickly raced in front of her to stop her. He put his hands on her arms and looked into her eyes. “Hey. You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No. It’s not. Being around you, when I’m with you, I feel like I can be the person I used to be. Like I’m not carrying around fifty pounds of guilt on my back.” Jacobs looked away from her for a second and wiped one of his eyes to prevent them from tearing up. “But I can’t let that interfere with the fact that bad things happen to people who know me. Some people, like Eddie, are willing to accept those risks.”

      “And what makes you think I’m not?”

      “Because you shouldn’t have to. What happened to you is something that should have never happened. And it’s not something you should ever have to worry about.”

      “So why do I have to?”

      “What?”

      “Brett, there’s nothing keeping you here.” Jacobs tilted his head back, trying to understand what she was getting at. It didn’t take long for her to make it crystal clear. “You’re here because you choose to be. You don’t have to stay here and worry about any of this. You could move somewhere else, start a new life, and not have to worry about any of this ever again. But you stay here and constantly put yourself in danger.”

      Jacobs didn’t really have an answer for her. At least not a good one. “I don’t know. Maybe because my family’s here. This is where I’m from. I’ve always been here.”

      “That doesn’t mean you have to be glued here no matter what. And your family will be with you no matter where you go. You don’t have to give up their memories. They’ll always be with you.”

      “I know, but…”

      “You’ve got this notion inside of you that you can never be happy again. That you don’t deserve to be. But you can. You can move on. I’m not asking you to forget. But you can choose to be happy again. But you have to let yourself.”

      Jacobs tried to smile, but it wasn’t much of one. “I guess it’s just hard to let go.”

      “You have to want to. And so far, you haven’t. Maybe I’m not the right person to help you with that. But somewhere out there, someone is. And I hope you find them.”

      Tiffany tried to walk past him again, but he grabbed her arm once more, spinning her around to face him.

      Jacobs gently held her arm. “Don’t go.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want you to.”

      “Brett, you can’t have your cake and eat it too.”

      “I hate that saying.”

      “But it’s true. You know what I want. It’s the same thing I’ve wanted since I met you. But you’re not ready for that. And that’s fine. I understand. I’m not mad. But being here with you for the past two months has been…”

      “What?”

      Tiffany looked away for a second. “It’s been nice. And it’s only reinforced that I can’t have what I want. And that’s you.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “And I wish things were different. I wish you were ready. But you’re not. Or maybe you are. Maybe I’m just not the one who can help you get there.”

      Jacobs turned and looked at Gunner for a second, who was lying on the grass, watching the two of them argue. With his concentration elsewhere, Tiffany was finally able to slip by him. Jacobs turned back around and saw Tiffany heading inside the house again. He quickly ran after her. As she entered the kitchen, Jacobs grabbed her arm again.

      “What is it that you want from me?”

      Tiffany stared into his eyes. “Do you really need to ask that question?”

      “I’m just supposed to pick up and leave and go somewhere else? And do what?”

      Tiffany threw her arms up. “I don’t know. You can do anything you want. You could get a regular job. You could start your own business. You could work in security. You could do just about anything you wanted. You have experience. You could make it work if you tried.”

      “And if I went to Cleveland, or Detroit, or Atlanta, or wherever, you would just come with me? Just like that?”

      “If it was what you really wanted.”

      “You would just follow me?”

      “Well, I’m not gonna follow you around like a little lost puppy, hoping that you eventually throw me a bone. But if you truly wanted to make a new life, something that we could create together, and you actually wanted me, then yes, I would go with you. But Brett, I’m not Valerie. I can never be. And I can’t replace her. And I would never try. All I can do is be me. And hope that that’s enough.” Her eyes started tearing up again.

      “It is.”

      Tears fell down both her cheeks. She wiped them away. “But it’s not. Not yet. You still carry that pain around. You’re not ready to let someone in yet. And I’m not gonna try to force you. And I’m not gonna try to pressure you. I told you when we met that I’d never do that.”

      Gunner came into the room and barked. Jacobs looked at him. “Stay out of it.” He looked back at Tiffany. “Say I did decide to go somewhere else. What would you do about your job? You love those kids.”

      Tiffany got her tears under control again. “I do. And I would never leave them in the middle of a school year or anything. But there are teaching jobs available in other places. I could put my name in. And if there’s nothing available right away, I could always get put on the sub list first and work my way in. There are options. But it’s not about me. If we decided it was the right thing to do, we could figure out a way to make it work. We can plan. We can figure it out. But you have to decide it’s what you really want.”

      “I’m just not sure I can leave yet.”

      “Why? What else is holding you here? It’s not just your family.”

      Jacobs sighed and ran his hand over his head, scratching and rubbing it. “With Ames running around…”

      “Stop. Just stop. Why does that even matter to you?”

      “Why? I can’t just let him do what he did and let him get away with it. I’m supposed to just walk away from it?”

      Tiffany nodded. “Yeah. Just walk away. Why do you need to get revenge on him? Why do you need to be the one who brings him down? You’re not a cop anymore. He’s not your problem. Let the police worry about him.”

      “I’m not sure I can do that.”

      “You can. You just won’t. Brett, he’s not the one who murdered your family. He had nothing to do with that. You choosing to stay here and fight him has nothing to do with your past or not being able to let go. That’s just you staying here because you want to. Not because you feel you have to. He didn’t kill your family.”

      “But he tried to hurt you.”

      “If I can let it go and move on, then so should you.” Jacobs made a face that indicated he wasn’t sure what else to say. “It’s OK. Like I said, I’m not mad. You’re not ready to move on. Believe me, I completely understand. I guess I’m just venting a bit, but I’m not angry. I get it. You wanna take your pain out and unleash it on every bad guy you come across. It’s just the way it is right now. And I’m not saying I want you out of my life or that we can never talk again. But I just can’t keep living here with you. It’s time for me to go back.”

      Tiffany turned and headed for the door, but Jacobs raced back in front of her again.

      “No.”

      Tiffany folded her arms. “What do you mean, no?”

      “I mean no. I can’t…” Jacobs looked around, hoping the right words would come to him. “I can’t let you go back to your apartment, not knowing if something bad is happening to you. I can’t lose you too.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      “I don’t know. Just let me think about it.”

      “We’ve had two months to think about it.”

      “I know. Just give me a few more days to come up with something that’ll work for both of us. You won’t have to be tormented staying here with me, and I won’t have to worry about you every second that we’re not together.” Tiffany clenched her jaw tighter, and he could see that she wasn’t completely happy with his suggestion. “Please, just give me two more days. I care about you. And I wanna make sure that you’re safe. Just a couple more days.”

      Tiffany sighed. “Fine. Two more days.”

      Jacobs grinned. “Thank you.”

      Some of the steam was starting to evaporate from Tiffany’s system. She looked at the time. “I guess I’m gonna go make myself something for lunch. Would you like something?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “I guess that depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Were you planning on letting me eat it or were you going to throw it at me?”

      She chuckled. “Don’t give me ideas. But I guess I’ll let you eat this one.”

      Jacobs smiled. “Then yeah, I guess I could eat something. Thank you.”

      Tiffany turned and walked into the kitchen to make them something to eat. After she disappeared from sight, Jacobs looked down, observing Gunner still staring at him.

      “What?” Gunner let out a bark. “I know what I’m doing.” Gunner growled. “Yeah. I hope so too.”
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      Jacobs went over to the door and looked through the peephole just to make sure it was who he was expecting. He opened it, allowing Franks to come in.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “Same old, same old.”

      Franks nodded. “I hear ya, man, I hear ya.” He looked around. He didn’t see Tiffany or Gunner. “Where’s the pooch at, man?”

      “The pooch is outside.”

      “Oh. How about the old lady? The old ball and chain?”

      “The what?”

      “Tiffany. Where she at?”

      “The old ball and chain?”

      Franks laughed and backhanded Jacobs in the front of his shoulder. “Just a little play on words there, you know?”

      “Uh, I guess.”

      “That’s how they used to refer to a person’s other half way back in the day, you know,” Franks said.

      “It is, huh?”

      “Oh yeah. So where’s she?”

      “She’s out with the pooch.”

      Franks laughed again. “That dog loves her.”

      “Yeah.”

      Franks stared at Jacobs’ face for a few seconds. Jacobs stared back, raising an eyebrow, wondering what was going on. Franks was intently studying his friend’s facial expression.

      “What are we doing here?” Jacobs asked.

      Franks slowly formed a smile. “Why you sly dog, you.”

      “What?”

      “You went and done it, didn’t you?”

      “I did what?”

      “You went and got back on the horse, didn’t you?”

      Jacobs sighed and shook his head. “Why do you always wind up resorting to metaphors that I can’t understand?”

      “It’s my style, man. And really, I’d think you’d know what I’m talking about by now. I mean, we’ve known each other forever and a day.”

      Jacobs rubbed his forehead. “Sure feels like a lot longer than that.”

      Franks slapped Jacobs on the arm again, seeming pretty happy. “I’m proud of you, man.”

      Jacobs held his arm. “Can you watch it there? I am recovering, you know.”

      “Oh, please, you’re as fine as fine can be.”

      “Glad you think so.”

      “So gimme the details, man.” Franks rubbed his hands together. “Lemme know how it happened.”

      “How what happened?”

      “You getting back in the saddle.”

      “Would you stop talking like you’re an old cowboy and I’m John Wayne or something? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You and Tiff, man.”

      “Me and Tiff, what?”

      Franks moved his arms around, trying to indicate something, though Jacobs was still lost on what. “You know.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “If you don’t tell me exactly what you’re talking about in the next ten seconds, I’m leaving.”

      Franks rolled his eyes and threw his hands up. “You and Tiffany, man. You’re back in the game.”

      Jacobs didn’t look happy. “Eddie. This is your last chance to tell me what’s going on in that one-of-a-kind mind of yours.”

      “It’s written all over your face, man. You and her finally did it. I mean, you look as happy as I’ve seen you in a while.”

      “I do?”

      “Yeah. C’mon, give me the details. Did you finally lower your defenses, or did she come on to you? What happened?”

      Jacobs shook his head again. “Unbelievable. I have no idea how you’ve gotten to the place you’re in right now, but you couldn’t be any farther away than if you were… I don’t even know what.”

      “Say what now?”

      “There’s nothing on my face that indicates me and Tiffany have done anything close to what you’re thinking.”

      “Really?”

      “Why is that so shocking?”

      “Because you look all relaxed and happy. I thought for sure you finally sowed your oats again.”

      “Oh my god, will you please stop talking like that?”

      “OK, OK. But you and her didn’t do it?”

      “No. We didn’t.”

      “Well, that’s disappointing. What the hell are you two kids waiting for?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because you’re my friend, ain’t ya?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Well, I want you to be happy. And it looked to me like you and her were heading in that direction.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “We’re not.”

      “What the hell’s wrong with you, man?”

      “Nothing.”

      “There’s a fine, pretty young thing living in your house for two months, and you haven’t done anything about it?”

      “Uh, yeah, that’s about it.”

      Franks shook his head and sighed. “Man, are you ever gonna get back on that horse?”

      “What’d I tell you about that?”

      “OK, fine, whatever. Point blank, man, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Why does something have to be wrong with me?”

      “Because you’ve been living together for two months, and she’s obviously into you, you like her, so I don’t understand what the holdup is.”

      “Because I’m not ready.”

      Franks put his hand on Jacobs’ shoulder and lowered his head, shaking it for a second before looking back up at him. “Then why do you look so relaxed?”

      Jacobs shrugged. “Beats me. As a matter of fact, we just had an argument an hour or so ago.”

      Jacobs then walked away, heading toward the backyard as if it were no big deal. Franks quickly followed after him. They eventually found themselves on the back deck, leaning on the railing, watching Tiffany play fetch with Gunner. She eventually noticed them standing there and waved, with Franks waving back.

      “I dunno, man. Maybe you know what you’re doing, but I sure have my doubts about it.”

      “And what was with all that talk about getting back in the saddle, anyway?” Jacobs asked. “I’ve had sex before.”

      “Yeah, but not since the missus, god rest her soul.”

      “Are you just forgetting about…”

      “Don’t even bring up her name, man. Don’t even do it. Because I’m just pretending like that whole episode didn’t even exist. Besides, she drugged you, knocked you out, tied you up; you didn’t even know if you were coming or going. So that don’t even count.”

      “It doesn’t, huh?”

      “No, it don’t. So don’t even bring up her name. I don’t ever wanna hear about that woman again.”

      Jacobs finally let out a smile. Franks seemed like he was still more upset about that situation than he was.

      “Let’s get back to what I called you over here for.”

      “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot about that. What did you call me over here for, anyway?”

      “I need help keeping her safe.”

      Franks looked at him curiously. “Seems like you’ve been doing a pretty good job so far.”

      “Yeah, but she wants to get back to her own place.”

      “And you’re gonna let her?”

      “I don’t wanna let her. But she’s given me two days to find a solution, otherwise she’s going back to her old apartment.”

      “Well, that’s not safe.”

      “I know that. That’s why I want you to help figure something out.”

      “Why can’t she just continue to stay here? Why you kicking her out?”

      “I’m not kicking her out. I want her to stay,” Jacobs said. “But she doesn’t want to stay if we’re just gonna continue what we’re doing.”

      “So you want your cake and eat it too, huh?”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that?”

      “You want the benefits of her staying here, but you don’t wanna give her the old grease monkey, is that it?”

      Jacobs shook his head. “I’m just gonna pretend you didn’t say that.”

      “Say what?”

      “Forget it.”

      “So why can’t you just give her what she wants and be done with it?” Franks said.

      “Because Ames is still out there. I can’t walk away from that.”

      “You can. You just don’t want to.”

      “Eddie, I just had the same argument with her. And I really don’t want to go through it again. And I also don’t wanna be lectured about my private life. If I don’t wanna move on, that’s my business, OK?”

      “OK, man, OK.”

      “Now, do you wanna help keep her safe or don’t you?”

      “Well, of course I wanna keep her safe, man. What kind of question is that?”

      “OK, so help me figure out a way to do that.”

      “Well, you could let her go back to her old place and just sit outside her apartment twenty-four seven to make sure she’s OK.”

      “Something practical. I can’t just sit outside her apartment all day,” Jacobs said.

      “Well, you won’t have to when she’s at work.”

      “Something practical, Eddie.”

      “That is practical. Even if you don’t wanna do it yourself, you could always hire someone else to do it. Plenty of guys would take that money.”

      “Money I don’t wanna pay.”

      “Well, you asked.”

      “Eddie, if you don’t have…”

      Franks put his hands up. “All right, man, all right, I’m still thinking. Just give me some time.” Franks looked at Tiffany again. “You mean to tell me you’re not willing to…”

      “Focus, Eddie, focus. We’ve already been through that. No need to do it again.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Um, let’s see. Well, we could set her up in a different place, put it under a different name and all, of course. I mean, that would solve that problem fairly easily. Just give her a fake name and some docs, I mean, we could do that no sweat. But that wouldn’t solve the other problem, and that’s the big one.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Ames knows who she is. That means he knows where she works.”

      “I know.”

      “And considering she’s not a professional hitman, she ain’t got the training to avoid being followed home from work one day, which means all that planning on a new place will get thrown right out the window.”

      “I know.”

      “Of course, there is another solution.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We ship her out of town. If she’s in a new city, Ames ain’t gonna care about her anymore.”

      Jacobs looked at Tiffany playing with Gunner. “I think that’s gonna be a tough sell. I don’t think she’s got an interest in doing that.”

      Franks scratched the side of his face as he continued to think. “Well, there’s one final thing I can think of at the moment.”

      “Which is?”

      “She stays here.”

      “Uh, yeah, I think that’s gonna be a tough sell too.”

      “Think about it. The safest place for her right now is here with you.”

      “I know that.”

      “You can still take her to work and pick her up.”

      “I know.”

      “And you can spot a tail if there is one.”

      “I know that too.”

      “And she wouldn’t be safer anywhere else,” Franks said.

      “I know.”

      “So in my opinion, the safest place for her is to stay here.”

      “I know that too.”

      “Well, if you know all this, then what are you asking me for?”

      “Because she doesn’t know it,” Jacobs said.

      “Oh. Well, you want me to have a crack at her?”

      Jacobs raised an eyebrow. “A what now?”

      “Don’t be getting dirty on me, man, you know what I meant. I’ll have a talk with her.”

      “If you think you can reach her, be my guest.”

      “I certainly can’t do any worse than you did, huh?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      Franks tapped his friend on the arm. “Let the old master have a shot at her.”

      “Let me know when he gets here.”

      “Very funny, man, very funny.”

      Franks walked down the steps from the deck into the backyard. Gunner went right by him like he wasn’t even there.

      “Oh, I see how it is now. You got somebody better looking here, and now I get kicked to the curb, is that it?” Tiffany looked at Franks and laughed. Franks kept his attention on Gunner. “You know there used to be a time when I was your number two, man, what happened? Just because she’s prettier than I am, and you gotta up and leave me?”

      Gunner lay down and barked once at him.

      “I see how it is.” Tiffany smiled at him. “Hey, Tiff, how you doing today?”

      She shrugged. “Same as most days, I guess.”

      “Brett told me you and he had a bit of a tussle in there.”

      “It was nothing, really.”

      “He cares about you, you know.”

      “I know he does.”

      “And you care about him?”

      “You know I do,” Tiffany said.

      “Then don’t put any added…”

      “Eddie, if you’re going to tell me that I’m gonna make him more worried or something if I’m living somewhere else, then you’re wasting your time. Or if you came to talk me out of leaving, you’re also wasting your time.”

      “Awe, come on, honey, at least let me finish what I came here to say.”

      Tiffany tilted her head as if she still didn’t want to hear it. “Eddie, I like you. You’ve been nice to me.”

      “And I like you too. That’s why I’m here. I don’t wanna see anything happen to you.”

      “And nothing will.”

      “You don’t know that. The safest place for you to be is right here,” Franks said.

      “Why is that fair to me? Why do I have to stay someplace where I don’t want to be?”

      “You don’t wanna be here?” Franks gave her a distrustful eye. “Really?”

      “Not like this. You know how I feel about him. But I’m not gonna be one of those women who waits years for a breadcrumb.”

      “And I don’t blame you there. I don’t. The man is obviously insane and doesn’t know what’s best for him. But that’s why you gotta stay here. So you and I can continue working on him.”

      “I’ve been here for two months, Eddie. If he’s not worn down by now, he’s not gonna be.”

      “We just need a little bit more time, that’s all.”

      “I don’t have any more time to give.”

      “You couldn’t give a few more tough weeks for a possible lifetime of happiness?”

      “A few more tough weeks?”

      “Just hear me out. How about you give him a few more weeks? A month or two at the most.”

      “Now it’s a month or two?”

      “Just until we’re able to get rid of Ames. Then the problem will be over,” Eddie said.

      “Until a new one comes along, and he latches on to that.”

      “Can you just do me one favor? Just promise me you’ll stay here until one of two things happen.”

      “Which is?”

      “Either we find you another place that we know is a hundred and fifty percent safe for you to stay in, or until Ames is gone, whichever is later.”

      “Whichever is later?”

      “Yeah, I mean, these things take time.”

      “It doesn’t take any time for me to go back to my old apartment,” she said.

      “No, see, that’s the wrong thing. Ames’ bunch already know you’re there. They took you out of there once already. Are you really gonna feel safe going back there again? I mean, really?”

      Tiffany sighed. “I can’t keep living like this. I feel like I’m on house arrest with someone who doesn’t want to be with me. I mean, it’d be one thing if we were intimate or something, or he showed some type of interest in me, but he doesn’t.”

      Franks nodded, understanding her frustration. “I hear you there. I gotcha. But if you go back to your old place, and something happens, do you really wanna put the both of you back into that situation again?”

      “No.”

      “Now, the only other possibility is… He talked to his old police buddies, and they said they could get you a new identity in another city if that’s what you wanted.”

      “A new identity?”

      “Yeah, but that means you could never look back. Never talk to anyone from here again. Now is that what you really want?”

      Tiffany looked up at Jacobs, who was sitting down in a chair, looking away from them. She then looked back at Gunner. She then faced Franks again and sighed. “Fine. I’ll give you a few more weeks, but that’s all. You better figure out another living situation for me, because we both know, he’s not changing anytime soon.”

      Franks gave her a smile. “You’re doing the right thing. I promise you I’ll start looking into things. But don’t give up hope.” He looked up at Jacobs for a second as well. “There’s a piece of him in there that wants to go back to his old self. It’s a small piece, but it’s there. We just have to find it.”
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      Jacobs strolled across the field on the way to his family’s graves. It’d been too long since he’d been there. But with Franks staying with Tiffany for the moment, it seemed like a good time to visit. About halfway there, though, he noticed something strange. There was something on Valerie’s grave. Jacobs couldn’t quite tell what it was yet, but it was white and looked rectangular. It could’ve been a piece of paper or an envelope. He couldn’t figure out what was holding it to the grave.

      As Jacobs got up close, he could see that it was an envelope taped to the grave. He slowly peeled it off and looked at it. It had “Brett Jacobs” written in cursive on the front. He didn’t recognize the handwriting. He opened the envelope and removed a small piece of paper that was folded. He unfolded it and read what was written, the letters also in cursive. It simply said, “call,” and then a phone number. Jacobs examined both the piece of paper and the envelope. They were both written in the same ink, and though none of the letters matched, it looked like the same type of handwriting. He stared at the phone number for a few moments. He didn’t know it. He then took a look around, getting the feeling that he was being watched. Nothing jumped out at him, though it wouldn’t have been the first time someone surprised him while he was there.

      Jacobs continued spinning in every direction for a few seconds, looking at every tree, every car, every window that was in sight, just waiting for that slight movement that indicated someone was nearby with a gun, pointed right at him. He never saw that movement though. He stood there, still expecting something to happen. When nothing did, he eventually turned his attention back to his family. He put the paper back in the envelope, then put that in his pocket. Jacobs knelt down on one knee and let out a loud sigh.

      “I’m sorry it’s been so long. It’s been… it’s been a crazy couple of months. I’ve still been thinking about you guys every day, though.”

      Jacobs reached out and touched the grave, wiping off a few pieces of dirt and grass.

      “I guess you know what’s been going on. I dunno. I don’t know what to do anymore. I thought I did. I thought after I got rid of Mallette, that’d be the end for me. I’d avenge what happened to you guys, I’d get my revenge, then I’d come up to join you. I was ready.”

      Jacobs looked away and sighed again. After a few moments, he turned his attention back to the graves.

      “I was ready. Then Ames came along, and then there was something new to fight for, and… I think I kind of lost my way a little bit. But through it all, I still had every intention of joining you.”

      Jacobs looked away again and wiped his right eye, feeling like a tear was coming on. Getting his emotions under control, he continued talking.

      “But now… I don’t know. I just really don’t know. Now there’s Tiffany, and right away, right away, the day I met her in that park, I just knew she was different, you know?”

      Both of Jacobs’ eyes started tearing up now. He wiped both of them.

      “I mean, she’s everything you were. Pretty, smart, funny; she’s got that warm personality, you know? And I’ve been trying to push her away, and no matter what I’ve done, it’s come out wrong. I didn’t want to get involved, but it happened anyway.”

      He looked down at the ground and shook his head, getting his emotions in check again.

      “I dunno, I guess I didn’t try hard enough. Maybe I really didn’t want to. Maybe I was hoping for something else, even if I knew it was unlikely. I don’t know. I don’t know much of anything anymore. I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what I feel. I just don’t know. It’s not fair what’s happened to her. What if I let her get closer, and the same thing happens to her that happened to you? I don’t know if I could handle it again.”

      He reached over and swiped a few more pieces of grass off the grave.

      “I guess I’m just afraid. Afraid of getting hurt again. Afraid of getting someone else hurt. Afraid of what will happen if I let my guard down again. I don’t know what to do anymore. I could really use your guidance. What should I do?”

      A voice then rang out from behind him. “Well, I can tell you what you shouldn’t do.”

      Jacobs spun around, landing on his back, reaching down for his gun. Before he pulled it out, though, he got a good look at the man’s face. He took a deep breath, then got back to his feet, brushing the dirt off him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Buchanan shrugged. “Just passing through.”

      Jacobs laughed. “Yeah, likely story. Just happened to be passing through. The first time I’ve been here in two months, and you’re just passing through at that moment?”

      Buchanan grinned. “I guess I’ve got good timing, huh?”

      “Yeah. So how much of that did you hear?”

      “Oh, not much. Just that last part, really. This is your own time, and I don’t like to intrude on it.”

      “But you will anyway.”

      Buchanan shrugged again. “So what’s this about letting your guard down?”

      “Thought you weren’t listening?”

      “Just to that last part. Honestly, I thought you’d have heard me walk up on you long before I got here. I was surprised you didn’t. Guess you were too deep in thought.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So what do you need guidance for? Maybe I can help.”

      “I’ll, uh, I’ll keep that to myself.”

      “Playing it close to the vest, huh?”

      “Don’t I always?”

      “Now you do. You weren’t always like that.”

      Jacobs looked over at the graves. “Yeah. Things change. So do people.”

      Buchanan nodded. “Don’t I know it? So what’s up? You got a new girl or something?”

      Jacobs moved his lips to smile, but it wasn’t much of one. He made an attempt though. “No.” He looked at the graves again. “I’m not sure if that’s ever in the cards for me again.”

      “It should be.” Buchanan tapped him on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “Don’t ever be afraid to let your guard down and have your heart go pitter-patter again. Trust me. Love can do a lot for a person. Don’t ever reject it if it’s there.”

      “Who said anything about love?”

      “Well, I’m just saying. If you ever get a chance to love someone again, or have someone love you the way Val did, you jump on that. You’d be a fool to pass it up. And if there’s one thing I know you’re not… it’s a fool.”

      “That’s for the advice, Dr. Phil.”

      Buchanan laughed. “Hey, maybe I should start my own TV show, what do you think?”

      Jacobs finally let out a smile. “I think the ratings would be terrible.”

      Buchanan continued laughing. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I probably give terrible advice, anyway.”

      “Not always.”

      “So you do listen sometimes.”

      “Sometimes.” Jacobs took the envelope out of his pocket. “This wasn’t you, was it?”

      Buchanan looked down at it. “No, what’s that?”

      Jacobs took the paper out of the envelope and showed it to him. “I dunno. Found it here, taped to Val’s grave. Thought maybe it was you wanting to get in touch or something.”

      “You know that’s not my number. And I have yours anyway. I wouldn’t need to resort to these kinds of games.”

      “Yeah, I thought not.” Jacobs put it back in his pocket. “Thought I’d check anyway, just to be sure.”

      Now it was Buchanan’s turn to look around. “You need to be careful with that. Other people know you’re here too.”

      “Yeah, I know. This is where they’re buried though. Can’t change that. And I won’t stop visiting.”

      “Well, you could move them.”

      “What would be the point? Moving graves isn’t exactly a clandestine operation. If they found them here, they can find them somewhere else too.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “So you got a man stationed here or something?” Jacobs asked.

      “You really think the department could afford putting a car here indefinitely just in the hopes that you show up at some point? I told you, just happened to be passing through. Besides, even if there was a car here, we both know you’d lose them within five minutes of leaving here anyway, so what would be the point?”

      Jacobs smiled. Buchanan was right on the money. But it still didn’t tell him why the sergeant was there. “So what are you doing here?”

      “Just wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Thought we already were.”

      “I mean something else. It’s about that schoolteacher you were seeing.”

      “I wasn’t seeing her.”

      “Well, you asked me to keep tabs on if I heard anything out there, especially after that apartment incident.”

      “Thanks for keeping that on the down-low, by the way.”

      “Don’t mention it. There were enough bodies there, not to mention half the place collapsing, that nobody even gave it much thought other than a gang fight between two groups. Nobody even suspected you being there.”

      “I still appreciate it. Anyway, what about her?”

      “Word on the street is that Ames still has it out for her.”

      Jacobs sighed. He knew she wasn’t safe yet. “Why?”

      “Don’t know. Can’t even say a hundred percent it’s her, either. No names were thrown about. It was just that Ames was looking for some girl that was connected to you. That’s all there was. Doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together, though. Who else would they be talking about?”

      “No, it’s her.” Jacobs sighed again. “It’s…” He shook his head. “It’s just never gonna be over.”

      “It can be. You don’t have to engage. You can walk away, you know.”

      “Can I?”

      “Yes. You can. If you want to.”

      Jacobs was already starting to get tired of hearing that. It seemed that everyone kept telling him the same thing. The voices changed, sometimes the words were different, but it was the same message. Every time.

      “I don’t think I can. Maybe I’ve never really gotten the cop out of me. I see bad people out there, and I just wanna do everything in my power to get rid of them, you know?”

      “Yeah. I know. That’s what drove you to become a great cop. But, Brett, you’re not a cop anymore. Let us handle it.”

      “I think it’s too late for that now, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not. It’s never too late. Remember how we got rid of Alexander? We can do the same thing for Ames.”

      “Alexander was different. He wasn’t connected the same way. He didn’t wield the same power. Ames… he’s more like Mallette. More than we know. And his power’s growing, and it’s gonna continue to grow if we don’t put a stop to him soon.”

      “So let’s do that.”

      Jacobs shook his head. “I think he’s a guy that needs to be stopped permanently. You guys won’t do that.”

      “Remember what I told you before, about climbing out of that hole? You can climb out of it now.”

      “If I’m out there, and Ames is out there, you really think he’s gonna stop looking for me? Or Tiffany?”

      “Depends on how close you are.”

      Jacobs looked away and shook his head again. “I’m not really interested in leaving anytime soon. I’m not gonna be run out of this city.”

      “No one’s talking about running you out.”

      “Why should I be the one to leave? This guy’s doing all this stuff, and yet people keep telling me I should go? What about him?”

      “He’ll get dealt with.”

      “Yeah, he will. By me.”

      “Now don’t go talking like that,” Buchanan said. “Talking like that will get you in a heap of trouble.”

      “We both know the law only works with what you can prove.”

      “Brett…”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “I know what you’re saying. And I’m saying to knock off that kind of talk.”

      Jacobs glared at him and nodded, though his mind wasn’t changed. They continued talking for a few more minutes before Buchanan finally left. Jacobs watched as his friend walked back to his car. The words of warning had appeared to fall on deaf ears, though.

      “He’ll get dealt with.”
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      Jacobs was still sitting in his car. He looked out at the graves again, not yet ready to leave. He then took out the envelope again and opened it. He pulled the piece of paper out and looked at the number. He debated for a few seconds what he wanted to do. Part of him wanted to just throw the thing out the window, but the other part of him was curious about who this was and what they wanted.

      Before deciding to call, though, Jacobs had to run through the list of possibilities in his mind. The likeliest person was Ames. The least likely was someone he’d never even heard of. He actually was hoping it was Ames. He wanted to talk to him again and let him know he was coming for him.

      Jacobs pulled his phone out of his pocket and put his fingers on the screen, ready to dial. He punched in the numbers, then sat there and stared at it before he hit the call button. After a few seconds, he finally hit the green button. The phone rang three times before someone answered.

      “I was wondering when this call would happen. I put that note there over a week ago.”

      It was the voice of a man Jacobs already knew. And his wish had been granted. “What do you want?”

      “Not visiting the family as much as you used to?”

      “I assume you have something you want to say?”

      “You are perceptive, aren’t you?”

      “Get on with it, Ames, or else I can end this call just as fast as I started it.”

      “It’s been a couple of months since our last encounter.”

      “I don’t need a history lesson.”

      “Since I haven’t seen your name pop up in any obituaries, I knew you were still alive.”

      “Hope that didn’t disappoint you too much.”

      Ames laughed. “You and I have some unfinished business.”

      “We sure do. Only the next time we meet, I’ll make sure it’s finished.”

      “Always confident, aren’t you?”

      “I know what I can do. And I know what you can do. And I know you’re not good enough to take me out. If you were, I wouldn’t still be here.”

      “How’s the schoolteacher holding up these days?”

      “Just fine.”

      “How long do you think you can protect her?”

      “Listen, jerk off, leave her out of this. This is now between us. Why do you need to bring her into it?”

      “You’re the one who brought her into it. Not me.”

      Jacobs sighed. He was getting angry at this pointless conversation. “Listen, if you wanna settle this once and for all, just give me a time and a place. I’ll be there. Then we’ll see which one of us comes out.”

      Ames laughed. “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Anyway, how long do you think you can play bodyguard?”

      “As long as I need to. Or whenever I kill you.”

      “One day, you won’t be there.”

      “I’ll be there every day if I have to. You’re not stupid enough to try to do something at her school with the cameras they have around. That’d bring down more heat from the police than you’re prepared to handle.”

      “You think you have it all figured out, but you’ll slip-up one day.”

      “Not likely. But besides having this delightful conversation, is there anything you actually wanted, besides giving me more reason to blow your head off?”

      “Actually, there is.”

      “Then get on with it.”

      “Don’t ask me why, but I’m offering you a lifeline.”

      “Generous of you.”

      “Yes, and though you’re not deserving of one, I feel… I don’t know, well, generous. I will give you an out.”

      “What?”

      “Yes, I will let you and your girlfriend off the hook. Leave this city within the next two weeks, and I’ll take the kill order off of you. And her.”

      “First of all, she’s not my girlfriend. She’s just someone unlucky enough to stumble into this thing. Second of all, I’m not going anywhere. So you’ll forgive me if I reject your offer. The only thing I really wish is that you were here to give it to me in person, that way I could shove it right up your ass.”

      “And what makes you think I’m not?”

      “Because you’re not stupid. Everyone knows I come here. You also wouldn’t be the first person to try something here. You’re also not dumb enough to think I come here without some kind of backup.”

      “If you’re referring to Franks, that’s not much of a backup.”

      “I’m not. And by the way, you can tell whatever team you got here trying to tail me to back off now and save us both the time it’ll take me to lose them.”

      “I don’t have anyone there.”

      Jacobs laughed. “Yeah, OK. And you think I’m just gonna go straight home and then wind up with a knock on my door in an hour?”

      “I am trying to be hospitable and save your life, though I don’t know why I should. If you get out of town, we both can get on with our other business.”

      “Right now, the only business I got is you. I didn’t get a chance to kill Mallette, and Alexander I helped send to jail, but you… you’re a different story. I’m anxiously looking forward to getting rid of you.”

      “And yet I haven’t heard a thing from you in the last two months, other than seeing you take Ms. Teacher to work every day.”

      “I’ve got my own reasons for that. But don’t worry, you’ll be seeing me soon.”

      “Some people are too thick-headed to know what’s good for them.”

      “I agree. You are. Is that what this thing was about? Giving me the opportunity to leave town in one piece?”

      “Yes. I had hoped we would finally be able to come to an understanding. I can see now that that’s not possible,” Ames said.

      “The only thing we’ll come to an understanding about is me blowing your head off. You can’t stop me. If you could, you wouldn’t bother having this conversation. We both know your days are numbered. And those days are coming soon.”

      Jacobs quickly ended the conversation, wanting to leave Ames with those parting words. Still a little steamed, Jacobs shook his head and looked out his window. He couldn’t believe that Ames actually thought this would work. He couldn’t have possibly believed that Jacobs would just pack up and leave. As the anger started to leave his system, and Jacobs started thinking more clearly, he knew there had to be another reason for the call. There had to be something else that Ames had in mind. Jacobs just didn’t know what it was. Yet.

      Suddenly, Jacobs heard the sound of tires squealing. Within moments, there was another car that quickly pulled up next to him on the driver’s side. Jacobs looked over and saw the barrel of a gun pointing through the open window at him. He immediately ducked and lunged himself across the passenger seat as the bullets started flying.

      As his window smashed to pieces, Jacobs crawled along the seats and put his fingers on the handle of the door, opening it as fast as he could. He slid out of the car and onto the ground as his car got sprayed with bullets. He landed hard on the pavement, and on his injured shoulder. He winced for a second, but quickly shrugged off the pain as he reached for his gun in the back of his pants.

      Jacobs raised his head up slightly, pointing his gun at the other car. He was just about to fire when the car sped off. Jacobs got to his feet and was about to start firing, but then thought better of it. The car was moving too fast, and he didn’t want to possibly hit any cars or people that might suddenly cross into his sights. He took another look around to make sure there wasn’t a second car waiting in the weeds. There was nothing that he noticed, though.

      Jacobs looked at his car and shook his head at all the bullet holes now in it. “Well, I guess I know what that was about now.”

      He thought about getting in to see if it was still in drivable condition, though he didn’t know if there was even a point to that. Having a car full of bullet holes in it stuck out like a sore thumb. All he needed was someone to drive by his place and notice a bullet-ridden car sitting there and now know where he was living. It was probably better to just ditch it altogether. Jacobs sighed and got out his phone again, this time calling Franks.

      “Hey, can you come get me?”

      “What?” Franks asked, somewhat alarmed at the question. “What’s the matter?”

      “Uh, I had a little bit of a car problem.”

      “What, it ain’t starting?”

      “Can you just come get me?”

      “What about Tiff?”

      “Just leave her there with Gunner.”

      “Uh, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, man. I mean, if I leave her here alone, I don’t know if it’s a guarantee that she’ll still be here when we get back, if you know what I mean.”

      “I thought you talked to her and she said it was good.”

      “That’s now, man. But what if she’s here by herself and gets those ideas in her head again and decides to take off, and there’s nobody here to change her mind?”

      “Uh, well, then I guess bring her. I mean, I guess ask her. We can’t force her. She’s not a prisoner.”

      “All right, fine. Where you at?”

      “At the cemetery.”

      “OK. Everything good there?”

      Jacobs looked at his car again. “Uh, yeah, everything’s fine.”

      “All right. Be there in twenty.”

      Jacobs put his phone back in his pocket and looked around again. Everything seemed clear at the moment. But he also wasn’t going to just stand there and be a target if there was a second round coming. He opened the trunk and took out his bag, which was the only thing in the car, and walked over to the side of the property. There was a fence that separated the cemetery grounds from the business next to it.

      It was a shady spot with a bunch of trees around it, and nobody would be able to sneak up behind Jacobs, so he sat down and waited. If there was a second car that tried to finish what the other one started, he’d be able to see them coming before they got to him.

      Luckily, it was a quiet twenty minutes. Jacobs really didn’t want to engage in a gun battle there. Not only was it a cemetery, which was supposed to be a quiet place meant for reflection and remembrance, it was also where his family was. It didn’t seem right to do that type of stuff there.

      When Jacobs saw Franks’ car pulling up, he grabbed his bag and stood up. The car pulled up along the curb and Jacobs walked over to it. Franks and Tiffany both got out.

      “What the hell is this?!” Franks asked, pointing at Jacobs’ car.

      Jacobs replied calmly as if he didn’t know what Franks was talking about. “What?”

      “Uh, that!” Franks demonstratively moved his arms around, still pointing at Jacobs’ car. “There’s bullet holes in it, man.”

      “So? I told you I had car trouble.”

      Franks’ face looked stunned. “Uh, yeah, you said car trouble. You didn’t say it was car trouble!”

      “Well, what’s the difference?”

      “The difference is someone was shooting at you, man!”

      “It’s fine.”

      Franks looked at Tiffany. “I dunno. Maybe you can talk some sense into him.”

      “How can you be so calm after someone shot at you?” Tiffany asked.

      “Because getting worked up about it doesn’t do anyone any good. Besides, they missed.”

      Franks looked at the car again. “They did? Looks like they had good aim to me!”

      “They were aiming for me.”

      Franks rubbed the top of his head. “And do you happen to know who’s responsible for this little situation?”

      “Sure I do. It was Ames.”

      Franks tilted his head back and looked up at the sky. “Oh, of course it was. Of course it was. Oh, man. What are we gonna do here?”

      “Well, you could give me a lift back home for one.”

      “I don’t mean that! I mean about this.”

      “I’m gonna need a new car.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Nothing’s changed.”

      “Of course it hasn’t,” Tiffany said.

      Jacobs looked at Tiffany. “As long as Ames is out there, I’m a target. You’re a target. The only way that changes is by stopping Ames. For good.”

      “And how long is that going to take?”

      Jacobs walked over to her and looked her in the eyes. “I wish I could be the man you want me to be.”

      “You can be.”

      “I can’t. Not yet.”

      “You can if you want to be.”

      “Maybe eventually I can. But not yet.”
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      Jacobs was sitting in the dark at the kitchen table. He was replaying the events of everything in his mind. He was thinking about his family, Mallette, Ames, and all the battles that he had in between. He was thinking of what he could have done differently, if anything. Then his thoughts turned to Tiffany. It wasn’t fair that she was caught up in this now, he thought. He’d give anything to get her out of it.

      Suddenly, the lights came on. He looked up and saw Tiffany walk over to him. She sat down next to him. She didn’t know if she should, but she saw his hand on top of the table and put hers on top of his. Jacobs didn’t pull away.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Jacobs looked at her for a second without answering. She had a caring look about her. He didn’t know what it was, maybe it was the teacher in her, or maybe she was just that way naturally, but she had a way of expressing herself in such a natural way. Nothing she ever said seemed forced.

      “What makes you think something’s wrong?” Jacobs asked.

      “You’ve been quiet.”

      “I’m always quiet.”

      Tiffany smiled. “Not like this. What’s wrong? Is it the cemetery?” She now started rubbing his hand with her thumb.

      As Jacobs stared into her eyes and looked at her face, he couldn’t lie to her. She had a way of drawing it out of him without even trying very hard. “Yes.”

      “You don’t have to keep this up.”

      “I do.” Jacobs looked down at her hand on top of his. It felt good. It felt right. He still didn’t pull away.

      “Why?” she asked in a much different tone than their last discussion about it. They were both talking softly this time.

      Jacobs took a gulp, not really wanting to tell her everything, but knowing that he should. It was the right thing to do. Plus, she deserved to know.

      “When I was talking to Ames, he indicated that you were still a target.” He could immediately see the disappointment on her face.

      “Oh.”

      “That’s why I don’t want you to go. If you leave here, I can’t guarantee I can protect you all the time.”

      Tiffany wiped a tear from her eye. “When is this gonna end?”

      “Soon.” Jacobs then put his other hand on top of hers so that now her hand was between both of his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want for any of this to happen.”

      “Brett, I swear if you’re gonna apologize and blame yourself again for this, then I’m gonna smack you.” She forced a laugh as she got her tears under control.

      “But I—”

      “No. I don’t wanna hear it. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault. Stop blaming yourself for other people’s actions. You didn’t make any of this happen to me. It was Ames’ decision, not yours.”

      “But—”

      “No. Stop. When we met, you said it probably wasn’t a good idea to get involved. I heard you and listened to what you said. But I chose to ignore you, because that was my decision. You know why? Because I liked you. I still like you. And I wouldn’t trade knowing you for any of it. Do I wish things were different? Yeah. But I can’t be honest and say I dislike living here with you. I actually love it. I love being close to you.” She smiled. “And Gunner. I love that guy. But when we’re just here, I actually kind of forget all that other stuff out there. It’s like it’s just us and nothing else out there even matters. I feel like we’re in our own little bubble. And I wouldn’t mind staying here forever, if there was a light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Meaning me giving up everything?”

      “Meaning you finally moving on. I mean, you’ve told me everything that’s happened, and I get it, I do. And I don’t blame you for anything you’ve felt, or done, or anything. It’s completely understandable. And I know some of the things you’ve done are technically against the law, and I’m gonna completely overlook that one for a second, but I get what you’re doing. You wanna take bad people off the streets so other people don’t have to go through what you did. And I get it. I really do. But you can’t do that forever.”

      They continued holding hands while Jacobs deliberated on opening up more to her. He wasn’t sure he should, but opening up to her felt natural.

      “You know, before I met you, and I mean, right before I met you, I wasn’t planning on doing this forever.”

      “So what changed?” Tiffany asked, not understanding his true meaning.

      “I mean… I wasn’t planning on continuing all this. I planned on taking out Ames, and whoever else, and… going down with them.”

      “Oh my god, are you serious?”

      Jacobs nodded. “Yeah. I figured if I couldn’t move on, then I wouldn’t. And I’d finally be with my family again.”

      Tiffany put her free hand on top of his, so their hands were completely touching. She gripped his tighter. “Please tell me that’s not in your thought process anymore.”

      Jacobs looked at her and shook his head. “It’s not. I thought that was what I actually wanted for a while, but then something changed.”

      “What? What happened to change your mind?”

      “You. You walked into my life, and I thought, maybe I could change. Maybe I could go back to that man I used to be.”

      “And you can. You really can.”

      Jacobs’ eyes started filling with tears, though no drops fell as he got them under control. “I knew it probably wasn’t a good idea to keep you close to me, and I knew I should probably push you away, but I guess I didn’t really want to. When I looked at you, I thought there was still a chance for me.”

      “And there is. I promise you there is. But you’ve got to want it. And you’ve got to believe it.”

      “But I also can’t just walk away from this. Not because I love it or I have a death wish or anything. But because, if I walk away, there’s always going to be a piece of me that’s looking over my shoulder, wondering if he’s coming. If we just left now and went somewhere else, I’m always going to wonder about coming home one day and finding you lying on the floor somewhere, because I got complacent. Because I let my guard down. I can’t let that happen again.”

      “But didn’t you say he’d let you out of the city?”

      “Do you really trust and believe anything he says?”

      Tiffany looked away for a second. She honestly couldn’t say that she did. She was already well aware of what Ames was capable of. “There has to be another way.”

      “There is. I finish what I started.”

      “That’s not the way.”

      “It’s the only way. Men like him, Mallette, that’s the only way they understand. They don’t understand reason. They don’t understand anything other than their own greed. Believe me, I’ve been dealing with this stuff for a while now. I know them.”

      Tiffany tightened her grip on his hands. “I don’t want to lose you before I even had you.”

      “You really think there’s hope for me?”

      “Yes. If you just give yourself a chance, if you give us a chance, you can be the person that you want to be.”

      Jacobs batted his eyes quickly and took a deep breath. “How about I make a deal with you?”

      “What kind of deal?”

      “You let me finish what I started here. I’ll take care of Ames. And you don’t get in my way of that. And you also agree to stay here until that happens.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then after it’s over, I’ll walk away from all of this.”

      Tiffany’s face lit up. She didn’t really believe he would say it. “You really would?”

      Jacobs nodded. “I really would. I’ll go wherever you wanna go. Whether it’s somewhere else, or stay here, whatever. I’ll do whatever you want. And I’ll give us a chance to work. But I can’t do that if I’m looking over my shoulder, wondering if there’s another shoe that’s going to drop. I need to know you’re completely safe and out of this.”

      Tiffany couldn’t hide her excitement. She removed her hands from his and clapped excitedly. She then leapt off her chair and jumped onto his lap. She put her hands on each side of his face, then leaned in, their faces inches apart. Their lips were close to touching. Jacobs put his arms around her, his hands resting on her back. He didn’t want to pull away anymore.

      Tiffany moved in closer, putting her lips on his. Jacobs reciprocated the emotion. They enjoyed each other’s affection and embrace for a while. They finally pulled their lips away from each other when they heard Gunner barking. They looked down and they both laughed, seeing him sitting there, only a few feet away, watching them.

      “I’m sorry, sweety, am I taking him away from you?”

      “I was going to say the same thing about you,” Jacob said. “You seem to be his new favorite.”

      Gunner barked at them a couple more times, causing Jacobs and Tiffany to laugh some more.

      “Do you think he’s upset with us?” Tiffany asked.

      “Are you kidding? I think he loves you more than me.”

      Gunner then ran out of the room and over to the window in the living room. He continued barking. Jacobs knew something was up. Tiffany got off his lap, and the two of them went over to the window and looked out. They saw Franks approaching.

      “Oh, nobody important,” Jacobs said.

      Tiffany playfully slapped him on the arm. “Hey, be nice. Eddie’s good to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

