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“Hey, I’m in on the ski trip, my folks are going to play with a grandchild.” A week in Tahoe. Snow bunnies all over. In the town, at the resort, filling the bars and the guys followed. JR was not a fan of the rating system the others used. Christmas Eve, he made a run or two and headed into town. Hot chocolate and a couple sugar cookies to snack on as he wandered the sidewalks with his memories. 

Holidays at home were loud and festive, his mom believed in decking the halls to the hilt. The house smelled of citrus studded with cloves, cookies baking, carols played all the time, usually turned down so you only heard them in the living room. Wreaths with giant bows hung in the windows, and shiny papered presents were stashed all over. Mom made them go to church, albeit early on Christmas Eve Day. 

His phone dinged with a message from a friend, “Merry Christmas.” Smiling, he returned the message. Maddie always made him smile. The shuttle driver tooted the horn, he jogged over to catch the bus back. Along the way, his sisters-in-law sent silly messages saying they missed him. Rolling his eyes and snorting, “Yeah, missed me, but did anyone invite me? Nope. Kinda like the day my letter came in.” 

Staring out the window, watching shadows on the snow  he remembered what should have been the happiest day for a teenager. 

An envelope sat on his desk, wedged in between a magazine and a catalog. His mom would have organized the mail by size, small to large. Dad brought it in. “What did Ryan say? Fat you’re in, skinny means take a walk?” Using a pocketknife to slit the envelope flap, he thought of Grandpa Jason. The man whose name he carried, who gave him the pearl-handled knife. “Dear Jason, On behalf of the college and coaches, congratulations and welcome to...” He read the letter again, “Your financial package will arrive in the next two weeks.” He tore down the stairs, yelling “I got in! I was accepted.” 

Misty spun, hurrying to put the borrowed baking dish on the counter, “What?”

“I got accepted to my first-choice college.” 

“Yay,” she bounced around hugging him, “I’m happy for you.” 

His mom had to be the downer, “Your brothers all went into the military.”

“I, am not them. Would it kill you to be happy for me for once?”  Will wandered in then, he listened to the news in his usual laid-back way.

“Wonderful news, I’m happy for you. Excuse me son, I have a call to make.” 

Seeing the way the night would play out, Misty bumped his arm, “Come on, let’s go celebrate over pizza.”  His oldest brother was an absolute moron, otherwise, he would not let Misty walk away like he did. They made the rounds to share the news with his friends, she filled in Vince and Nick about the shit show their mom tried to turn the news into and was not too much more impressed by them. Her “Okay, keep my number in your phone. If you need anything, call me.” meant more than she would know.

By the slip of a keystroke, he discovered his siblings had a pool going. “Before he ever sees the university, he will either (A) be arrested (B) be in a wreck or (C) get sidetracked and forget what day he is supposed to show up. 

He loaded his SUV and left, stopping to hug Misty. Mom and her church group did something on Mondays, his dad went golfing. “Yep, I matter.” One stop in Cherry County Nebraska to see Uncle Matt and back on the road the next morning. 

Leaves began to change, the morning air was crisp, coming through Montrose he stopped to take pictures at River Bottom Park.  Pulling into Rocklend, he dug out the paperwork. Avery, J.R., Clancy Hall, RM 219. Nowhere did they list a parking area. “Of course not. I thought my brothers dealt with some stupid shit and here I am chasing my tail trying to find the proper parking area. If they can add ‘park in the proper locations or risk being towed’ why the hell can’t they mark this magic lot so you can find the stupid thing? Because putting a map on this damn thing is so gauche.” Spotting a guy he remembered from hockey camp, he blew the horn. “Yo dude. Where the hell are we supposed to park?” 

Maxx climbed up on the hood of JR’s SUV. “Party Ho!” and pointed. Music bumped from a couple of dented pickup trucks parked between cars someone’s daddy paid way too much for. Beer and introductions made the circuit. Size-wise, JR had most of them. His senior year in high school he began hanging out at the gym and quickly took on the role of enforcer on his new team along with Dave Curtis, originally from Louisiana. How he learned to ice skate and find a team from so far south confused most people. 

Coach Smith paced the bench during hockey camp, shaking his head. JR scored against their top line three times in a version of shirts-vs-skins. He had speed and was not afraid to take a hit or throw down with someone. Tommy ‘deke’ Lawton, so named because of his use of the ploy made their third in the room. 

JR remembered telling his dad about the room, a social space, a tiny kitchen, then three bedrooms and a bathroom. Coach Smith groused about the football team pulling the best dorms, which left him wondering...if ours are this nice, what are they in?

Military kids are used to the concept of service, JR found several organizations to volunteer with. Life at college was okay. Not hearing about how his brothers had such stellar careers in the military sat at the top of his list of reasons to celebrate. 

Mom ignored or didn’t know, which he doubted, that the eldest brother owned a swanky BDSM club in NYC. Who knew what Elise did, she rarely crossed the threshold. The last time was when Gabe came close to dying and Meg’s baby’s christening. Not that they shared anything about Gabe’s condition until other crap went down.

Yes, he pulled some dumb shit in high school. Not like the others had never done such a thing, but his parents sat on his backside over everything. No matter what he did, he never satisfied his folks' goal for him. 

Toward the end of his second season, the team planned a tribute to the moms and grandmothers. Laura Avery had her petty pants on for some other infraction the day he called. “Mom, did you even listen to what I said? I asked you to come out for this game. We’re doing a thing for the moms.” She launched into her tirade again, from the beginning. 

Later, Elise would share the surprise their mom received. She went upstairs, packed, and stormed downstairs. “Mother, I may love you, but this shit needs to stop. You ride him like an old donkey. Why? Are you not sure he’s yours? Until you pull your perfectly coifed head out of your uppity ass, I’m out.” And left with a slam of the door that bounced something off the wall. 

He figured he would look like an idiot on the ice with no one there, and then the trainer handed him several bouquets. Lined up and coming on the ice were his sister, Elise, Nick’s wife, Sage, Gabe’s wife, Eden, and Luke’s almost fiancé, Kelly. 

When Kelly Maguire’s name was called, the place went crazy. JR had lipstick marks on his cheeks leaving him to take some good-natured ribbing from his teammates. While that game and the night in general ranked close to the best ever, it became the turning point for a series of ‘hold my beer’ moments. “Yes, it did.”

Always one to celebrate a bit too much when Seth texted, “I’m home and alive.” One particular night, JR tied one on in epic fashion. He ended the binge with a bottle of jack and a twelve-pack of beer on the side of a river. JR woke up to some woman living out her cowgirl fantasy on him. If he could only remember her name. When the cobwebs cleared, he recognized Madison Smith as the cowgirl sliding up and down his saddle horn. 

Being fully aware she had sex with more than one guy on the team, he also knew she had a soft spot for him. When she and a friend were in a car wreck and Maddie needed a ride home, she called JR. If she needed anything, his number was first up.,

The bus pulled in as the few passengers gathered their belongings and exited, calling back holiday wishes. As he went by the older man, JR put a hand on his shoulder, “Happy holidays, be careful out there.” 

“You too,” his head tipped as he asked, “Not here with family?” 

“No sir, they’re all on the east coast.” The driver witnessed the same thing every year, almost always a well-mannered kid who came from a family that forgot they missed home. 

“Here, have a candy cane. Place in town makes them.” 

“Thanks.” 

“May the new year bring good things.”

“And to you.” JR pocketed the candy cane as he stepped off the trolley car bus.

They were back in town for New Year’s Eve, JR partied hard, never admitting he did so to not face being left out of the family festivities. 

Things spiraled into a new galaxy the night he crawled into bed, alone, at eleven p.m. Too many days of party and booze and not enough decent food or sleep took its toll. Around two the mattress barely dipped when Madison crawled into his bed. 

She straightened up and found a boy who hung the moon until he found out about her party girl days and broke up with her. JR stroked her hair, talked some trash about the boy, and said they would talk about things in the morning. Of all the questions to ask, “How did you get in here?” never came to mind. 

In the recesses of his soggy gray matter, some loud noise and shouting filtered in a fraction of a second before his door slammed open, and a fool screamed like a bitchy banshee. The banshee slapped Maddy hard enough to take her off her feet. Before reality registered it was her father, JR planted a fist in the man’s jaw. Coach hit the floor like a fish out of water. That was when it dawned on him. She had a bruise from where the boyfriend hit her. 

Madison crawled into her clothes faster than ever before, and trailed after him, “No JR, don’t do this, please. You’ll be kicked off the team.” She managed to jump into the passenger seat before he peeled out. Maddy’s attempts to stop the team enforcer were akin to a moth taking on a dragon. 

He hauled the boy out and busted his cheek open with a punch as he bellowed, “Someone needs to teach your bitch ass, you do not hit women.” She sank to the floor, sobbing. A few more punches for emphasis, then he picked her up and carried her out, telling her everything would be okay. 

Police cruisers and campus cops swarmed the area around JR’s dorm. When they came in, Coach tried to play badass again and ended up seated on the floor for his efforts. The booking officer did possess enough smarts to not put them in the same holding cell or in close proximity. “Well, this is a first.” JR flopped on the narrow bench. 

His one call went to Kelly to have her forward the message to Seth. He was closest to the school. Forty minutes later some tatted up, long-haired man with a voice that could only come from years of smoking, hard-drinking, and belting out songs over crowds strolled in with his bail. Kind of raspy gravel was the best he could do for comparison. They both had an idea as to what ran through the female officer’s mind when she bit her lip as she handed over his personal effects. “Kells sent me, Zach Canary.” 

“Thanks, I owe her...and you.” He flexed his hand; his split knuckles were tender. “Just her, I’m a glorified Uber.” Zach took him to a diner, Stinky Blues. JR would bet there was a story to go with the name. Over food and coffee, they let Kelly know he was out. JR figured there would be a snowy day in hell before she told anyone anything. 

On the way back to the dorm, Canary spied something shiny in the shrubs and snagged the object. “Hockey players like unicorns?” He held out the keychain. 

“Naw, that’s Maddie’s.” They stared at the pipe and window, “No way in hell.” The pair hustled up the stairs and into JR’s unit. “Yep, she climbed the damn pipe to sneak in.”

Zach playfully slugged his arm, “Damn bro, must be good if they scale a wall to get to ya.” 

His roommates told everyone, no one came in, they were awake, playing some alien combat game. At least their find provided an idea as to how “her-dini” got in. Coach bonded out five hours later. Someone posted the video of JR knocking the boyfriend out and the boy’s confession. Before dinner, the female population took up a collection to cover his legal expenses. 

Half of the team either walked away or got the boot a few days later when the coach discovered his daughter had sex with them...it was just JR’s bad luck to be the one caught with her. Then everything went south. Alum threw a fit, donors would not back Smith, and before the week’s end, Coach was out. Not like he was any good any way. Any local sportswriter would offer an opinion and their beliefs usually were not close to a glowing recommendation. The team did not have enough players to finish the season, which meant they needed to refund some huge amounts of money to sponsors. And, to top it off, he landed back on his mom’s list. 

That conversation took a duck walk. “Yes, mom. I know. I am such a disappointment. I listened to the same line enough times from you since my junior year in high school. You know something? You are a disappointment, a hypocrite, a total control freak, and right now, I’m over the whole thing.” JR hung up and nearly threw his phone across the room. 

With all the Avery siblings, their significant others, and the friends they left scattered across the map; JR felt more alone than ever. 

By a stroke of fate, his high school coach reached out. “Florida worked some crazy magic and got another NHL billet, Copper Beach Barracudas.” Coach Daniels would head up the team, the rest of the staff he recognized by reputation. 

“Coach, I would love to, but I can’t say I even know anyone there and have no place to live. I am deep in mom’s shit list, not real far behind with the old man. I’m on my own. From what I understand, the team will have another year before they are ready to hit the ice, I need a job...”

“Not that long. Meet me at Moe’s on Twenty-second and Beach at noon, a week from now. Listen to the offer.”

“Text me the address, but no promises.” 

JR drained his water bottle, telling his tale to who he regarded as a spare sister left him parched, “...so, that is what the mighty mom mouse will be ranting about.”

“Ugh, so where are you going?” Misty wondered if he knew how close his and Vince’s thought process lined up.

“Off to Florida, but I would appreciate...”

“If I developed a case of amnesia?”

“Yes.”

“I gotcha bro, just check in now and then.” 

“Can do.” JR would always believe his oldest sibling was an idiot to let Misty go without a solid effort. From what he overheard, solid was not the problem, the effort was a different matter. 

He never claimed to be a top-notch student, unlike Dani who graduated three years early and finished med school in the top two percent of her class. She met her husband, Dylan, in Alaska doing her residency. Seth was on equal footing with her. Excelled in three languages, math wizard, he graduated from SEAL school and was off doing who knew what. Luke still served in the military. Vince, aka the code master. He liked numbers and letters. JR did well in American Lit, art, and history. The rest, he squeaked by so he could play hockey. 

JR sold his books back, turned in any gear he didn’t own, and walked away from what he considered to be his best shot at the NHL. He backed in next to Maddie’s loaded up ‘baby truck.’ 

Madison sat on a bench by his dorm, “JR, I need to talk to you.”

“Nothing to say. Not your fault.” He pulled the keychain out and handed the unicorn over. “Lost it in the bushes, by the pipe you climbed.”

Maddie’s cheeks went pink. “No, I do. I have something to say, for me not for you.” She inhaled deeply and exhaled before glancing up at him. “I am the only daughter, the less-than child. I’m a girl so I am worthless. You...you did the things no dude ever has and for what? Of all the people I never wanted to hurt, you were on a list of three, and two of them are grandparents. I never mattered. And then you and your cheesy grin came along, and you made me view myself as a person worthy of so much. No one ever stood up for me like you did.” She put the keychain back in his hand, “We’re off, to whatever life brings us. Keep this, when you need a reminder of what a great man you are, dig this out. Some woman at some time will consider herself lucky to be your other half, the yin to your yang, the sweet to your sour. I’m not her, but I will always have a couch with your name on the pillow and an ear anytime you want to talk.”

He pulled the annoying St. Christopher’s medal off his rearview mirror and gave it to her. “Patron saint of practically everything, especially travel and sports.” He held her tight for a few minutes. “Where are you going?”

“Grandparents live in upper Michigan. Time to start fresh.”

“That it is.” He kissed the top of her head, checked her oil and tires, and sent her on. He loaded his life into his vehicle and a trailer and left a few hours later. Shaking his head as he contemplated the next hundred miles and what waited for him in Florida.  Hoping the driver’s wish came true. “May the new year bring good things.” JR made a wish on a shooting star whizzing across the sky as he unwrapped the candy cane.
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New Mexico was as boring as watching grass grow. Miles of open area and cactus interspersed with the occasional bar or side of the road gas station country store combo before the desert spit him into a city. But the quality of food at roadside taquerias seemed far better than he was used to. Interstate ten may not be the fastest way to the Atlantic coast of Florida, but the highway was still the easiest way from point A to point B without hitting snow and ice. 

In Texas, life became a tad more interesting. At a rest stop, JR picked up a pamphlet on The Whiskey Trail. Any other time and he might be inclined to check out the lion’s share of distilleries listed. Outside of Houston, he sat on his tailgate eating corn dogs and onion rings from a shopping center parking lot carnival as he laughed at kids riding camels. “Yep, only in Texas.” 

He gassed up, grabbed some specialty jerky and a couple of bottles of water. Most of the day he spent parked under a shade tree waiting out a wreck. Catnapping, playing games on his phone. Darkness brought mosquitos which could double as B-52s. When an officer waved him out, he couldn’t be happier. Late morning saw him pulling into Louisiana, still not able to shake the conversation he had at a bar-b-que place in Mauriceville, Tx. An elderly black man engaged him in a friendly bit of discussion as they ate at a picnic table covered in red and white checked plastic-coated material.  

“Outside of Vidor, used to be competing signs. One wanted this fella sent to jail for killing his wife. Her daddy said the police took a bribe and not a whole lot of folks doubted the family.”

JR sucked sauce from his fingers, “And the other one?” 

“It read N-word, but they used the word, don’t let the sunset on your ass in this town.” 

At a loss for words, with his jaw hanging, a few minutes ticked by as he fought to believe what the man said. “What?”

“Yes sir, the Klan is alive and well. Grand Dragon lives about five miles away in Orange.” 

Age put him in a category where he never met anyone who lived through such. He shook the man’s hand and asked if he would be safe getting around. Turns out he came over for the Wednesday special from across the road. He passed on the name of a place, said the food there was delicious and where he would find a better-quality motel. 

When he pulled in, signs read “boiled mudbugs” As he filled the tank, he caught a whiff. He stuck around to buy a plate. The napkin read, “Pinch it, Pull it, Eat it, Suck it.” He was game. And quite happy with the decision. 

JR stopped in the Florida panhandle and crashed for a couple of hours. “Okay, if a woman with a southern drawl doesn’t kill me, the humidity or mosquitos might.” Before he pulled out, he needed to zig-zag across the state line to empty a bank account. 

Singing along with a bro-country song, he enjoyed the breeze blowing through. Although people gave him some strange looks for not wearing a sweatshirt or at least sleeves in the fifty-degree weather. Outside of Copper Beach, he pulled in behind a car with the flashers going sitting off on the side of the road. JR let out a soft whistle, “Damn Sam, she’s sweet.” He reached over the seat and yanked the four-way and jack. “Morning. My name, is JR, let me fix your tire for you.” 

She gave him the once over, almost sticking her plaster-covered thumb in her eye, before managing to utter words in a sensible string, “I can change a tire.” 

“I don’t doubt that in the least.” Tapping the cast on her left arm, “It is a whole lot easier with two hands and if I didn’t and my southern belle mother found out, she would hand me my backside on a paper plate.” Stepping to the trunk, his forehead wrinkled, “Uhm...you skin a funky fish?” 

“No,” her hand shielded her pale green eyes. “I’m a mermaid.” 

“A mermaid. Okay.” JR was convinced, she spent too much time in the sun. 

“It’s a huge touristy thing. I worked across the state but, there is a place going in at the new Copper Beach Mall. We do shows, social events, occasional wishes for kids. They hired me because I’m good and we develop a following.” 

The flat bounced and fell over as he slid the replacement in place. “Yeah? I’m just moving in as you can tell.” His head bobbed toward his SUV, “My old coach wants me to play hockey for him.” 

“Pro or college?”

“Pro.”

“So, if it’s buckle bunnies for rodeo, and patch bunnies for bikers, what is the term for hockey?”

“Puck bunnies, but most of us just call them cheap.” JR cranked down on the lug nuts and popped the hubcap back into place. “There ya go, miss.”

“Coby. Thank you.” 

“Hey, do you know where Moe’s is?” 

JR smothered a smile when she needed to turn around three times to get her bearings, however, she was dead on. He pulled into the eatery with thirty minutes to spare, ordered food, found a table, and chowed down.

Coach Daniels sported a bit of gray at the temples and added maybe an extra pound or five around the middle, but his jovial attitude stayed the same. If you were part of his team, you wanted to work for him, you wanted his praise. As soon as he entered the building, all of JR’s thought processes felt like this choice was the right thing. This tiny beach town is where he was supposed to be. 

One glance at the man with Coach, and you knew they were related. “Bill, this is JR Avery, the tail end of the family. I think I coached all the boys.” JR rose to shake hands. “Bill is my brother; he has a construction company. Right now, their project is the new mall. How was the trip?”

“Informative. I learned some things on the way.”

“Good deal. Learning keeps you young. Lately, I have learned exactly how many times my wife will sigh before she does whatever she asked me to do. And then, I buy her a new bag or shoes.” Bill and JR laughed at Coach’s deadpan delivery. “Gloria’s dad invested in several houses when he moved down, I own a couple I want to gut and flip. Gloria and I agreed, we have a smaller old-style Florida house in need of updating. You can live there rent-free. Bill agreed to teach you the trade and when you finish the mall, you should have the skills to redo the houses with me.” 

“Coach, I have never done any construction stuff.” Doubts began to creep in.

“Nope, but you learn fast, and you are dependable.” He had no intention of telling coach that according to his family, he was a major screw-up. “ 

Bill snickered, “I owe my brother several favors.”, with an eyeroll, “Simple rules. No drugs or booze on-site, we work between eight and ten-hour days, pack a lunch. The high school runs three lunch shifts, and you can’t get near the lone burger place out there. Steel toe boots, if you need some cash, I can front you some.”

“Naw, I’m set for a bit, thanks.” They traded numbers, Coach handed over a set of keys and explained how the electricity would work for the next month. 

Jase pulled up the address on Sand Piper Trail. The house was about ten minutes away.  “Def an older neighborhood. Oh wow, a garage. Cool.” Unlocking the door and stepping in was akin to finding a time warp. He wasn’t sure what the floor was, other than hard. Flecks of turquoise, pink, and green littered the possible stone. A small fireplace sat on one wall, “Never use that in Florida.” The kitchen had swinging doors with wagon wheel designs. “Yep, they go.” He opened the drapes across the back sliding door and found a pool with a decent patio. “Day-um boi.” Down the hall was a bathroom, a storage closet, a bedroom on each side, one more at the end of the hall with a full master bath. “Sweet. I can do this.” Back out by the kitchen, he decided the open space was probably an eating area, and between the house and garage was a laundry room. In the garage, he found a tiny bathroom. “Okay, two-car. I can work in here.” 

The appliances appeared to be new. Two shiny new trash cans sat in the garage. JR backed the trailer in and pulled up directions for the closest big box store. Cooler for lunch, ice cube maker, steel-toed boots, and a dozen muscle shirts. “Pitfalls of being the youngest, you’re stuck going to the grocery store with mom. Upside, I know how to shop like a big dog.” Three hundred dollars later he owned a new charcoal grill, charcoal, and groceries. 

He spent the night unloading the trailer, somewhere along the way, his folks decided to do a DITY move. Do it yourself. Vince drove mom’s van, watching mom manhandle a twenty-six-foot moving truck left them wondering what else she could do. They humped boxes out of a truck with a pull-behind trailer for hours until the rooms were sorted. Thinking about the day made him chuckle. 

Being the last of the original roommates and the last one to leave, he took everything the three of them paid for. Granted, the furniture was nowhere close to showroom quality, but it was comfortable for someone his size. Around midnight he sat down with a sandwich and a beer. “Tomorrow, find a thrift store and the rest of what I need.” He was asleep as soon as he stretched out. 

Morning started early thanks to coach texting to let him know he had a Saturday press thing and the wi-fi was on, set his own password. After he hung up on his mom, he blocked her number. Her messages went straight to voice mail. Dad would try to wait him out. Hurricane Laura would blow until she realized he was no longer in Colorado, and no one had spoken to him. JR figured Elise or Vince would be the first to track him down. “Someone should have explained birth control to my parents...yuk.” He gave up. “Time for coffee and food and find what I need. Grabbing his list, he was out the door. 

On each side of the county line, he found three large thrift stores. A table and four chairs and a living room chair came from one, a caddy full of silverware at another, a new lamp, and a pile of other small things at a third. He wanted the patio furniture set, but reality said keep dreaming. While checking out, the manager asked about it. “Not really in the budget.” 

She tapped his open wallet, “Military ID gets you half off on Friday’s. She drove a hard bargain, but JR turned on the charm and made out like a bandit. At a yard sale, he discovered a signed Gordie Howe picture for a ridiculously cheap price, which is when he noticed everything was dirt cheap. When they heard he just moved in, they gave him several boxes of goods. 

“Not a bad day, stop at the mini-mart for beer and chips and I’m done.” Standing at the register JR glanced to his left, a rack of postcards sat there. Staring back at him was Mermaid Coby. He grabbed two. 
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Bright sunshine, palm trees swayed, a balmy seventy-three degrees, a gorgeous day. Until jets from Tampa rocketed overhead, Coby cringed every time. Hands shaking, she put the key in the ignition, talking to herself as she started the car. “Just a plane. No big deal. It is the epitome of a nothing burger. You got this.” Only a ten-minute drive to work, she repeated all her mantras. Still shaking but able to breathe, she exited the car. Suited up and in the tank, she wished her friend still worked with her, but Aleigha went solo six months ago so she could better monitor her little brother’s health. 

Chad  didn’t help. A product of a poorly raised set of parents. There was a reason she never let her place go even though she moved in with her boyfriend of a year. “Can you act more girly? Do you need to eat that? Are wide asses hereditary? Isn’t that a bit much with the makeup? You’ve been out of the military for a while, why do stupid noises still scare you? Your opinion should mirror mine. You need a real job; do you have any idea how people laugh when you say you’re a mermaid? Bitch, back talk me and I’ll slap the stupid right out of your homely ass head.” Pushing her was not smart. By the time he woke up, she was long gone along with her stuff. She left the key hanging out of his nose with “ass hole” written in permanent marker across his face.  

*****
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WATER RAN OVER THE once bright pink line as she read the card packed in with the cover stick. Trying to mimic the movements she did during a show made her wrinkle her nose. “Hmm, amazing. Cheapest one seems to work the best. Thinking back to that day still gave her the heebie jeebies. 

She remembered watching the storm radar on TV as winter winds whistled through the cracks around the windows. Rain would soon pelt the area, the same as any other cold front coming through. Thinking about how it was a bit surprising the haunted house sound was not louder. Once a roadside motel catering to tourists and their motor cars in the late forties and early fifties, the new owners converted the place into a cluster of tiny apartments. The office still held hints of the art deco styling. They painted the block buildings ‘Florida blue’ which combined turquoise and sky blue and bright white trim. 

Thanks to a series of hurricanes, the state road resurface job turned into a move-the-whole-thing-a-quarter- mile-to-higher-ground job. The end result wasn’t so bad. Live oak and Cypress trees threw shade across thick St. Augustine grass. If the weather turned super-hot and ACs were on the fritz, a couple of single moms with their toddlers would be at the fountain cooling the babies off. No one bothered anyone else. The owners paid her to mow and clean out empty apartments when tenants either moved or died. She just finished one of the cleanouts, the new paint went up before noon, the last box came in with her. 

Her apartment door slammed open. Coby grabbed a knife from the box she just carried over. “Bitch, you and your friend are not screwing up things for my brother.” He reeked of cheap booze and stale urine.

“I don’t know your brother, get your ass outta here.” He sounded exactly like the jerk she served with. She did not move an inch. Her training kicked in, hold your ground. Be ready to fight. Kill or be killed is a reality.  

Claude’s eyes narrowed, “My brother said you were a geek, a pencil pusher.” One dirty hand rubbed his crotch, sheer will kept her from shivering in revulsion. “I think maybe my brother sent me on a wild goose chase. No one forgets a Young.”

“Because you’re all assholes.” Her eyes narrowed as she debated how tanked he truly was. He moved faster than she gave him credit for. Hearing her arm pop triggered something. Coby went into full-on fight mode. Flight was not an option. Claude never planned on her throwing hands or the accuracy of her punches. He pulled a knife from his belt. She stifled a scream as the blade sliced into her flesh. His leer spurred her on. She would bet he never gave a second thought about a woman fighting back. The weighted knife handle gave her swing some oomph on the last punch. Her backswing opened him like a bag of cheap chips. He grabbed her arm with both hands and twisted in opposite directions as he slammed the limb against the bathroom door frame. She was close enough to him, plunging the blade into his body she fished about, tangling the metal in his intestines, she ripped her hand back, leaving him on a fast road to death. Adrenaline kept her moving as she packed her wound with a tampon cut in half lengthwise and wrapped her chest in maxi pads and enough ace wrap to renew a dozen mummies.

She lived in the motel manager’s former digs. A side door opened out under a carport. Pulling her Camry up blocked most of the view. She opened large garbage bags and lined her trunk with them. Dragging him out one-handed made her see stars and break out in a cold sweat. Duct tape is your friend if body disposal is your gig. One long piece kept his arm from falling back to smack her. A length of clothesline and a come-along hooked to the underside of the seat, a couple of fence posts duct-taped together and she succeeded in hoisting Claude into the trunk. 

Mopping the floor came next, the bucket got dumped at the edge of the woods. She pulled the sponge off the handle and tossed it in with his body. Using her head to hold a one by four board in place while she used a drill to screw it to the door and wall gave her a headache. Ugly as sin, but she figured the makeshift repair would hold. She climbed in the car and drove off. A benefit of growing up in a swampy state, you know where to and how to dispose of a body. She rammed a machete through him, fed a chain through his body, and locked a couple links around a cinder block using a dollar store lock with the dial popped off. 

Drug smugglers used this trail, the storms would hold them off until the bay settled. Figuring on an hour at best, she flipped their partially hidden john boat over and dragged Claude inside. One good push and he slid into the dark water. Two rounds from a .45 made sure the boat sank. She left the bags and a tarp under some crap at a semi-abandoned homeless camp. 

His watch, rings, wallet, phone, and keys sat in her console. She went home, took a shower, did a sweep with a UV light, and then headed north. From Hernando to Jackson counties took a solid four-hour trip. But only because she exceeded the speed limit in between stops to puke in pain. As soon as she entered the clinic, her old chum knew something was up and bad. 

Sticking to her story about a drunk boyfriend, an argument which turned ugly, and she had no idea where he ran to, but he was gone. Coby went back home with a cast on her arm, too many stitches to count, and twenty-five oxy tabs. Sleep came in spurts. Drugged as she was, she kept checking to be positive the place came up clean.

Seventy-two hours, much longer and someone would ask questions. Ones she had no intention of answering. Between three and five a.m. Kingsley became a ghost town. She wrestled her arm into a hoodie, pulled the hood over her hair, and drove Claude’s rental car to a Field’s parking lot. She took time to wipe down the inside as she waited for the semi-truck to pull in. Once the trailer blocked the security cameras, she bailed out and headed for the roadside. As she walked, she flipped the hoodie right side out, hot pink with purple letters, “Mermaid Life” across the back. Her arm and chest throbbed with every step. Coby put almost two full miles under her feet when a cop pulled over to ask if she was okay. 

“Yeah, the boy who was supposed to pick me up, never showed. So, I get more exercise.” Leaning against the squad car, she mildly flirted with the new addition to their small department.

Small town cops were not letting her walk with thick fog rolling in. Officer with the nice smile even stopped at a fast-food place for a couple of sausage and egg biscuits. Before she crashed out, she had two more tasks. Make sure the bullets do not match the barrel on her weapon and fix the door frame. One fast phone call “Hey girl, need you. No questions. Bring a couple rolls of gauze and a hammer.” 

Twenty minutes later an old olive drab Dodge Coronet station wagon pulled up to her apartment. Slim, light brown hair, and a local girl, she bounced inside. “What the hell? That’s some back-wood, jerry-rigged shit there.” They tromped out to the storage shed and pulled in supplies. In an hour they accomplished the mission. 

“Fan-freaking-tastic, grab the gauze and don’t ask why you need to bandage my boob.” 

Aleigha’s eyes opened wide, “Coby Rae...If that was Chad, I will run his balls over a box grater, tie him to a tree, upend a can of honey on his ass and leave a trail of hog chow to him.”

“Tweeker, I never laid eyes on him before. He ran off bleeding like a stuck pig. He wanted someone who supposedly lived here. Name didn’t sound familiar.” No way in hell would she implicate Aleigha in any way shape or form. Some things you keep to yourself. 

For the first time since she left the military, she wished she was crawling into a cot in a chu in a country most people misspelled. Her threats to go to the press must have rattled Young more than she imagined. 

Her mother called later in the day, sounding chipper as ever. “I talked to Carole today. They’re going to open a mermaid thing in Copper Beach. She sounded like she might be looking to add you to the roster.” One phone call later, Carole wanted her. She was a fan and was working on a list of names of others she knew well. By the end of the week, they arranged a meeting, she signed a contract and packed up. If Young tracked her down once, he would damn well try again. Copper Beach and Bean City were her old stomping grounds. Sugar Mill Road still led to the rock formation that used to be the sign marker. Home. There, she felt safer. 

*****
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ALONE WAS SAFER. THE attack came less than two months after she moved back to the apartment. 

If she knew then what she did now, maybe she would have followed Claude into the dark water. Stirring her drink, she stared out over the beach. Alone used to feel safer, now it was simply what the word implied. Alone. Void of the person who makes your heart sing. Flipping the page in the photo album she found one of her, which sent her down memory lane again.

*****
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A LITTLE GIRL IN A pink dress caught her attention, she reminded Coby of herself. She once had dress just like it. Her dad bought it. Awestruck by the mermaids, hanging on every move and word, just like she did. As the kids lined up to leave, Coby caught her gazing into the tank. Waving at the child, her face lit up, making the mermaid’s entire week seem better. 

Interactions like that, are the only thing she missed about her old workplace. 

Another day, another dollar went against her mindset, but lately, she wondered where her mind would wander off to next. 

Copper Beach, first time she put her toes in the sand was a mile down from where she sat. Her dad held her hands as she crab-walked into the water and sat where the water rushed over her feet. Wiping a tear from her cheek she stared out at the horizon. “A little guidance dad. Be appreciated. Where am I going? Am I going to find mister right, or am I doomed to a life full of mister okay for now men?”

By Christmas, she rented a small trailer, landed several jobs to hold her while the new place was under construction, and established herself as the hometown girl who came back to her roots. 

*****                                  
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COBY TURNED THE RADIO down, listening to her car, blump, blump, boom, and a whistling noise. “Damn it.” Shaking her head, she pulled off the road as far as she dared. “Yep, that sucker is a pancake.” She popped the trunk and began to shove her tails out of the way. Being a professional mermaid comes with perks...storing your equipment is not one of them. With a sigh she grabbed the tire and jerked, as she did, a blue SUV pulled up behind her. What stepped out made her knees wobble. Oh lordy, he came stee-rate from the candy store. Oh. Em. Gee.

JR. He actually introduced himself. She wanted to ask him if the name was a junior or initials, but she was more worried about other aspects. “I can change a tire.” She had to. And change the oil. Mama would not let her get a license until she did those things. He was so sincere as he explained about his mother kicking his butt if he even considered not helping her. Holy mother, boy, what did they feed you? I think my ovaries hurt. Having been raised to be a tad bit sneaky, she acted as if she was texting someone and instead took several pictures of her rescuer. He even blocked traffic so she could move onto the road. No sooner did his truck door close than she wanted to kick herself. 

“Coby Rae Jensen, you are an idiot. Why did you not ask for his number?” She clicked the turn signal and followed the street to her mobile home. “Well, he said he played hockey, I guess I may need to buy a ticket and try to find him. No, that is classified as stalking. You can’t stoop to that level unless he’s naked. No! I did not say...oh lord.”

Two days later she bemoaned the fact to her cohort, Connie, aka Coral. “Girl, I swear to all things holy...he has abs you could see under this tight ass t-shirt, and a scooshie butt,” she motioned with both hands if one counted the limited movements with the cast. “he’s a flirt and has the prettiest blue eyes and jet-black-hair. And I didn’t get his number.”

“Coby! How could you forget?”

“Too busy trying to not drool.” 

They strolled into the meeting and the unveiling of what would be their theater. A chorus of “Wows” followed as the curtain slid back. “Oh, my gawd, it’s huge!” 
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Jase snorted; he was dog-tired from the longest couple of weeks ever. However, if playing was number one on his list, he needed to make the effort.

Saturday at one, he sat next to Coach Daniels with five other former college or minor league players and the same number of pros. For the most part, they knew each other. Avery and Lindeforte were the two everyone expected to be the enforcers. Both stood six foot five and only a few pounds apart. The guys exchanged numbers and stopped with the staff at a seafood place on the beach.  

Sunday, he re-organized the house, satisfied with the job, he broke out a crockpot. “Thank you, Dani.” His sister taught him a couple of super easy meals to make. Monday all he would need to do was scoop some out and microwave the bowl. 

*****
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WHEN HE CAME IN AFTER his first full day at work, he was positive every muscle in his body held a revolt. As he sat on the back patio, watching a slithery intruder try to enter, he offered an ultimatum to the wildlife, “Don’t even think so buckaroo. I heard all about the nope ropes here. You are unwelcome.” To prevent that from happening, he grabbed a caulking gun from the garage and a couple of tubes of caulk. No opening was left unsealed. 

Friday afternoon he just cleared the shower when a couple of guys from work called, “Come on man, a couple of beers won’t hurt ya.” He viewed the night as bonding. The Lucky Duck-Inn was the epitome of a dive bar. But the beer was cold, and the women were decent looking in the neon lights. At eight a small band crammed their gear onto a smaller stage with them and kicked the show into overdrive. 

JR caught some honey checking him out. Long ago she discovered with more moves than a snake on a hot road, she held a male’s attention. He watched for a while, blond with dark roots, pants slung so low they barely covered the goods. She never planned on some sexy dude being able to match her and make all the women hoot and whistle. At closing, he unwrapped her arms from his neck and turned her over to the friends she came with.  

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
TIDES OF LOVE

Carissa Marks

gt
P y






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





