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CHAPTER ONE  
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MIRROR LAKE LODGE WAS bigger than Storm had expected, two stories, timber built, and cedar sided. Though it had obviously been designed to blend into the surroundings, it had too much presence to disappear into the background, even here, among a forest of giant redwoods that swept down a series of hills to the immensity of the Pacific Ocean.  

After a quick drive-by they’d parked the car and walked through the dense woods, working their way, sometimes more noisily than she’d have liked, toward the rear of the lodge. 

Storm’s eyes had adjusted to the dark and she no longer needed to use her cell phone’s flashlight. The narrow deer trail they’d followed through the brush opened onto a small meadow surrounded by trees. Damp ferns threw shadows like rows of jagged teeth, and moss hung in tattered green curtains from wind-twisted branches. It was quiet, not even the piping of a frog or the chirping of a cricket to remind you there was something else alive out there.  

Looking to her left she could barely make out the shadow that was her father.  His presence added to the surreal feeling of the night. She moved forward, pushing through underbrush and past trees until she could see down the long slope to the lodge her mother ran as a bed and breakfast. 

Storm could neither see nor hear the ocean, less than a mile away, but its proximity was obvious. For one thing, she could smell it, the tangy mix of salt, seaweed and dead things was unmistakable. Another sign were the colorful floats hanging from the back-deck rail. A row of welcoming yellow porch lights made the green, orange, and blue floats glow. The same light called attention to the back door, the only barrier between her and the mother she hadn’t seen in twenty years. A grim smile crossed her lips as she recognized the irony, that the parent she most wanted to see was not the one standing beside her.  

From the front of the house Storm heard a door slam and then footsteps on gravel. She stepped back, making sure she was hidden from view. Checking her father, she noted that he’d dropped into a crouch, well concealed by a clump of brush and ferns. She nodded her approval.

They’d acted just in time. The figure of a man appeared from around the front corner of the building, walking steadily across the lawn at the bottom of the slope to her left, moving away from the lodge. Storm watched the red tip of the cigarette he held clenched in his teeth bob up and down. Then she heard a new sound, the rattling of chains. 

Searching for the source of the noise, she eventually made out the shape of a dog, a pit bull she thought, chained to a tree. Four trees, their slender trunks covered with distinctive white bark, grew in a loose cluster between the lodge and the line of evergreens that marked the edge of the forest. Their lower branches swept nearly to the ground, partly obscuring her view. 

Once she knew what to look for, she soon spotted a second dog and then a third. Three dogs! They’d been lucky they’d stopped when they had. A few more steps and the dogs would have seen or smelled them and barked their heads off, alarming everyone in the house. In fact, Storm questioned why the dogs hadn’t barked already.  Surely they’d seen the man and should be howling a greeting. 

But the dogs didn’t bark. Instead, they growled, a low vibration deep in their throats. A sound filled with hate and intention. Straining against the chains that held them, the weak light made their teeth gleam, turned their eyes into luminous green embers. The two dogs were vicious, malevolent. The third dog remained where it had been lying, curled at the base of the tree where it was tied.

The man dropped something he’d been carrying. It crackled when it hit the ground and Storm realized it was a bag of dog food. However, instead of feeding the dogs the man stepped toward the one that hadn’t moved. She watched as he nudged it with the toe of his shoe. When it didn’t react she assumed it was dead. She was surprised to see the man draw back his foot and kick it. She heard a whimper and the dog seemed to grow even smaller. It wasn’t dead, she realized, just terrified. 

She heard the man say something, but she couldn’t make out what it was. Then she saw the glow of the cigarette grow brighter as he took a deep draw. He took it from between his lips and bent over the dog. 

Storm’s gun was in her hand. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

The sound blended into one long thundering, pulsing beat.

They ran. 

With the sound of the three tightly-spaced shots still echoing, Storm and her father ran the way they’d come. Stumbling over ferns, tearing their pants and the skin of their ankles on grasping blackberry vines, they managed to reach the narrow deer trail. Storm dragged her cell phone from her back pocket, found the flashlight icon and thumbed it on. The light turned the trail white, the brush gray. Storm had never been so grateful for anything. Behind them from the lodge came the sound of a door slamming open, men shouting. 

They ran faster, slipping and sliding down the hill until they reached the road. Storm raced toward where she thought she’d left the car. The crunch of gravel underfoot sounded like a challenge she didn’t want to make. 

The already feeble light seemed to dim as shadows slid across the face of the moon. 

“Where is it? I can’t find the damn car,” Storm whispered. 

“There,” her father said. “Look there.”

Storm looked where he pointed and saw a gleam of metal. It was her car, right where she’d left it, backed in between trees and vicious blackberry vines. She didn’t bother with finding a trail, just crashed through the brush, digging the keys from her pocket as she went. She’d left the car unlocked and now she jerked the door open, jumped in, and slid the key into the ignition in one graceful motion. 

She started the car as her father dropped into the passenger seat, and tugged his door closed. Leaving the lights off, she drove forward slowly until they were out of the brush and on the level surface of the road, then she slammed her foot on the gas. The tires spun for a moment, then found traction and they shot away. 

“What the hell was that?” Her father demanded as she flipped on the headlights. “Why did you shoot that man?”

“He was going to hurt the dog!”

“A dog?” he said, his voice filled with disbelief. “You shot him over a dog.”

“Yes, and I’d do it again. I couldn’t let—”

Her response was interrupted by the sound of motorcycles. The noise of the unmuffled engines throbbed through the woods. Storm grasped the wheel, fighting as the car slid around a curve at fifty miles per hour, then she braked just making the turn onto North Bank Road. Moving too fast, the tires skittered across the loose gravel and the car slid sideways toward the river. Storm steered into the skid and the car lurched then straightened, picking up speed again. 

“You’re leaving a dust trail,” Storm’s father shouted. 

“I know,” she yelled back. Then they were hurtling across the wooden bridge, their tires sending up a hollow thrum as they passed over the wide wooden planks and the empty places in between. 

“Better?” she asked, as the car left the bridge with a jolt then smoothed out on the paved asphalt street.

Twisting in his seat to look out the back window, he said. “Yeah, better. But they aren’t far behind.”

Ahead in the distance, Storm saw the glow of light in the sky that indicated a city or town. She took the first street that seemed to head in that direction. After a few moments, they saw a house, then another. Soon they were in a residential area, with a posted speed limit of twenty-five. Storm let her speed drop to thirty. Even then she was nervous that at any moment she’d see flashing lights behind. 

Cruising deeper into the neighborhood, Storm finally spotted what she’d been searching for, a dark street with too few driveways. Row of cars were parallel parked along the street. She found a spot between two of them, executed a perfect maneuver that put the car’s tires inches from the curb, then jumped out. “Come on,” she urged, and didn’t bother waiting to see if her father followed. If she’d learned anything in the few hours spent with him, it was that he knew when to stay quiet and when to move. 

Move was just what they did, jogging quickly, side by side across a lawn toward a carport at the side of a ranch-style house. A bronze minivan took up one half of the space, the rest was filled with stacked firewood. 

As they sidestepped alongside the van Storm realized the sound of the motorcycles was getting louder. As her father sidled along behind her his hip bumped into the stack of wood and something shifted. There was a small thud as one of the logs fell loose and hit the ground. Joe hissed a soft curse under his breath. Both froze.  

The motorcycles were close. Backing into the small area between the front of the van and the rear wall, Storm stumbled on the short log that had fallen but managed to stay on her feet. The space was very dark, but she didn’t dare chance a light. Instead, she hunched down, and waited. She didn’t have to wait long before two motorcycles roared past and kept going. They hadn’t even slowed.

“They didn’t recognize your car,” her father said unnecessarily.

Storm nodded. “We got lucky.”

“We should wait awhile though.”

“Yes,” she agreed. She could hear him breathing, shallow, panting breaths that reminded her that he was not young. He’d been thirty-five when he went to prison. That would make him fifty-five now. Not exactly ancient but no, definitely not young. 

“At least we can be comfortable.” Joe reached up, felt around in the dark, tugged a log free from the pile and set it on end at the front of the van.

“Be careful,” she warned. “Don’t bump the van. It probably has an alarm.”

“Yeah, didn’t think about that. But here, have a seat,” he whispered. He removed another log and set it near the first. Storm slid the gun into its holster and did as he asked. They sat in tense silence, listening for the sound of the motorcycles, each lost in thought. 

Storm hunched forward, elbows on her knees, face resting on her palms, eyes closed. She’d shot a man. Bikers were looking for them. Her husband was probably going to leave her. How had so many things gone wrong in such a short time?
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CHAPTER TWO
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IT WAS HARD TO BELIEVE that only a few hours had passed since she’d heard the knock on the front door. She remembered thinking it was probably Alex or Grace, or both. Alex and Grace Goodenough were next door neighbors. Retired professors, they now devoted their time to travel. She expected them back from their latest trip to Europe any day and knew they’d be by to pick up their mail and share their latest adventures. Normally Storm looked forward to seeing them, she just wished their timing was better. 

The smell of slightly charred burgers and sesame buns toasting on the barbecue grill, had followed her through the house. Her stomach growled. With the kids attending a birthday party at a neighbor’s, she’d been looking forward to a quiet dinner with Tom. They were going to talk about the upcoming move to New Mexico. Storm reminded herself that one of her goals was to learn to handle change better, to be a little less OCD, so she amped up her smile, tugged the long sleeves of her Oregon Ducks t-shirt down to hide the scars on her wrist, and opened the door. 

He was standing on the porch, literally hat in hand, and he was crushing the life out of it. His hair was cut as short as she remembered, but it was completely gray. His face was pale, with new wrinkles and a scar on his chin she didn’t recall. He was still tall, if a little stooped, slender, if a little soft in the middle. Still, even with the changes brought on by two decades in prison, she’d recognize him anywhere. Joe Don Dean, the main character of her nightmares, and the man she’d loved like no other—her father. 

She knew she should say something, but nothing came to her. She’d rehearsed this moment ever since learning that her father was due for release. She couldn’t remember a thing she’d planned to say. None of it. Maybe if she took a deep breath. She gasped, realizing that for a moment she’d forgotten to breathe. That hadn’t been in the rehearsal. Neither had the tornado of pain and conflict that tore through her, ripping at her core, threatening to tear her defenses down to let out something—a roar of pain, tears?

“Why?” Was all she managed.  

“Your mother’s in trouble and I need your help.”

These words might have been the only ones able to stop the torrent of whatever had wound itself so deeply in Storm’s stomach that it felt like something alive, something slippery and heavy and coiled to strike. Instead of letting loose a tirade of angry words she responded to his anxious tone and said, “What kind of trouble?” 

“I need to borrow your car, maybe a few bucks. You’ll get them back.”

“I asked you what kind of trouble.” 

He looked at her—into her eyes—for the first time. His eyes were the color of burnt caramel, like hers, with gold flecks, like hers. 

Down the street a door slammed, a skateboard rumbled down a sidewalk, and a dog barked, reminding her that they were still standing on the porch.

She did not want to talk to him out here, in front of the whole neighborhood. Though it was the last thing she thought she’d ever do she said, “Come in,” in. Her voice was so absent of emotion it sounded strangely robotic, even to her. “My husband is out back barbecuing. I’d be more comfortable if we went back there.” She led him through the house as if he were someone familiar, and he was, wasn’t he? 

Tom had set their plates on the picnic table and was sitting in front of his, waiting for her. He looked up when he heard her step on the back porch. She moved into the sunlight and shot him a warning look. Then she moved aside as her father stepped from the house and stood beside her. A shiver played up and down her spine as she introduced them, “Tom, this is my father, Joe. Joe, this is my husband, Tom.” 

Tom stood, extricated himself from the table and stepped back from it, as if he needed a clear space in which to greet this stranger he knew too much about. Her father put his hat on as if to free his hands but made no move to shake. Other than a small nod, he kept his head down, his gaze on the ground. Still a prisoner, compliant and submissive thought Storm. It annoyed her. She bit her lip. Funny, a moment ago she could have dreamed of nothing better than to have her father in front of her, beaten, broken. But now it just pissed her off.  

It was Tom who moved forward, stepped across the patio with a measured stride, climbed two of the three steps and put his hand out. “Nice to meet you,” was the strange thing he said. Then, as Storm analyzed it, she realized there was nothing else he could say. The polite, expected greeting was better than Tom punching her father—wasn’t it? In any case, Tom was relying on his innate good manners and waiting for a cue from her. But what did she want him to do? 

“Are you hungry?” she asked. “Tom always makes too much.” Courtesy seemed to be the tool by which they were all going to navigate this awkward moment.

“No but thank you. I’m not here to put you out.”

“Well, take a seat at least.  It’s awkward to talk when we’re on different levels.”

Hesitantly he took the backpack he’d been carrying slung over one shoulder and set it down on the stone patio, then took a seat on a folding lawn chair at the end of the picnic table. He sat perched on the edge as if he were afraid the chair would not bear his weight. Storm took her customary seat at the picnic table and was surprised when Tom stood behind her, his hand on her shoulder rather than taking his own seat. 

“So,” she said, addressing her father, “please tell me what’s wrong. Why does my mother need help?”

He leaned forward in the chair, his forearms resting on his knees, his hands moving constantly in a washing motion, as if they hurt, or as if he could not be entirely still. “Not sure where to begin.” He paused a moment, then looked up.  “About ten years ago I sent a letter to your Aunt June asking about you and your mother. She wrote me back, said Lisa was well, had inherited a bed and breakfast. That you were married, still living in Beaverton and that I was a grandfather. After that we kept in touch, exchanging letters, writing each other about once a month until she passed on.”

Storm experienced the familiar touch of sadness she always felt when something reminded her of her deceased Great Aunt June, the woman who had taken her in when she was thirteen. 

Her father continued. “I couldn’t stand not knowing how you and your family were doing. so I finally manned up and asked my friend, Rip, who had just been released and owed me a favor, to call your mother. But she wasn’t there and he ended up talking to a woman named Jackie. Rip told me Jackie didn’t think Lisa was ready to hear from me. However, she said she’d be happy to work as an intermediary and share what she learned about you and your kids, because she understood the importance of family.

Storm could see he wanted her to say something, maybe to ask a question, make this conversation easier, but there was nothing in her DNA, or in their past, that would make her want to make things easier for him.

“After that I managed to get Rip to call once in a while. He only called on Monday’s because we knew your mother wouldn’t be there. Jackie said she did her errands that day. 

“That’s how I kept track of all of you. Your mother would tell Jackie, and Jackie would tell Rip and he would write me a letter. I know it sounds strange, but that’s what I did.

“I hope you’ve come to forgive your mother for leaving you while you were in the hospital. I also hope you’re willing to help her. After what happened, she had a breakdown and ended up on the street.”

“I know what happened to Mom. I got a letter from Aunt June after she died, explaining that she’d wanted to tell me about my mom, but she’d made a promise not to. However, she knew she was running out of time to tell me the truth and decided she had to break the promise and tell me where my mother was, and why I had to stay with Aunt June even though Mom was doing better. That they had decided I needed the stability of Aunt June to get past my past. I know they made the right decision. I’m not sure where I’d be without my aunt. She stepped in for both of you. Did what you should have done.”

“That’s for sure,” Joe agreed. “I’m grateful to her every day. The older I get the more I realize how little I was prepared for a wife, let alone a family. I guess that sounds like I’m trying to make excuses. I don’t mean to. I don’t know how else to say it. ”

Storm was done. She had no interest in rehashing the past. If he wanted to continue walking down memory lane he would be walking alone. Storm shrugged, dismissing him, “Let’s just talk about now. What’s going on? Why do you think my mother  needs help?”

“I called the lodge yesterday. Jackie said four men with motorcycles showed up and moved in. Rough types. Her words, not mine. She said Lisa refuses to kick them out and she thinks it’s because she’s afraid of them. She thinks maybe they threatened her. Jackie wanted to call the police, but your mother made her promise she wouldn’t. Told her she was being silly and that they were paying customers.”

“Sounds like Jackie’s a bit of a Nervous Nellie,” said Storm. Tom’s hand on her shoulder was distracting and she wished he’d sit down. 

“She’s never struck me that way,” her father said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure her past hasn’t exactly been a bed of roses.  Jackie says they pretend to be guests but she’s sure they’re pressuring your mother in some way. Her wildest guess was that Lisa hired them to protect her. She’d heard I’d been released. I guess the prison sent her a letter?”

Storm nodded. She too had received a letter informing her of the release of Joe Don Dean. She remembered looking at it and wondering what it meant to her. Mostly because she had yet to deal with her anger toward him and wondered what she’d do if he showed up on her doorstep. At least she didn’t have to wonder about that anymore.

How had her mother reacted to finding out her ex was getting out of prison? Had she been afraid? Were there things about her leaving that Storm didn’t know about? And, if her mother was scared, was she justified in her fear? If so, wouldn’t helping her father get to her be exactly the wrong thing to do?

She had no answers, just a growing sense of guilt that some of this was her fault. After all, if she’d been brave enough to contact her mother when she first found out where she was, she might now have a relationship with her, some connection beyond the memorized phone number to a bed and breakfast in California. It was a little pathetic.

Finally, she said, “I’m not sure what to think about this. I want to help her but I’m not sure you do. I don’t know you.”

Her father winced as if she’d slapped him. “I know,” he said. “I know and I’m very ashamed of that fact.  More ashamed of that than anything, and I have a long list of things to be ashamed of.” He stared down at the ground between his feet in that same submissive pose that seemed to come so naturally to him.  

It set Storm’s teeth on edge and put her somewhere between the conflicting desires of shooting him or patting him on the shoulder reassuringly.

“Once I got out I planned to write you, maybe send a postcard,” he continued. “I wanted to let you know I’d like to see you, tell you how sorry I am.  I was going to follow that up with a phone call, but now everything has changed. Now I don’t have time to take my time. Now I feel like the most important thing is helping your mother. I can’t explain why, but I know she’s in trouble.  I just know it.”

“And somehow you think you’re the one to charge in, play hero and fix everything?” asked Storm, not trying to hide the sarcasm in her tone. She felt Tom’s hand tighten on her shoulder. 

“I don’t know about that,” he said. “Once I get there I may have to call out the troops, get the police involved, but I have to scope it out first. That’s all I’m asking from you, help me get out there and see what there is to see. We’re the only family your mother has. I promise I’ll return your car as soon as I figure it out. I’ll get you your money back as soon as I get some work.”

Tom’s fingers tightened even more. Storm shifted away from the bruising pressure, surprised by the strength of his grip but more so by his next words. 

“It’s time for you to go.”

She twisted in her seat and looked up at him. “What?” she asked.

“It’s time for your father to go,” he said. He stepped around the table and walked up the porch steps. “Here, let me get the door for you,” he said, swinging it open.

“Tom, what are you doing?” Storm asked.

“It should be obvious. I’m kicking your father out of our house.”

“But—but, we were talking.”

“Talking’s over. I have been very patient, but my patience has worn out.” He gestured toward the door.  “Would you like to escort your father through the house and back out the way he came in, or should I? 

Storm was so shocked by the no-nonsense command from her normally gentle husband that she couldn’t react.

Joe stood, absently touched his forehead with two fingers, a sort of unconscious salute.  Then he headed up the stairs and walked past Tom through the door and into the house without looking up. 

Storm followed him down the hall and into the living room, then darted past him to open the front door. When they were outside, she turned to him and said, “He shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t be upset with him,” he said, interrupting her. “In his shoes, I’d have done the same. He’s got to protect you. It’s his job. The same way I’ve got to try and protect your mother.” 

“I know,” said Storm. “But both of you need to understand that I never let anyone tell me what I can or cannot do. Even if it is to protect me.”

Maybe it was the presence of her father, but the words rang in her ears with the angry, petulant tone of a child.

“If there was something I could do, or say, to show how much I regret that night,” he told her. “How I would give anything to have a time machine, so I could go back—” 

This time it was her turn to interrupt. “Do you have a number where I can reach you?”

He shook his head, “No, I’m sorry. I don’t have the money to get one. The halfway house has a landline, but I don’t plan to go back right away.”

“You’re still going to see if you can help Mom? How are you going to get there?”

He held up his fist, thumb extended. “I may not be up on all the current technology, but I’m pretty sure this thing still works. I’m going to walk to the highway and see if I can thumb a ride.”

“How long do you think it will take you to get to Crescent City that way?”

“Not sure. If I’m lucky and catch a ride straight through, seven or eight hours. 

“And a whole lot more if you’re not lucky.”

“I can’t argue with that,” he said. “But I still have to go.”

Storm nodded and moved aside, then watched as he lifted his battered bookbag to his shoulder and left, his long strides moving him down the sidewalk quickly. 

Storm stepped into the house and shut the door. For the barest moment she leaned back against it. Then, after a deep, steadying breath, she forced herself to move.

Tom was not in sight, so she went to their bedroom, where she dragged a small carry-on bag from the closet and began filling it.  She moved quickly, tossing in jeans and a couple of black, long sleeved jerseys, a flannel shirt in case it was cold, a pair of black slacks and a white blouse that had proven to be fairly wrinkle resistant. She added a pair of flats. The running shoes she had on would do for casual wear. In the bathroom, she gathered a few more things, including one of the travel-sized toothpastes, her dental hygienist gave her every six months. 

What the hell was she doing? 

Her rational side, silently observing as she packed, now came to the fore. Are you really going to run off on some heroic mission to save your mother? The question was full of self-mockery. This is the woman who ran away, abandoned you.

Storm, who had been born Willow but had legally changed her name, felt like she was standing in two different times and in two different bodies. There was Storm, the adult, who hated her childhood and her parents. Then there was Willow, the child, who remembered a mother who baked oatmeal cookies but refused to add raisins, joking that they were dead grapes and they weren’t grape cannibals. The mother who had helped tie her sneakers with double knots, so they wouldn’t come undone, so the other kids wouldn’t find out she didn’t know how to tie them by herself yet. This was her mother, damn it, and no matter what she’d done that meant something. She was going. 

Storm was as shocked by this as Tom would be when he found out. It was so unlike the person she’d tried to become. That woman’s life had been predictable and run on a tight schedule of appointments with dentists, doctors and hairdressers. A calendar filled with all the little tasks like planning meals, buying groceries, sweeping the patios and trimming the roses. She’d been so organized. Never missed a birthday, sent cards at Christmas. 

Then again, it had been some time since she’d been that woman. Everything had changed and she knew exactly when. 

She hadn’t quit her job yet. She’d still been working as a probation officer. That morning she’d been in her office talking to one of her clients about a story in the paper. Everyone had been talking about it, the article had concerned a local man who had abused his children in a horrific way but due to a glitch, had been released. They’d talked about justice and he’d promised to deliver it—with her help. After that had come late nights, missed appointments, forgotten errands, lies. She had become someone else yet again. Not a mother, or wife. Not a probation officer, but a vigilante. Before that change she’d never have dreamed of leaving Tom and the kids while she went off to—”

“Stormy.”

Tom’s voice, calling from the kitchen, broke her chain of thought. Zipping the bag shut, Storm left it on the bed and went to talk to him. 

“Did you still want to eat?” he asked. He was holding their dinner plates. 

“No,” she told him. “I’m not hungry.”

He tossed the paper plates and the untouched food into the garbage. Then he leaned back against the counter and looked at her. He said nothing for a moment, obviously waiting for her to start what would undoubtedly be a tough conversation. Only, she didn’t know where to start.

“Well?” he finally said.

“Well, I guess, I mean, I was surprised. I couldn’t believe you’d kick someone—kick my father—out of the house.” 

“What’s not to believe?” he asked a deep furrow forming between his eyes. “That the person responsible for the scars on your body, the scars in your mind . . .  How could you think that—that man—would be welcome in our home?”

“I didn’t say you were wrong. I said I was surprised. You have every right to be annoyed. He is the reason for all the things you just said—all the awful things I do, the awful way I look.”

“There is nothing wrong with the way you look, goddamn it, or anything you do, for that matter. But that’s exactly what I can’t stand. The way your childhood messed with your head, with your belief in who you are. I can’t help but hate him for that.”

“I know. I get it. I hate him for that too. Believe me. But I . . . well I can’t explain it, other than to say, he is my father, no matter what else. That’s the final truth, right? I didn’t get to choose him and I didn’t get to choose my mother. But that’s who they are and if my mother’s in trouble, if this person, this Jackie he talked to is right, and she needs help then—”

“Then she should call the police like any normal person would. If she doesn’t, then she’s probably involved in something illegal, right? She’s no better than he is. You’re right, you didn’t get to choose them, but you can choose not to have them in your life. You can choose not to help them. Your parents are a perfect pair. They both left you when you needed them the most.  Why in the world would you want to do anything for either one of them? Damn it, Stormy, you know I love you, but I’m putting my foot down. I will not let you loan that man your car or give him a dime.”

Storm felt a hot curl of anger ripple through her, every nerve ending coming alive as he spoke. With a smile she knew looked a little bit crazy she said softly, “You don’t tell me what to do. No one tells me what to do.”

“I’m just trying to protec—”

“Control. The word you want is control. That’s not going to happen. But you’re right, I’m not going to loan my father my car, or give him money. Instead, I’m going to drive to California and find out what’s going on, and I’m leaving right now!”

Before she could change her mind, before Tom’s wounded expression tore her nerve away, Storm strode from the kitchen, slowing only long enough to grab her bag from the bedroom. She was sure Tom would follow her, try to stop her. When he didn’t she was somewhat dismayed, but she couldn’t stop. Not until she found out her mother was safe. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t logical. But she was doing it anyway.
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CHAPTER THREE
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HE WAS WALKING ALONG the side of the road, his pace fast, his eyes focused on the distance ahead. She drove past, went two blocks, slowed. 

“Damn it,” she muttered under her breath. This was the man who had dragged her into his lap, doused her with rum, and then purposefully lit his lighter. This was the man who, instead of coming to visit his daughter in the burn unit, stayed drunk, drove drunk, hit an innocent girl walking home from school and went to prison for it. 

She sighed. In a way, none of it mattered. He was still her father and there was nothing she could do about it. Reluctantly she pulled over and unlocked the door. 

He stepped up to the car and bent to look in at her, one eyebrow going up, a question he didn’t ask. Then he got in. 

She drove a short distance and pulled into the familiar parking lot of a neighborhood grocery store. She chose a spot at the front, close to the ice dispenser and can return. 

A woman was returning empty soda cans. When Storm’s daughter, Lindsey, was younger she’d decided a friendly giant lived inside the can return machine. She’d loved nothing better than listening to the satisfying crunch as the giant chomped through his dinner. 

Storm sighed again. “We should go in and get some supplies for the trip.” 

He said nothing, only nodded, got out and followed her inside. She pulled a cart free “Find something to eat and drink. We don’t want to have to stop once we get rolling. I have almost a full tank of gas. We’ll get more when we need to.”

Fifteen minutes later they checked out with chicken strips, potato wedges and ranch dressing from the deli, a bag of pretzels, some apples, diet Coke, unsweetened tea, and a few bottles of water. Not exactly great nutrition, but it would do. 

Storm drove out of the parking lot. “Eat,” she told her father. “While it’s still warm.”

The sun was sliding through a pink and orange sky, light fading. She turned the radio up, playing an oldies rock station. Her father was studiously eating. She could tell he’d been hungry by the eager way he attacked the meal. 

“You want me to drive so you can eat?” he asked, after he’d finished half the chicken.

“No, I just had dinner, she lied. I bought that for you. Besides, do you even have a license?”

“No, I don’t have a license but I still remember how to drive. Isn’t it like riding a bike?” He gave her an awkward smile, then set the box of food on the console within her reach, opened a fresh packet of ranch dressing and propped it in one corner of the box. 
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