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Chapter One
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Winter’s grasp had gripped the Great North Woods. Five inches of fluffy light snow had blanketed the already frozen ground, covering up what remained of fresh snowmobile tracks and cross-country skiing exploits. Slight indentations could still be seen on the ice of the First Connecticut, but some time had passed since the last machine had raced across the lake and back to the sparsely built cabins that lined the frozen shoreline.

A lone spotlight on the point flickered, providing little if any light in this weather. One snow machine’s engine was still warm to the touch, while the other two stood gift-wrapped in snow by the post-Christmas storm. Parked under an awning wrapped pergola, the heavy snow pushed onwards and down. 

A series of steps led to the traditional log cabin’s heavy pine door. One set of boot prints indented the grooved boards while a metal shovel lay haphazardly against an Adirondack chair that stood watch on the adjacent deck, looking out into the weather’s arms.  

The windows remained covered, darkened by blinds and pulled curtains. The area was silent, save for the fallen snow. 

Several minutes passed, and what light there was disappeared. A muffled scream, followed by multiple wails, disappeared as quickly as they came. Moments later, a Suburban muffler roared on the other side of the cabin. 

Thump, thump, thump. 

A car door slammed shut. 

The 1986 Chevy bolted away from the front of the camp, down the dirt road, and headed into the storm. 

***
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Boom! Boom!

“Can you knock it off, you flipping SOB?” I just wanted some sleep.

Only three days had passed since I had the apartment in Bradenton transferred back to me, and my sorry, fat gamer of a neighbor continued to believe that his virtual reality world was best played at all hours of the night. 

It didn’t matter anyway. I wasn’t going to be able to sleep. I had yet to get through the night since everything happened. 

In only my wife-beater, the old standard white sleeveless number, and stripped down to a pair of red boxers, I wanted to call it a night. The set of push-ups, burpees, and eight-count bodybuilders had done nothing to induce any kind of sleep. The muscles I did have were fatigued and lacked tone. 

Three hours had passed since my brief foray into exercise, a new nightly ritual that I’d developed after everything that had happened. 

I rubbed my stomach and wondered when it would regain its old form, rather than the dad bod I had transformed into over the last year. No matter how much I fixated on my body, the fact remained that my thoughts were elsewhere — and rightfully so. 

Distractions were always temporary and fleeting at best. 

I wish I could focus only on her — to let my mind wander, to have my mind filled with those big doe eyes and that dimple on her left cheek. I could drift along, seeing her long, wavy, black hair with her smooth olive skin. In truth, it was everything about Isa that I missed. I struggled without her touch, her voice, her presence.

At first, I thought I had some control, a way to manage this loss. The days were full of distractions, but nighttime was the hardest.  

I couldn’t sleep on the bed; it made her absence that more obvious, and the new rusted orange leather couch, a replica of the old one, was far from broken in. Even where it stood, seemed off. I tried to move it to the other side of the room, and that didn’t feel right. 

None of it did. Yet, I knew I couldn’t just pack up and leave this apartment. There was something about the place that felt like home to me. We shared enough moments here that, despite what had happened within these walls, there was peace knowing she walked these floors.

Will told me not to come back, to simply hire a mover to pack up my things and drop them off in a new place. 

Things weren’t that easy. 

The framed picture on the entertainment center, where the flat screen used to be, made that abundantly clear. Those faces looking back at me and all of them, like Isa, are gone, never to return.

Boom! Boom!

“If you actually knew what it was like to be shot at, you would stop playing that f’ing game.”

I raised my fist at the wall. Why was my neighbor’s life so easy that he could disappear into his gamer world and not have a care in the world? I didn’t get it. 

My eyes closed for several minutes, only to reopen the moment another boom echoed through the wall. 

I had to get into bed, but I wasn’t ready to be there. The pillows and sheets still smelled like her. My first night back, I tried to sleep on the queen mattress, but all I did was cry. 

I couldn’t go back to that state, not tonight anyway. There was too much to do in the morning, more cases to work through, my meeting with Tracy loomed, and I had to stay busy.  The fifth of Stoli I had haphazardly purchased stood watch over me. The bottle taunted me.

“You’re not getting me to open you up, not now, not ever.” I looked over to the entertainment center where the bottle glistened. 

Light flooded across the screened second-floor balcony despite the sheer olive-green curtains. The blinds were trashed, ruined by Burnham, the hitman Denton and Winters had hired. Even now I saw that cold bastard’s soulless eyes. How I wish I had pounded his skull in after what he did to me, to her. Now there was nothing I could do to him behind bars. My conscience had prevented me from real retribution, and for that, I was beyond sorry.

Shifting my attention away from Isa, I looked at the picture. 

“I paid some of them back for you, didn’t I?” 

From five feet away the faces of the photo were blurry, but I knew all the faces of the men who had stood with me in that framed photo. I knew the ones I had pulled out of that firefight, and those that were lost in the ambush. How badly I wanted to go back and stop that bullshit T-Man group before they unloaded. This was very much the same, with my love, dear Isa.

Closing my eyes, I wondered how much longer things would be like this. It took eighteen months for things to start to get back to normal after Afghanistan. I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover from losing my Panamanian sweetheart.

Boom! Boom!

I sat up and grabbed my phone to see the time. 

2:30 a.m. 

Enough was enough. 

Unlatching the deadbolt, I marched out into the main corridor. 

Fatso’s mountain of trash leaned precariously against his apartment door. The scent was unbearable. Between the half-eaten chicken, fish, and whatever other refuse he had shoved into the white bag and carelessly tossed across his doormat I could barely choke back the rising bile. 

Despite it being January 4th, the nighttime weather was warm and humid, with lows not even breaking seventy. The smell was ripe.

Bang! Bang! 

I waited for a gap in never ending shots before pounding on the door. I didn’t expect the dimwit to get up from his leather recliner and remove his virtual reality goggles. I didn’t care. I couldn’t sleep, and he was going to know it. 

Bang! Bang!

“Can you turn down your bloody game? Some of us are trying to sleep, asshole!”

There was no way he was moving his fat ass from his chair, not yet anyway. We’ve had this conversation before. 

Not even a whimper came from the other side of the door, but neither did any sounds from the television set either. Everything was silent. 

I shook his trash bag, then tore the bottom out, letting all the contents spill out over his front mat. 

I banged on the door one more time, then yelled, “Go to bed, asshole!”

My hands shook. My chest tightened. I took a deep breath, turned around, and went back into my apartment. Securing the deadbolt, I fell onto the couch, closed my eyes, and didn’t stir again until several hours later.

***
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There were no early morning rays of sunlight to gently stir me from my sleep. The alarm on my phone startled me awake with a rendition of reveille, complete with a bugle horn. My head hurt and my eyes were slow to open.

Rain pounded the outside of the balcony. With a sweet serenade, large droplets fell, leaving everything darker than it would normally be at 6:50 a.m. A slight grin crossed my face with the realization that the old man club, the local peeping toms from across the road, wouldn’t be in their lawn chairs this morning, binoculars and all. Even the hardiest would forgo a morning of staring into apartment windows to avoid this downpour. 

Not ready to lift my head, I reached over to the edge of the mahogany coffee table that my pops and I had made by hand twenty-two years earlier. I reached for the phone and made sure the alarm was off. I couldn’t take another round of reveille, even if I had survived it all those years in the Navy.

“Weird. A missed call at 2:32 a.m. Where was I then? I was here.” 

Then it hit me ― I had been outside, banging on the apartment door. 

Boom! Boom!

Like clockwork, SOB was back for another round.

“You twit!” I couldn’t help but yell. 

It wasn’t always like this. I used to have some sense of restraint, but then again, the alcoholic haze had helped the situation and dulled my senses to this incessant racket. 

Looking back at the phone, I saw the unlisted number and the notification for a voice message.

“Who would call at that hour?”

Faces and names of friends, family, and clients raced through my head as I waited for the message to load. 

Pressing the speaker button, I rested the phone on my chest and listened. 

“I’m at the camp. I need your help. Come as soon as you can.”

The baritone voice was a familiar one, a friend I had not spoken to in over a year, yet he was like a brother to me. Why Tommy Delaney was calling me remained to be seen. He wouldn’t be unless it were necessary.

Tommy was a high school friend and a service buddy. While we enlisted in different branches, we always remained in touch. We got together, for the most part, every year, even when he had elected to go with the Chair Force. I never held it against him for being a button pusher who desired a lavish bathroom and an immaculately dust-free uniform. The fact that he wore BDUs always confused me, as he rarely left his chair.

I always teased him about how hard it must be to travel back to his quarters at night, knowing it was often a five-to-ten-minute truck ride at best to his house on the outer edge of the base.

Unlike me, he had a relatively stable marriage of three plus years, which was easy to do because he wasn’t regularly running point in the world’s most dangerous hot spots. Even when he was assigned to participate in our latest campaign in Afghanistan, he and his unit safely took part thousands of miles away in Massachusetts. Being a drone pilot mandated a computer screen and a joystick. If he did crash, it was nothing more than a video game simulation for him and a technical issue that could be blamed on the mechanics. At least that’s what I told him, while the local contractors outside Kabul were tasked with ensuring the drones could fly and were armed to the teeth.

We lived in two different worlds, but we shared the same hometown, the same values, and a desire to escape Palermo, Maine, for at least part of our lives. He knew my family, and I knew his. We grew up a half mile from each other. I couldn’t fathom what he had gotten himself into that merited a call, and why, of all places, he would go to the camp.

Nothing more than a hunter’s cabin, this shack was a collection of bunk beds, a wood stove, and essentials. It was a survivalist’s dream, just without the food preparation and extra rounds of ammunition. We had bought it with our enlistment bonuses two decades ago. 

Not much had changed from the last time I visited. The shack was in the middle of nowhere, off the beaten path, with snowmobile access in the winter and UTV access at all other times. It was going to be a chore and a half to get up there. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t gone in the past two years, but then again, after my stint in the Graveyard of Empires, the cabin was not high on my priority list. Nothing had been.

While I processed the idea, not necessarily Tommy’s problem, I rolled off the orange couch and stumbled my way towards the bathroom. 

I managed to avoid crashing into what remained of my bookshelf. Against the hallway wall, the wooden shelf had been glued back together after it had been yanked apart a week earlier. Burnham had taken liberties with my boot camp picture that had been centered above. He smashed the frame, tore the picture in half, and even set it on fire with a lighter before he grew bored. 

What remained was the center with singed corners and a trimmed outline, repositioned into a more petite, sleek frame. There was no way to obtain another original unless I could muster the strength to reach out to the other guys in the division to see if they would make me a copy or give up their seventy-five-dollar photo from our shared time at Great Mistakes. 

I didn’t remain in contact with most of those guys, but the picture still held some sentimental value. It was where I got started. Now, it was a shadow of what it had been, and for that I was torn.

Stepping into the bathroom, I gave myself a once-over. Finally healed, my eye was back to normal, without any traces of Denton’s beer bottle blow. My ribs didn’t hurt either, and for the first time in weeks, I could breathe normally without wincing in pain or dealing with residual soreness. My hair, on the other hand, was unruly. Running my fingers through my thick red curly hair, I half-wished I had gotten a better taper, as the sides felt longer than they should have, especially with the one-inch top. I looked like a cotton swab or a used eraser. 

There wasn’t any time to freshen up, though, nor was I going anywhere in uniform. No, today was the day I had been dreading in many respects. This was a conversation, an uncomfortable one to come, that was beyond necessary. 

Today was about moving forward. Yet, a part of me now felt called to throw it all aside and rush north. As much as I tried, I couldn’t put this off any longer. Coming up with an excuse to avoid Captain Tracy was foolish. 

The appointment was scheduled for 8:00 a.m. sharp, and it could not be delayed. Tommy and whatever his situation might be would have to wait. Even now, I didn’t know what I could do. Flying to New Hampshire was a given, and heading to the camp north of Berlin and west of Umbagog Lake would, at the very least, require a rental car. The logistics would need to take a back seat for a few more hours. I would need a snowmobile, too, unless I wanted to trek in. F’me. 

Ring! Ring!

My brown eyes flinched. Who was calling now?

Racing back to the couch, I saw the unlisted number and grabbed the phone.

“Stokes,” I said.

“Russ, is that you?” Tommy’s voice was muffled yet recognizable. 

“Who else picks up their phone saying Stokes?”

“Don’t say my name. We don’t have much time. My signal is spotty.”

“Are you safe?”

“For now.”

“No issues, you can navigate for a few more days?”

“I can manage, but would prefer a day at most.”

“I’m in Florida.”

“You'd better hurry up. I wouldn’t call if I weren’t in this pinch.”

“Understood.”

Just like that, the line went dead. 

What was going on? What did he expect me to do exactly? I wasn’t a miracle worker, whatever this was about. As much as I wanted to process Tommy’s brief words, the fact remained that I needed to get on the move. 

I couldn’t be late, or there would be no path to redemption. 
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Chapter Two
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The Peter O. Night Airport on Davis Island was just how I remembered it weeks earlier. She was quiet, as expected for this time of day. Traffic was non-existent, even during snowbird season, as people were still nursing their hangovers. Locals who had to work were off and about driving in the opposite direction, so I was able to drive across Tampa Bay without much difficulty.

This section of the city, an enclave of old money, hipsters, and Derek Jeter fans, was no longer a place I called home, and that was okay for me. Nevertheless, I appreciated the stone manatee mailboxes and the loop from Dog Beach over to the Yacht Club. 

The pancake flat route was a favorite run of mine in the wee hours of the morning or on some occasions, late at night, after a long day at Central Command. Unlike Rear Admiral Radner’s retirement party, the Yacht Club was almost eerie this early January morning.

Our warm evening temperatures threw the water for a spin, and significant fog had come in off the bay, blanketing the club and the docking areas.

Parking my repaired black Mustang midway between the beach and the club, I felt like the little boy who had his favorite toy back. The hum of the muffler and the rumble of the engine made up for those weeks of driving the Yaris, which was meant for tourists, not veterans of multiple war zones.

Between the fog and the fact that it wasn’t a regatta racing day, I could have parked closer to the docks, but Captain Tracy’s lifted Dodge Ram was already in place. It was to be expected. He was always punctual, regardless of the situation. 

I spotted him with his eyes focused on his cell phone, reading over reports or emails, if I knew any better. Turning off the ignition, I looked in his direction and with a simple partial salute and a nod he knew it was meeting time.

Stepping out of the vehicle, I didn’t bother to adjust my button-down Hawaiian shirt, which hung over my khaki shorts. If this had happened months earlier, before everything changed, I would have worn my blues, but this wasn’t meant to be an official meeting, and we likely wouldn't have another one of those ever again.

“You got your flask, Commander?” Captain Tracy looked at me with a half-serious expression.

“Not anymore. Got me into enough trouble, don’t you think?”

He pouted his lips, nodded, and then shut his door. 

Within seconds, we had closed the distance between us.

Without thinking, I offered Tracy my hand. He smiled and firmly responded in kind. He was a heavy squeezer and wouldn’t let any man think otherwise.

“I appreciate the time, sir.”

“Come on, Russell, this is off the record, you know that — no need for formalities. We can lose the ranks. Shit, you were butt naked in my bed, I think we can throw semantics to the side.”

He cut right to the chase. I wouldn’t have expected anything less. I couldn’t even look him directly in the eye, which was unsettling for me. Captain Tracy was a few inches taller. He was six-four and stocky. His arms and legs were ripped from years of weights. He didn’t have much hair on his head, and the blond hair that was there was fast on its way to white. Still, he was intimidating when he wanted to be, and this morning was no exception. 

The US Navy blue muscle shirt and the striped Adidas workout pants made it clear that he had come from the gym or was en route. He looked more of a hard ass in his workout gear than in his uniform. Whether it was intentional or not, he seemed more at ease in his current attire. 

Tracy steered us away from our vehicles and towards the beach. I noticed a lone dog walker in the distance, but then shifted back to my commanding officer.

“John, I know I told you I was sorry, but I feel like I have to tell you again. I know I screwed up.”

“Russell, this isn’t even screwed up; this is fucked up beyond any reasonable measure. It’s a whole other level.” He shook his head.

“I would agree. I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me. I can assure you, I know that it looked bad, well fucking awful really, but I didn’t do anything with your wife. I promise you.”

“Do you even remember?” His grey eyes homed in on mine. Then he looked away out towards the calm waters of Tampa Bay.

My hands shook. 

“Not again,” I whispered to myself.

Of course, it would happen now. I closed my eyes and tried to settle myself. No matter how hard I tried, the shaking continued. I had to fight through it; there was no other alternative. 

“I know I blacked out when it happened. I can piece enough together now, as it has been months.”

“Are you going to tell me, or are we just going to pussy foot around it all? I know you weren’t with my wife. The stories on base would say otherwise, but we both know you were at the house visiting Grace.”

“I met her at the Wooden Spoon, the dive bar near Belmar Saloon. You know the place?”

“Of course, Grace was waitressing there. Big tips, but a questionable crowd.”

I shrugged. I felt like I was confessing my sins to the family priest.

“Yeah. She was working a shift that night. I had seen her there before, and we talked quite a bit.”

“Were you seeing her?”

“Does it matter?” I don’t know why I was combative. 

“Just a question,” he was very matter-of-fact.

“John, I honestly can’t tell for certain what exactly we were. Were Grace and I an item?” I had to ask myself. I really hadn’t even considered it till he asked. “I don’t know.”

“Be straight with me, she’s twenty-five and a beauty. I might be her father, but I’m not blind.”

I nodded and was slow to respond. “We knew each other first from your barbecues. Then later, after I saw she worked at the Spoon, I went a few times a week and we would catch up. It was nothing more than that, really. We’ve never been on a formal date.”

“But that night was different?”

I shook my head and cast my eyes away. Flashbacks, blurry scenes filled my eyes, and I wondered what was real. 

“I know I took her home after that biker.” 

“The guy who disrespected her.”

“Yeah. Did she tell you?”

“After the fact. I had to pry it out of her.”

“I wish I could tell you what happened to him. I haven’t been back to the Wooden Spoon since.”

“Nor should you, Russell. Grace isn’t there anymore, not that it matters. The point is, you took her home and then something happened.”

“That’s when it gets fuzzy.” I stopped mid-stride and looked him directly in the eye. “There was some kissing. That was for sure. We had something to drink. Or a lot. Then, there was more kissing, and she received a call. The next thing I know, I was waking up in your bed, butt naked, with Stella looking over at me.”

“And me close behind. From what I gather, you went to the bathroom, stripped down, and left your clothes on the floor. You must have jumped in the shower, then blacked out on your way back to Grace’s room. Our door is right across the hallway, so you stumbled your drunk ass in.”

“Sounds plausible enough. Also explains why I never got my clothes back. Running out of your damn house, stark naked.”

“Fuck you, man.” He raised his voice. I expected him to raise his fist, but I knew enough that Tracy would have restraint. Still, he glared at me and pounded his fist in his other hand.

“This is such stupid, stupid shit. FUBAR. At least I live off base. Could you imagine how much worse this could have been had it been in the officers' housing? There’s already enough problems from it all, as it is.”

“I don’t want to even consider . . . And I already feel awful enough. Did Grace tell you what happened? Or did you figure it all out?”

“She passed out on her bed. She had her phone next to her and didn’t even realize you had gone to the shower. How much did you two drink?”

I shrugged.

“Anyway, the point is Stella found you.”

“Weren’t you two on a trip that weekend?”

“We were, but I got called back. As you are aware, Central Command takes priority, so the trip to Marco was called off early.”

“That’s why Stella came in the middle of the night.”

Tracy gnawed on his lower lip. I felt beyond awkward. I waited for the final nail to fall. 

“My wife and I have had our challenges through the years. I’ll be the first to say she’s got a drinking problem worse than yours. She even has a reputation for being a bit too hands-on with anyone after she’s had too much to drink. I know you didn’t do anything. I was only a few minutes behind her, and trust me, your drunk ass wasn’t in any condition. You slid your wet self underneath the covers and were snoring like a hog racing down the freeway.”

“Who got me out of bed?”

“Me, asshole. Stella was screaming about you being in our bed. That was a first. It sure didn’t stop her from sliding in next to you with nothing but a nightie on. Only when that light came on did she grow a conscience.”

“You didn’t carry me?”

“Hell no. I dragged your ass out of bed until you hit the floor, got you up enough to walk, and you stumbled off to your Mustang.”

“How did I get home?”

“You did that on your own. I got you back in your car and left the keys in the ignition.”

“Are you getting passed over because of what I did? Tell me you’re not. I’d feel even worse. There is no excuse for my behavior, absolutely none, but it’s not your fault I ended up in your house. What the fuck is up with the rumor mill?”

“No, I’m not being passed over. Thankfully. I’ve done enough good with my career that they aren’t holding it against me for who my daughter brings home. Yes, she took the fall. She wrote a letter explaining everything. Your immediate resignation helped remove any cloud from my record.”

I ignored the last comment. “Did you kick her out?”

“I had to. I couldn’t afford not to after what happened. It’s not like you were the first guy she brought home. For a while, it was a receiving line. Let’s not dwell on her recreational habits either.”

I rubbed my forehead. I couldn’t believe she was gone.

“Where is Grace now?”

“No clue. I gave her some money for a temporary condo. It would have covered her for three months. She’s off again now. Stella’s raising the little one.”

“Wait? Why is Stella raising Lucy?”

“What don’t you understand about her being off again? She’s gone, vanished.”

“Like out of the area?” I was baffled.

“New guy. New outlook. I don’t fucking know. We haven’t spoken since Stella got out of rehab. Grace was there to welcome her home. She left for a trip and I haven’t seen her since.”

I couldn’t help but feel this was my fault. I bit my tongue. 

“That’s a damn shame.”

“I don’t need your condolences. She’s a grown woman.”

“John, obviously, I wish none of this had happened.”

“I sure would hope not.”

“I truly appreciate you talking to me today and clearing the air. If there is anything I can do to remedy this . . .”

Captain Tracy took a step back and wagged his finger at me.

“I don’t want your help. My family had problems before you, so we can’t put the blame entirely on you for that shitshow. However, Russell, I won’t be inviting you over for dinner anytime soon.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know that.”

“Concerning work, your resignation was enough. As far as I’m concerned, you screwed yourself and an upcoming promotion. We put you in for captain before all this happened, even with the drinking. Radner even pleaded for your transfer so you could still have that shot, but I don’t think you merit such efforts, not after this stunt.”

“I agree.” 

“Don’t patronize me by immediately agreeing. You’ll hear why you don’t deserve it. It’s the least you can do. When you’re on, you are a hell of an officer, one of the best, to be frank. That cross you don’t wear, you don’t even recognize, because you are ashamed of it, is proof of that. Which, to be clear, is a shame in itself, because it disrespects the men you did save and those who died in the process.

“However, your demons undermine everything you do, especially of late. You can’t lead men, you can’t be responsible for them, and you damn well can’t act like an officer and a gentleman if you can’t keep yourself together. Look at your hands. You’re shaking even now.”

“I’m fine. I haven’t had a sip in weeks.”

“You’ll fall off the wagon again. How can you not? I don’t have faith that you won’t, and I sure as heck made it clear to Radner that was the truth. I can handle your indiscretions, but not when they jeopardize men under my command.”

“Understood.”

“Do you, though?”

“Completely. It doesn’t sound great hearing it out loud, but I’m not going to refute what you’ve said.”

“I don’t think you understand fully, Russell. This was a blessing that you were in my bed, and brought so much shame to yourself that you resigned. We don’t need officers like you who infect the younger, impressionable sailors. For that matter, I don’t need my daughter around men like you either.”

“I don’t think that’s fair.”

“It is beyond fair. We’re done with the topic. I appreciate that you wanted to set things straight, but does it really matter what you have to say? You don’t have enough positive collateral to make it stick. The only thing you could do to save face was to resign, and even with that, I can’t keep the gossip away. You don’t deserve another day in our uniform. I sincerely hope you can find a way forward, but I don’t need you walking through my door anytime soon or ever again.”

“Okay then.” 

Tracy lowered his head. He looked out at the water and then took a deep breath. I focused on the fog line and wondered how much more of this I could tolerate. My heart ached, and while my hands stopped shaking, there was a pit in my stomach that wouldn’t go away. 

Doing a half turn, Captain Tracy reached out and patted me on the shoulder.

“Trust me, I don’t like talking to you like this. It’s the last thing I wanted, Russell, but what would you expect me to do if you were in my shoes? Our roles were reversed? This is my livelihood at stake. It’s also about being a man and doing the right thing, protecting my family.”

I bit down on my lower lip, taking in everything he said, and wondering if there was a suitable response.

“I know. I get it. I am grateful for the time. This was a tough conversation, but I’m glad we had it. From what you shared, sir, it’s a relief I didn’t do anything else that could have made things even worse. For what it’s worth, I can only apologize so many times, so I will only say, regardless of your personal opinion towards me at this junction, if there is anything I can do down the road for you, I owe you one. So, do let me know.”

My senior officer looked like he was about to bite on my comment, but thought better of blowing off my words completely. He nodded and said nothing more. 

We didn’t shake hands. We didn’t embrace. Tracy simply turned for his truck and left me at the waterline. 

I wanted to know if there was anything I could do to improve the situation. No words, no actions, nothing came to mind. I looked off into the water, into the fog, and wondered if this was really the beginning of a new life or if I was about to sink once and for all. 
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Chapter Three
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The midday sun had found a way through by the time I had settled my nerves. Seeing Captain Tracy hadn’t gone the way I had hoped, but it had gone better than the alternative. I didn’t expect him to have me reconsider my pending retirement or give me an olive branch in any regard. Talking to me was the extent of his personal limits. I could respect that, knowing the awkward situation I put him and his family in. I jeopardized his career and complicated an already trying family dynamic. 

I wish I could remember all the details of that fateful night clearly. Like my time at the Rusty Star, I couldn’t. Part of me felt bad, even guilty, because I knew that Grace and I did more than kiss. I didn’t want to tell him that. What was there to gain?

He wasn’t stupid. He knew kissing was code for more. Tracy himself said she was a beauty. How could a grown man resist a woman sixteen years his junior with legs that went for days and a head of hair that touched the small of her back? Don’t get me started on her full lips, either.  

Grace wasn’t Isa, nor would I even consider comparing the two, but she was a worthy pursuit when I had most of my faculties. I imagine if I had been sober enough, I never would have pursued her at all, or would have made it more appropriate, of what she deserved, and not the fuck buddy she became.

We were intimate on a handful of occasions in the backseat of my Mustang. She even came back to Bradenton one night. After everything that went down, I didn’t have a choice but to lie low, to cut her off completely. 

She had demons. We all do, but Grace wasn’t in a place to be a mother. She cycled through men faster than I went through bottles. Yet, there was something about her demeanor and outlook on life that made our rendezvous desirable and fitting.

I couldn’t believe she was gone. But it was just like her dad to give her money and send her off. He wouldn’t put up with anything more at this point, especially as she had moved back home two years earlier after her first husband, a marine, had left her and their one-year-old for a Thai woman.

That was a show in itself. As much as I wanted to fixate on all of those things, the drive back to Bradenton took my mind elsewhere. Stuck on the interstate, behind a slew of cars, the Mustang rumbled a few feet and then came to a stop. I saw the line of tractor-trailers and enough cars in between to know we weren’t going anywhere for a while. 

Rolling up the windows, I cranked the air conditioning. The thermostat read eighty, but without any tree cover, and with the sun beating down on the asphalt, its rays reflecting off all the cars, things were heating up fast. 

We were just that much farther south that the cold spell had broken, and frankly, I was feeling uncomfortable. 

Reaching for my phone, I saw an unanswered text. 

“How did I miss this?” 

I tapped on the icon. Unlisted, the message was brief. “They have me. Get me out of here.”

There was no point in replying. 

Who “they” were remained to be seen, but by my deduction, it was either the Border Patrol or the State Police. I was only guessing. 

The Tommy I remembered was more of a straight edge, so he wasn’t one to have run-ins with other people. By deduction, it had to be law enforcement. 

I had to know one way or another before jumping on a plane. Hitting the speed dial, I let the phone ring. 

On the third beep, Lieutenant William Chase, a friend for over twenty-something years, was quick to pick up.

“Stokes, did you get yourself into a bit of trouble again? Skinheads after you?” He laughed.

“You wish I were having that much fun. Where the heck are you anyway right now?”

“Coming from the courthouse. What about you? And did you at least get the car back?”

“What do you think? She’s purring like a kitten, but shit, let’s just say four thousand dollars later. The county refuses to reimburse me. I’m thinking I’m going to find those two fine gentlemen and give them the tab.”

“No, I think you should let them be.”

“Why would I do that? I could probably just head over to Taco Heaven and wait for those assholes to make an appearance.”

“Not necessary, Russ. I’m telling you to get them out of your crawl space. They are out of jurisdiction at present, and stirring stuff up is not going to help anyone’s cause.”

“You clearly know more about this than I do. What’s the story?”

“Story? Why do you always assume there’s a story? Perhaps, just this once, I’m directing you to focus on other stuff. You can’t always get the bad guys.”

“If I weren’t stuck in a traffic jam right now, I would be speeding over to your office to give you a piece of my mind, Will. Seriously, you sound like a bureaucrat. Did you get lectured or something? You must have done some digging?” 

“I got in contact with the local ATF. Let’s just say, he didn’t deny anything, and your boys are preoccupied at the moment. If you want to be the reason a five-year investigation goes down the drain, have at it, but I’m not contributing to this. Just be happy you had four grand to fix the damage.”

“Maybe I'm happy I have a credit card. This is me we’re talking about. That’s shit.”

“Did you call to cry about the cost of repairs, or is this just a courtesy call?”

“As one of my oldest friends, I would think by now you would know it’s more than that.”

“Wait a second, you were meeting with Tracy today. How did that go?”

“Another time. He can go pound sand.”

“That well? Fine. At least you talked to him. No reason to burn every bridge.”

“Cute. Listen, Will, I’m in traffic, clearly otherwise I wouldn’t be calling, but can you do me a favor? It has nothing to do with the skinheads. Really, it has nothing to do with this area.”

“Sure. Shoot.”

“You remember my buddy Tommy Delaney.”

“Air Force guy, right? His wife was the one with the giant rack.”

“The same. Glad you remember only the important details.”

He chuckled, “Is he in trouble?”

“Don’t know. Was hoping you could make a few calls to Coos County, Border Patrol, Errol PD, wherever you feel the urge in upstate New Hampshire.”

“You’re not going up there, are you?”

“Depends on what kind of trouble it is.”

“You do know being a private investigator is usually only for background investigations and small stuff, right?”

“Really? Shit, I thought I was some important asshole who could go anywhere. Isn’t that where the money comes from?”

“Fine, I’m not even going to play into this. You should have stayed in the goddamn Navy, or gone to the CIA.”

“That ship has sailed, Will.”

“Your choice. You know I’m going to help you regardless. I’ll make some calls. No promises. As your closest friend, I do want to caution you.” 

Horns blared around the Mustang. We still weren’t going anywhere, as it was clear several Winnebagoes from the seasoned citizen crew collided with each other and a Mack truck carrying what appeared to be boxes of adult toys. I was waiting for my fellow drivers to hop out and get some free samples, as it looked like a menagerie of whips, fox tails, and an assortment of vibrators menacing the roadway.

“You know, Florida is a really screwed up place. Why do they let people over eighty drive in this area? Can we at least require them to drive smaller vehicles or limit their driving to specific times of day? Tell me that, Will, why? And more importantly, of all places, how is there a viable market for sex toys when these assholes are all out on the road?”

Lt. Chase let out a boisterous laugh over the speaker. “Where are you now? Can’t you stay out of harm’s way?”

“I didn’t go anywhere. Maybe two car lengths. And you would have heard all about it if one of those toys had hit my car right after I got the thing back. I’m still on the highway, watching the show.”

“You watch ‘Golden Girls does Dallas,’ while I do your dirty work. Just know your limits and stop trying to be a hero.”

“Will, that’s not why I’m doing this. He’s an old friend. I would do the same for you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of, bud. Knowing that when anyone you consider a friend is in a bind, you think it’s your job to get them out of it, even if it's at your expense, is what concerns me.”

“Enough. This isn’t the same thing as before. Just find out where he is being held so I can see if it’s even possible for me to help. I won’t do anything stupid.”

“I don’t believe you, but okay. I’ll call you when I get something.”

“You’re the best. And hey, Will, do you want me to grab anything for you and your wife? You know, spice things up a bit?”

“Negative. Gotta go, crime never stops.” 

Before I could give him another rib the call went silent. Will was right; I didn’t have to go up there and play rescuer, but maybe it would be another reprieve from trying to settle into whatever routine I wanted to have here. 

I didn’t put enough thought into it otherwise. I knew I was flying out in the morning one way or another, and that was enough for me.

***
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For a metropolitan area as big as Tampa, one would think there would be plenty of options to get to New Hampshire, but then again, this time of year you might as well throw a dart and decide where you want to drive to first, to get some sort of a deal. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to be Joe Cool, but the days of free flights, upgrades, and all those freebies went out the door when I turned in my uniform. I could have hitched a ride on a jet from MacDill to Pease if I had had enough notice and the flights lined up accordingly. Then again, had I still had Denton’s wife’s number, she might have been able to hook me up, but it wasn’t as if I had saved her digits for a very good reason. Then again, after what happened to her husband, maybe she wasn’t the best resource after all. 

Regardless, not even twelve hours later a little after 1:00 am, I was back on the road heading south toward Fort Myers. It was the only Southwest flight that wasn’t about to bend me over for the one day’s notice. Even in my jaded state, I wasn’t going to pretend someone died to get a deal, especially now that they wanted an obituary for proof or a death certificate. When did that start, right? 

Why Interstate 75 was heavier than normal remained a mystery to me. It was a Tuesday night, and while Florida continued to party hard, even when other states were living the lockdown dream, these out-of-state cars were everywhere, at least on the outskirts of Venice. I hoped for an abbreviated pace near North Port, so I wouldn’t have to think so much on this late-night drive.

I shouldn’t be complaining, as I was out of the apartment, not listening to my SOB gamer neighbor shooting at some make-believe shit that made his life appear better. Not that I should be judging, but how could I not? Even before Isa and my retreat from the Navy, my life wasn’t that bad. I don’t think it was anyway. 

Look at this: the fact that I could drop everything with less than two days' notice and catch a plane north should say something about me. Or maybe it doesn’t, but it’s what made me smile for a moment as I found myself finally in the darkness of the highway with only a few headlights behind me and the same in front. This is how things were supposed to be. A man could simply turn on his radio, crank up some Guns and Roses, and drive into the night. 

While I certainly enjoyed quieter times like this, the darkness, the fact that there was less development on this stretch, miles even, without a bloody exit, always made me jumpier than I wanted to be. Trust me, I’ve been in some downright nasty situations, but the proximity to things that could kill me never left my mind. Sure, there were drivers, but on this specific route, the intermittent breakdown areas with ‘beware of wildlife’ signs and call phones that were miles apart were downright unhelpful because one would have to trek to reach them, knowing this was an eternal dead zone for cell phones.

Why this was the case, I never understood, but then again, I could have ranted about a list of topics that continue to puzzle me at this early hour simply to stay awake. Like, why is the asshole in front of me, in the BMW M2, with dual exhaust, slowing down?

If anything can be more jarring at this time, it is the unknown. 

With so few cars now, why in the middle lane are you letting up on the gas? I hate people who do this, because I can’t tell what’s going on ahead, with our one-way direction, and the utter darkness aside from the lone rays of the headlights. 

Is something wrong with your car? 

Are you an idiot? 

Or do we have an issue in your line of sight?

“What the fuck are you doing?” 

I wasn’t even following that close, but going seventy-five, and I was about to run over this tool. Popping the blinker, I cut to the right lane, wanting to get around this loser. 

The internal lights of the BMW flipped on. That much was made clear as I pulled almost parallel to the decelerating Bimmer. 

Usually, I wouldn’t have even bothered to turn my head, not at this hour, but there was a distinct hue from the lights, a glorified snow glow with a damn strobe light inside, which made it hard to ignore. 

Who, exactly, has this interior setup? Probably an entitled teenager who is driving on his wealthy parents' dime.

I don’t know why I decided to give this white 2018 M2 a second look, but I couldn’t resist. I saw the driver, some Guido wearing sunglasses, no less, cigar in his mouth, and a bobbing blonde head over his lap and her bare ass in the air. He dangled his left hand over the steering wheel, like he was some Latino charmer from the 1980s who was doing his best to look hard-core before a drive-by, while his other hand was busy pressing the woman’s head deeper into his crotch. 

I caught sight of what might have been another passenger, but before I could take a better look, my peripheral vision caught something in the middle of the road.

It was too late by the time I saw the friggan 2X4 in the center lane. There was no braking, and the car shook immediately from the impact as I rammed the solid piece of wood with the front of the Mustang before driving over the blasted thing.. 

“Fucking A.” I white-knuckled the steering wheel.

“No flats. Nothing, just stay the course.”

This isn’t some tank; it’s a Mustang, and I for one didn’t need any issues on this ride to the airport. Come to think of it, it would be nice to just get somewhere without any problems for once. 

The car rattled as though it wanted to give up. I let up on the gas and waited to see if I was going to have to pull over and live that dream. Going only forty, I put on my emergency lights and hoped for the best. 

“Nothing, no lights, no lights. Come on, baby. We just ran over a stump, nothing more. You got this.” 

I turned off “Sweet Child of Mine” and waited. Pressing down on the accelerator, I saw the stupid piece of wood right where I drove over it for the next sucker to suffer that same fate. Where was the truck this belonged to, or was this some setup from the local wildlife trying to get some fresh meat? I didn’t care, but the car, for the moment, seemed to be okay. 

As for the BMW, he wasn’t that far in front of me; I could still make out his taillights and the dim glow from the interior. 

Taking a deep breath, I shifted the Mustang back in gear and bit the bullet. 

She revved up without an issue, and no warning lights came on. The only victim was my backpack, which had rolled off the back seat and wedged itself under the front passenger side.

“Damn, that was a close one.” I reached back and threw the bag back on the seat. 

My pulse was racing, more than I wanted to, and my hands shook. I wanted a drink, needless to say, but that wasn’t going to happen. Still fifty miles out, this wasn’t a time for a stop. 

Not even a minute later, I was back within range of the BMW. She swerved in and out of the middle lane. 

“Of course, you schmuck. Shocking you can’t drive and get head at the same time, you mother fucker.” 

Why I decided to close my eyes for a split second remains a mystery even to me, but by the time I opened them again, I was almost back on the guy’s rear fender and had to commit to one decision or another. 

He didn’t give me an option, as this douchebag turned into a lane jockey and, without any notice, slid directly in front of me. 

I slammed on the brakes and jerked completely forward as the Mustang went from seventy to zero within the snap of a finger. Had there been a kid in the backseat, he would have ended up through the windshield. My bag might as well have been hit with a hammer, as it found its way to the floor, hiding from the oncoming trauma. 

Thankfully, there was no one behind me, saved by the 2X4, I guess, but there was a trail of skid marks behind me in the middle of the lane while the BMW was nowhere to be found. I wanted to go after this son-of-a-bitch. 

I could feel the angst growing, and frankly, my lack of tolerance for people like this at this hour was palpable. It wasn’t like I could just get off this route; it was the only way to the airport. Pulling off the side of the road, I don’t know why I decided to, but I did. 

I needed a moment, or I was going to burn a fuse. The tires were still intact, fully operational, from what I could tell. But the gas light flipped on. 

“Not a deal breaker, but what shitty timing is this. Not a big deal, Punta Gorda is up ahead. We’ll get it and be on our way.” 

I hate talking to myself, but ever since Isa died, it was one of those things that brought me more comfort than I would care to admit, as though she was listening to my internal and external monologue. 

I looked over at the passenger seat. God, she looked amazing when she was there, especially when she put that fur coat to the side, and her curves were on full display. While I could dwell on every contour and line of her body, those piercing brown eyes and that full smile with dimples that could charm even the most challenging person were the real deal. She could light up a room but also leave you with enough mystery that left you begging for more. 

“Let’s go. I can’t do this right now.”

Shifting the car back into drive, I swung back into the lane and into the darkness.

***
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Not even fifteen minutes later, and I was turning off at the elderly oasis of Punta Gorda. The trusty food, gas, and lodging sign was a determining factor, but so were the golden arches in the distance and the fact that I knew Walmart was right nearby. Open twenty-four hours, it might be worth a stop after refueling. I needed a snack. I didn’t want to be ripped off at the airport, and I knew McDonald's wasn’t worth the trouble. 

Gas was uneventful, and to my relief, prices were still low enough not to cringe at the pump. Thank you, pandemic, and the fact that the only people driving in this country were clearly those people coming to Florida. I swung a right out of the gas station and took the next light into Wally World. Why I decided this would be the 1:30 am stop when my parents always said nothing good happens after six in the evening seemed a good question that I should have considered more thoughtfully.

For two old-timers, I would have to agree, and for that matter, one can certainly avoid shitty situations simply by staying home, but I didn’t have that option. The plane was waiting, and one way or another, I was going to get there. I also refused to get ripped off by the fifteen dollar breakfast sandwiches, as though I was some chump that didn’t know any better. With renewed focus, I turned into the glorified unofficial rest stop for Punta Gorda. 

There were a handful of cars near the front entrance of America’s sweetheart, while a row of RVs, campers, and several tractor-trailers called this lot home for the night. I don’t know what bothered me more, the fact that there were no tents for this roadshow, or the fact that not one of this crew had a lawn chair posted and a boom box cranking 1970s rock music. 

Driving by the menagerie of parked vehicles, I couldn’t help but notice the number of carts  left behind in parking spots, the curb, and even around several palm trees. 

Aware of how people park in these lots, I pulled in several spaces from the few cars that were actually there. I wondered how many employees there were who didn’t want the hassle of walking in from the side, via the garden and homes area. I usually had to fight to get a space. 

Locking the Mustang, I headed for the door, eager to stock up and be gone. In a shrewd security move, the only entrance that remained open was the food one. I state as much because these yahoos who needed to buy their Benadryl and their other meds to make their meth concoctions had to walk the length of the store, past at least whoever was working to get over to the pharmacy area and to their over-the-counter meds. For those college-age and late teens who were ready for their night of bliss, it meant more awkwardness to pick up their Magnum variety pack. Either way, I had the faster walk and exit. 

Surprise, surprise, the produce area was already stocked for the morning rush. The mist intermittently bathed the fresh veggies, and for once, I could see they actually had my kale. Of course, the day I’m flying, these bastards have my favorite snack. 

With a shrug, I carried on and grabbed two bananas, then made a beeline to the bakery where my ciabatta rolls were begging to be added to the small list. Next was the Bacon Ranch pinwheel and a Coke. I needed something to drink that would keep me going and give a proper jolt. Jack Daniels would have made more sense, or even Colt-45, but Isa was whispering in my ear to not even think about it. For that matter, I could see Captain Tracy with a shit eating grin on his face, taunting me about a nip. I wasn’t going to satisfy him so quickly. 

The automatic registers were up and running, saving me from having to interact with  a human, but then again, it did leave a weird, surreal scene of five open kiosks and no one in sight. As I put my card against the reader, I glanced up and saw a familiar face enter the store.

“You got to be fucking kidding me.”

There was Guido, sans cigar, but with that blonde doll firmly attached to his waist. I might have glanced at him longer, as I mindlessly took the receipt and the bag, but the long, toned legs of the blonde stretching out from nothing but a grey T-shirt that barely covered her ass cheeks pulled my gaze. 

Regaining my senses, I watched them head straight towards the dairy section, no clothes for them, clearly. Guido, wearing a gold chain no less, was a man short in stature but big in spirit. His paunch was still evident even in his oversized sweats and the double extra large Lakers jersey that made him look more like a ten-year-old boy, even with the close tapered haircut that hid some of his grey strands. He was pushing fifty if I had to make a bet. 

Smiling, I walked out the store.

“Where did they fucking park?”

I saw my car directly ahead and scanned the lot. This was an opportunity I wasn’t going to pass up. Dropping my bag in the passenger seat, I found the white M2 parked in the adjacent row, half between the caravan of snowbirds and the store. Guido parked under the three palm trees where multiple carts had been left unceremoniously. 

Shifting my car to drive, I didn’t hesitate to park on the other side of the trees and left the keys in the ignition. I walked with a purpose to this death trap.

The license plate was bogus. I wasn’t sure if it was a Connecticut knockoff, but the color of the registration was incorrect for the year, and even with a cursory glance, the sticker was coming loose. My instincts told me the car was likely stolen, but then again, before I could fully process the idea, I spotted an olive-skinned beauty in the backseat, unconscious. 

Her age was a mystery, but I was willing to bet that she had to be a similar age to the blonde in the store. She wore a black leather mini-skirt, that was more a mini than a skirt, and like her counterpart she went commando. The rest of her outfit was thrown in a heap and stuffed under the rearview window.

I tapped on the glass, wondering how out she was, but nothing. The tribal tattoos around her ankles and what appeared to be a number code on her left wrist brought me to a pause. Still, I didn’t peer long enough to identify anything specific, nor did I have a flashlight to make any discoveries. 

I might have looked longer, but the light from the parking lot highlighted the fact that a Smith & Wesson Model 19 was clearly visible next to the gas pedal. I didn’t even wait; I pulled the handle and the door opened. 

Securing the weapon and holding that familiar wooden grip, with the polished nickel finish, and a six-inch barrel, I knew this gun well, like an old girlfriend that you might have broken up with, but you never forget your first time. 

This asshole didn’t need this beauty. I emptied the cartridge of any .357 rounds and put them in my pocket for safekeeping. Sliding the Magnum into my rear waistband, this was going to get real, fast.

“Hey honey! Are you awake? Darling?” I reached out across the front seat and to the back, doing my best to remain aware of when Guido and blondie would return, but knowing this woman wasn’t moving.

I squeezed her thigh and nothing. Her lips were a shade of blue, but I couldn’t tell whether this was makeup or a medical condition. The rest of face was covered in glitter and yet her eyes had dark black circles underneath them. Reaching for her wrist, I had to know one way or the other.

“Are you with me? Come on, wake up.” 

I felt a pulse but not much else was going on. The black duffle bag partially crammed under the front seat was overflowing with greenbacks. 

“What the heck is going on here?” 

Before I could wrap my head around the situation, I heard Guido shouting from across the parking lot.

“What are you doing?” He growled.

I stepped away from the front door and slammed it shut. Walking into the light, to the back of the BMW, I shook my head.

“What are you doing cum breath?”

“Excuse me. No one says that to me!” The guy had a serious roar in his voice.

“I was talking to your girlfriend over there, shithead. Is that more to your liking?”

“You’re going to get it.”

I raised my arms.

“I’m trembling now, trust me. You might want this before you do anything.” I pointed his gun at him. “Before you get all high and mighty. The next time you want to get road head, why don’t you watch where you’re going, and maybe do it with someone your own age.”
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