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WEDNESDAY, JULY 2, PRESENT DAY

FORT MYERS, FLORIDA

“Slow down....watch out for that truck...okay, turn right here...hurry, hurry...speed up...”  

Kelly was having enough trouble concentrating on driving the big black pick-up truck known as The Stallion and all the moans and groans from the guy sitting in the passenger’s seat wasn’t helping.  As she stopped at a red light, she dared to glance over at him.

Austin held his right hand up, trying to stop the flow of blood that had already soaked the beach towel he had wrapped around it.  “Just drive...faster....”

The light turned green and the truck surged forward.  “Oh, Austin...I am so sorry about this.”  Kelly knew she should have made him wait for an ambulance, but he insisted.  Technically, she knew how to drive...in an empty parking lot or on the back roads of Texas.  She hadn’t driven since she moved to Florida earlier this summer.  And it was her first time driving in a city, even one as small as Fort Myers.  Having Austin shouting out commands wasn’t helping her confidence behind the wheel.

There was also the issue that she didn’t have her license yet...or even her learner’s permit.   Her aunt Jane was an Assistant District Attorney and didn’t take breaking the law lightly, but surely she would understand that this was an emergency.  If not, Kelly feared she would be facing another stretch of house arrest.  She had just finished being grounded for the first time in all her sixteen years, and it had been horrible.

But she couldn’t worry about that now.  It was her fault that the guy who she was secretly crushing on was wounded, and she had to do everything she could to help him.  A quick glance in his direction caused her hands to clench tighter on the steering wheel as she saw how red the once white towel had become.  Austin’s tanned, handsome face was pale and his jaw was clenched.  “Is it feeling any better?”

“No, it hurts like hell...just stop talking about it, okay?”  He groaned again and shook his head.  “My dad’s going to kill me.”

“When you get into the emergency room, I’ll give him a call.  Where’s your phone?”

“I left it at your house.” 

“Good place for it.”

“I didn’t want to break it, so I took it and my wallet out of my pocket and put them on a lawn chair.  There’s the hospital on the left.”

“I see it.”  She pulled into the emergency entrance next to an ambulance.  

“I’m not lame.  Park in the lot and I’ll walk in!” Austin snapped.  

Not wanting to upset him any more than he already was, she complied, even though she thought it would be a lot quicker if he just got out and went in.  The parking lot was almost full, but she finally found a spot several rows away.  Kelly didn’t have any practice parking such a large vehicle, so it took her a couple forward and backward adjustments before she was finally able to get into the space.  It was one thing to mash his thumb while helping her, but it would be unforgivable if she scratched his precious truck.  After putting it in Park and taking out the key, she jumped down and ran around to the passenger’s side where Austin was trying to get out while keeping his right hand elevated and protected.  Reluctantly, he let her hold the door open and even leaned on her for support so he didn’t jar his hand as he stepped down.  

He was right about one thing; there was nothing wrong with his legs.  Kelly had to almost jog to keep up with his long strides as they crossed the parking area and finally reached the door to the emergency room at Gulf Coast Medical Center.  Once inside they found the registration desk and sat on the two chairs in front of it.

“What did you do, young man?” The receptionist who either was named Holly or she had borrowed Holly’s name tag asked Austin.

“I smashed my thumb with a hammer.  It’s really throbbing.” Austin provided the basics through gritted teeth.

“That’s just your heart pumping blood through your thumb.  Can you remove the towel for me?”  Holly lifted her head so she could study him through her reading glasses that were perched on the end of her nose.

Austin carefully unwound the large beach towel from around his hand.  “Crap that hurts...what do you think?”

“Hmm...it looks to me like you smashed your thumb.”  She looked back at her computer screen.  “But I’m only the receptionist.”

Austin glanced at Kelly in disbelief.  “Great...I already knew that.  Is there anyone who knows what they’re doing here?  A doctor maybe?  My whole career could be over.”

Holly looked at Kelly then stared at Austin for a long moment.  “Well, I know two things...first, I control who goes in and who waits,” she said in a calm voice as she looked at the papers on her desk.

Austin and Kelly looked around and saw that they were the only people in the emergency room.  He jerked his hand back and re-wrapped it, even though it seemed to have stopped bleeding. “It feels better with pressure on it,” he explained as if he wasn’t being very macho.  

Kelly had never seen Austin this worried even though they had been in some really dangerous situations in the past month.  They had nearly drowned, been shot at, been bound and gagged, nearly set on fire and almost thrown off a train.  Austin had managed to make it through all that with just a cracked rib and a hurt shoulder.  But Kelly could tell that this damage to his hand bothered him way more than those injuries.  She turned her attention back to Holly.

“What’s the second thing?” Kelly asked, anxious to get past the registration desk.

“Well?” Austin prompted impatiently.

Holly smiled.  “Second, and luckily for you, I’ve got you on my high school fantasy football team.  It’s important to me that you get the best care possible.”

Austin’s blue eyes widened and his mouth dropped open.  “Really?  All you care about is your fantasy football team?”  He jumped to his feet, grimacing at the sudden movement.  His grim expression slowly turned to a grin as what she had said sunk in.  “I’m on a fantasy football team?  That’s pretty cool.”

“Focus!” Kelly frowned at Austin, then turned back to the receptionist.  “Holly, he really needs to see a doctor...now.”   

“Relax, worst case, he’ll miss practice for a few weeks.”  Holly shrugged and returned to the paperwork.  

Austin breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m going to be okay?”

“I’m pretty sure...we’ll get an X-ray to be sure nothing is broken, then we’ll take care of that throbbing,” Holly promised.

“Drugs?”  Austin asked.

“Maybe...but after the X-ray.  Do you have your insurance card with you?”

“No...I don’t even have my wallet.  I’m on my dad’s insurance so you can call him and get the insurance info.”  Austin told her the phone number.  “He’s at a conference in West Palm Beach, but I’m sure he has his cell phone with him.”

“No worries, I bought my Mustang at his dealership last year.  I’ll call him while you’re in with the doctor.   Miss?”

“Kelly Welch...I’m his friend...sort of next door neighbor.  You see, a dog kind of followed me home and she needed a house.  He was helping me build it...so, it’s kind of my fault.”

Holly looked at Austin.  “I thought you were right handed.  How did you hit your hammering hand’s thumb with a hammer?”

“I wanted to put an extra nail in the floor, but it was in the far right corner.  It was at a weird angle, and I tried to pound the nail with my left hand because I was too lazy to take the roof off and work on it from the top.”  Austin shook his head.  “I don’t know who’ll be madder...my dad or my coach.”

Holly called out to a male nurse who was pushing a wheelchair.  “Derek?  Can you give Mr. Burke a ride to X-ray while this young lady helps me finish the paperwork?”

Austin hesitated, but Holly’s intimidating glare forced him into sitting in the wheelchair and allowing himself to be pushed through the doorway and into the examination area.  
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By 3 p.m., the emergency room was crowded with sunburned people of all ages, some with open wounds, others with red stripes around their arms or legs showing they’d swam too close to a Portuguese man o’ war and even one kid with a jelly bean stuck up his nose.  Kelly had chosen a seat in front of the television that was tuned to the History Channel, but after four hours, she’d seen enough episodes of Pawn Stars, American Pickers and Swamp People to last for months.   Every time she heard the big double doors leading to the examination area she looked up hopefully.  For the last four hours, she had been repeatedly disappointed, but finally, the doors whooshed open and Austin, powered by Derek, wheeled out.  A finger brace swaddled in gauze and tape covered his thumb.  Most importantly, he was smiling.  

“Miss, can you bring your car to the front door, and I’ll help make sure he gets loaded in safely?  We can’t let South Beach High lose this guy...they could be undefeated this year, you know.”

Austin smiled.  “Thanks dude.”  He held his thumb up.  “You should have seen the blood squirt out when they drilled through my nail.  It hit the ceiling!”

Derek laughed and nodded toward Austin.  “He’s got a strong pump in there.”

Kelly was glad she hadn’t witnessed that little operation.  It sounded gruesome and she’d seen enough blood for today.  She was incredibly relieved that it appeared to be a minor injury.  “Okay...I’ll be back in a flash.”  She fled out the front doors and almost skipped across the parking lot.  

A couple minutes later, she pulled under the overhang and stopped in front of the hospital doors.  Derek and Austin were waiting, and as soon as she stopped, Austin stood and walked to the vehicle.  He still had a little trouble climbing into the tall truck and getting his seat belt fastened with one hand basically incapacitated.  Kelly watched him fumble for a few seconds, trying to pull the belt out, but it was tricky using just his left hand.  She leaned across him, pulled the belt across his chest and fastened it.  His face was so close to hers that she could see the dark spikes in the irises of his eyes and feel his warm breath on her cheek.  Her heart did a little somersault and her fingers fumbled with the buckle.  Being this close to him always flustered her.  

Kelly sat back a lot more abruptly than necessary, shifted into Drive and carefully maneuvered the big truck around the ambulance and other cars in the drive-through area in front of the ER.  When she was in the clear, she asked, “What did your dad say?”

“He talked to the doctor, but luckily, I didn’t talk with him.  I’m hoping he’ll have time to chill before he gets home tomorrow.”

“Does it still hurt?”

“Not really...the instant the pressure was relieved, it stopped.  But she said I’d probably lose the nail.”

“Oh...female doctor huh...?”

“Yeah...Dr. Gonzalez...University of Miami.  She tried to recruit me.  She goes to all their home games and apparently keeps up with high school ball, too.”

“Sounds like she’s not the only one.  Is anything broken?  I mean, will you be okay by the start of the season?”

“Nothing broken or cracked, but I got seven stitches.  She told me to keep it iced today, take Tylenol for the pain, and I can start throwing after the stitches come out in a week.  I should be okay in a couple weeks.  Two-a-days don’t start until August, so I have time to heal.”

Kelly focused on the main roads as they drove back across the bridge to FMB.  At that time in the afternoon, the traffic wasn’t too bad.  Most of the people leaving the beach were heading in the opposite direction.  Within fifteen minutes they were parked in Austin’s driveway.  Kelly’s eyes were filled with tears as she turned to him.  “I’m really sorry about all this.  It could have ruined your football career.  I shouldn’t have asked you to help me...I’m pretty good with tools, you know.”  She wiped her eyes, hoping Austin hadn’t noticed.   “Listen, I’ll talk to your dad...maybe if I tell him that you were doing me a huge favor, he won’t blow up at you.  Right?”

“You haven’t seen my dad in action, have you?”  Austin gave her a wry smile.  “But you’ve got to get over feeling guilty about this.  It was completely my fault.  I shouldn’t have been stupid.  I knew better than to try to hammer with my left hand.”  He unfastened his seat belt and ducked out of the way as it recoiled.  “”Why don’t we go finish Josie’s house?”

“Are you sure?  Don’t you need to rest or something?”

He snorted.  “Rest?  I’d rather keep busy so I won’t think about it.”  

She stared at Austin for a moment.  “Okay, but I’m doing all the work.  You can supervise, but I’m not letting you near the tools.”

“What about your aunt?  Is she going to go ballistic when she finds out you drove me to the hospital?”

“Probably, but not until tomorrow.  She had to go to West Palm Beach to meet with a witness and won’t be home until tomorrow.”

“Where’s she staying?”

“Some golf resort.  Apparently, the guy is a golf pro there.”

“Is it the PGA National?”

“Maybe.  That sounds right.”

“Hey, that’s where my dad’s conference is.  Maybe they’ll bump into each other.”

Kelly laughed.  “That would never happen.  My aunt is so focused on her work that she could be in the same room as George Clooney and not notice him.  She’ll be all caught up in the case.”

“So, you’ll have an extra day, too.  It’s always better to maximize the time between the act and the chat...know what I mean?”

“I get that now after confessing that I drowned my cell phone and got three days of lockdown.”  She nodded and smiled as she repeated, “Maximize the time between the act and the chat...got it.”

Kelly started to open the door when Austin spoke up.  “Kelly?”

“Yeah?”  She sat back and looked at him.

“I’m really glad you moved here.  I mean I’m not glad your parents passed...but you’re not like the other girls at school.  You don’t care that I’m the quarterback or that my dad owns a car dealership or anything.  You’re really cool.”

Kelly ducked her head and let her long, dark brown hair fall forward to cover her flushed cheeks.  He thought she was cool.  That declaration caused her heart to flutter in her chest.  Her lower lip quivered nervously and she bit it to make it stop.  “I’m glad I met you, too, especially before school starts.  And of course Scott and Zoey, too,” she added quickly.

“Yeah, it seems odd not having them around.  I know Scott’s family will be home from their vacation this weekend.  When is Zoey coming back?” 

“Next Thursday, I think,” Kelly answered.  “Her dad bought a house in Boulder for her brother to live in while he’s at the University of Colorado.  They were there to get it furnished and set up for him, so they weren’t sure exactly how long that would take.  I think it’ll be good for her to have a distraction right now.”

“She’s still missing Jesse?”

Kelly nodded.  During their time travel trip to 1927 where they joined a circus to help save a young man’s life, Zoey had fallen head over heels for him.  Unfortunately, he had to stay and she had to come back...which made her uncharacteristically sad and moody.  “I think she’ll always miss him.  First loves are special.”  As she looked at Austin’s handsome face, she knew that was true.  She’d never felt this way about any boy before.  Even if he never actually kissed her or they didn’t ever go on a real date, her feelings for him would be special.  

“It’s been almost two weeks since we got back from our little trip to Texas.  I’m getting antsy to listen to the Spirit Radio again.”

“So am I,” Kelly agreed.  “But we promised to wait until everyone was back.  Besides, it’s locked up in Scott’s workshop.”

They left the truck in Austin’s driveway and walked across Scott’s lawn to get to Kelly’s house.  “Since this is your first Fourth of July on FMB, do you want to go with me to the parade and to see the fireworks?” Austin asked.

She hesitated.  On the inside, she was jumping up and down and cheering.  On the outside, she had to be cool.  That was what he had said he liked about her. 

“It’s not like it’ll be a date or anything,” Austin hurried to add.  “There’ll probably be a few of my football buddies and some girls hanging out with us.”

Her jumping and cheering screeched to halt .  He hadn’t asked her because he wanted to be alone with her.  He was just being nice and neighborly.  But even shared time with him was better than being alone.

“Sure, sounds like fun,” she answered lightly.  “It’ll give me a chance to meet some of the kids from school.”

They went through Kelly’s house and into the backyard where Josie, a fluffy black-and-white mixed breed puppy ran around them in happy circles.  

“Found your wallet,” Kelly said as she picked up the folded leather whose corners were missing.  “Looks like Josie thought it was a chew toy.”

Austin took it and quickly checked to see if the contents had been ruined.  “We got back just in time.”  He heaved a sigh of relief as he took out his driver’s license, school ID and other items that had been inside.  None of them showed any puncture marks or puppy slobbers.  He picked up his phone that was still lying untouched on the chair and put it in his pocket.  “It’s a good thing she doesn’t like the taste of plastic.”

“I’ll buy you a new wallet,” Kelly stated apologetically.  

“This one was worn out anyway.”  He made sure everything was out of it, then he tossed it toward Josie who eagerly retrieved it.  “I’m glad for an excuse to get a new one.”

Kelly smiled at him.  It was nice of him to say so, even if it wasn’t true.  The wallet hadn’t looked all that old to her.  “Just the same, my dog and I have done enough damage for one day, so I insist on paying for it.”

“You can help me pick one out at the mall tomorrow,” he suggested.  “That is, if you want to go.”

“When has any girl ever turned down an invitation to go to the mall?” she laughed.  

“Let’s get this doghouse finished so we can call out for pizza.”

“Wait here.  I’ll get some ice to put on your thumb while you supervise.”  Kelly ignored his protests and ran into the house.  She filled a baggie with crushed ice and wrapped a towel around it.  When she returned and handed it to Austin, he took it and gingerly wrapped it around his hand.  

“Thanks.”

“Frozen peas are better, but we didn’t have any,” she told him.  

“Peas?”

“Yes, because they’re small and round.  They don’t cut through the bag like ice does, and they kind of mold around your finger.”

“Good to know, but I’m sure we never have peas in our freezer.”

Kelly pulled one of the lawn chairs closer to the partially-built doghouse and pointed to it.  “Sit down and tell me what to do.”

Austin surprised her by sitting without protest.  “First, you need to lift off the roof so you can finish nailing in the floor.”  His lips curved into a crooked grin.  “Just ignore all the blood.”
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THURSDAY, JULY 3, PRESENT DAY

FORT MYERS BEACH, FLORIDA

Kelly swam her usual thirty laps of the pool while Josie ran back-and-forth, following on the flagstone decking.  The little dog obviously couldn’t figure out why Kelly was in the water.  She inched closer, barking out her concern until her tiny paws got a little too close to the edge and she fell in with a splash.  

Resurfacing, Josie started thrashing around in panic, then settled into jerky swimming movements as her instincts kicked in.  Kelly quickly crossed the pool to the puppy and scooped her into her arms.  

“Poor baby,” she crooned.  “I’m going to show you how to get out of here in case you fall in and I’m not home.”  Gently, she released Josie about a foot away from the steps.  Josie resumed her dog-paddling until her feet touched the concrete step.  She quickly climbed out of the pool and shook.  After giving Kelly a confused look, she ran a safe distance from the pool and started rolling in the grass.  

Kelly climbed out and wiped herself off with a big, fluffy beach towel.  She looked down at her body critically.  After a month of living with her aunt, there was actually a visible change in her body.  When she arrived in early June, she had a muffin top.  Her mother had been an excellent cook, especially cakes and cookies which added what her mother had called baby fat.  That would have been cute if she was two...at sixteen, not so much.  Her aunt Jane could barely boil water and preferred salads and fresh vegetables, so Kelly’s calorie intake had drastically dropped.  

Aunt Jane did her best.  She had been happily single and childless, content with spending long hours in the office or in court and working her way up to Assistant District Attorney.  Suddenly, she lost her only sister and brother-in-law in a horrible car accident and, as a result, gained a teenager...Kelly.  Jane, who rarely cooked and had depended on take-out for meals, now had to shop and have available good, healthy food for a growing girl.  

The new healthier diet and almost daily exercise had helped Kelly lose a few pounds and tone up.  She had to admit that her clothes fit better, and she wasn’t so embarrassed to be seen in a swimsuit.  Not a bikini in public...yet.

Kelly spread her towel on a chaise lounge and laid down on her stomach.  Josie plopped down in the shade from the chair and Kelly idly stroked the soft fur of her new pet as she let the sun dry her.  Josie was another surprise for poor Aunt Jane.  When Kelly had found the puppy tucked inside her backpack after their trip to the old circus, she had been overjoyed.  She wasn’t sure how her aunt would respond.  They lived in a Victorian house that was almost a hundred years old.  Kelly’s great-great grandfather had built the house in the early 1900s while he was working with Thomas Edison as a mucker.  Aunt Jane had inherited the house five years ago and had spent a lot of time and money having it renovated.  The addition of a puppy was probably pushing her generosity.  

Aunt Jane hadn’t found out about the puppy until she got home from work the day after Kelly’s last time travel.  Of course, she couldn’t tell her aunt about that trip or the other two Kelly and her friends had been on.  Scott’s invention of a phone app was their secret.  So, the best explanation for where the puppy came from was that it followed her home...which was sort of true if you didn’t get bogged down on the details of time and space.  

Kelly had spent the whole day role playing, trying to come up with convincing arguments and logical reasons to counter all of her aunt’s objections.  By the time her aunt got home, Kelly was nervous, but prepared.  She had even cooked dinner and had it ready to put on the table.  Josie, of course, decided to rush things by barking at Aunt Jane, spoiling the surprise Kelly had been hoping would be after they ate.  Nervously, she introduced the puppy to her aunt, rushing through the speech she had practiced, then held her breath as she waited.  

Nothing could have surprised her more than when her aunt knelt down on the floor and started playing with the puppy.  Seeing her aunt, dressed as usual in a crisp, perfectly fitted business suit, letting Josie cover her face in happy puppy kisses struck Kelly speechless.  

“She’s adorable,” Aunt Jane said.  “There hasn’t been a dog in this house since your mom and I were little.  She was always dragging home strays.”  Jane got to her feet, with the little dog still in her arms.  “One time she found a matted-up dog that was begging food off people on the beach.  Your mother cleaned her up and we were all amazed at how pretty she was...fluffy and snowy white.  Then one morning we woke up and she had had a litter of six of the cutest puppies I’d ever seen.”  Jane’s eyes focused on the long-ago memory and she smiled.  “When they were old enough, your mom found new homes for all of them except the runt.  And I was so glad because that one was my favorite.  I named her Lady.  She slept on my bed and followed me everywhere.  Lady was my best friend for the next fifteen years.”  Jane bit her lip as her eyes filled with tears.  “She was a really good dog.”

Kelly didn’t know what to say.  She knew how much she had mourned when Willy, her old Labrador retriever had died a year ago.  Willy had been in her life as long as she could remember.  Her parents had gotten the puppy when Kelly was just two years old, so she and the dog had grown up together.

“Don’t you just love puppy breath?  I wanted to get a dog, but I knew I couldn’t give it the time it deserved.”  Jane leaned over and put Josie on the floor.  “I’m sure you’ve been missing all the pets you had in Texas.  I guess I should be happy you didn’t bring home a horse.”

“So...you’re okay with me keeping Josie?” Kelly asked hesitantly.

“If you’re willing to take total responsibility for her and make sure she’s house broken and doesn’t chew things up, then yes, you can keep her.  But you need to get her a doghouse, some dishes and food, and you need to ask around to see if someone knows a good vet.  She needs her shots.” 

Which was why Kelly and Austin had been working on the doghouse yesterday.  The next day she had gotten everything else Josie needed and even taken the puppy to the vet for a check-up and her first round of shots.  The doghouse had been low priority and had been pushed off a few days.  Until then, Josie had a comfortable bed on the back patio, but she spent most of her time following Kelly around and sleeping in her room.  Luckily, Josie had been housebroken by Ruth, the lady in the circus who had performed the dog act.

Kelly rolled over onto her back to even out her tan.  She still couldn’t get over how excited Aunt Jane had been about the puppy.  It was the first time Kelly had actually seen any resemblance between her mother and her aunt.  It was always odd to think of them as little girls, growing up in this old house, having pets and going to school.

Her stomach growled, reminding her that it was lunchtime, so she got up and, with Josie bounding along behind, went inside.

Fifteen minutes later, she had showered and changed into her standard summer outfit of shorts and a tank top and had pulled her wet hair back into a ponytail.  Except for the few times she and Austin had hung out, the days had stretched pretty long and lonely with Scott not around.

Scott was the first person she had met here.  They had quickly become friends, and, for a while, she thought he had boyfriend potential.  They had gone on a movie date which had gone really well, but the truth was, there wasn’t a romantic spark between them.  Not like what she felt for Austin.

That’s where it got a little fuzzy.  Zoey who had had a crush on Austin had started to show signs of attraction to Scott, but then she met Jesse and fell in love.  Since Jesse had to stay back in 1927, that left Zoey all alone, but she was nothing if not resilient.  Kelly predicted it wouldn’t be long before Zoey tucked Jesse into her memory book and moved on to a boy who could take her on dates and buy her presents.  Would she go back to crushing on Austin or Scott?

Zoey never had trouble attracting boys.  Kelly just hoped Zoey would focus on someone other than Austin.
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“So, where are your friends these days?” Jane relaxed outside while Kelly finished painting the doghouse.  Jane had returned from her trip about an hour ago and had changed into capris and a sleeveless blouse.  She had poured a glass of white wine and joined her niece outside.

Kelly was a little confused by her aunt’s attitude.  “Well, everyone but Austin has gone on their summer vacations all at the same time.”  Kelly dipped her brush in the bright yellow paint and carefully painted along the edge of the white trim.

“Yeah...I guess I knew that.  I saw Scott and his family pull out over a week ago with a camper trailer behind them.”  Aunt Jane seemed distracted.

“They should be back this weekend.”

Aunt Jane took a sip of her wine.  “Look, I’m sorry we can’t go somewhere.  It’s just that I can’t take time off right now...you know with my case load and all.”

“Yeah, I guess there are a lot of bad guys out there,” Kelly commented out loud, then added to herself, both now and in the past.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’ve made some good friends.  Honestly, I haven’t had a chance to be bored yet.”

“I’m really happy to hear that.  You know, I think you’re right...people kill people for less and less these days.  I would think with all the government giveaways that people would stop killing and robbing each other, but that hasn’t been the case.”  She took a sip of wine and watched Kelly for a few minutes before offering, “Why don’t you think about where you’d like to go, maybe around the Christmas holidays.  The courts are closed around the holidays, so we could slip away and go somewhere really cool...okay?  It’d be our chance to bond.”

Kelly looked up eagerly.  “I already have an idea.”

“Oh really?  Where’s that?”  Jane set her glass carefully on the table.

“Disney World.  I’ve heard they really go all out to decorate everything for the holidays.  I’ve always wanted to see it.  We had talked about going there...but we never had the chance.”  Kelly felt her eyes fill with tears and she tried to blink them back.  The pain of her parents’ death was still so fresh and raw.

“I’m so sorry, Kelly.  I miss your mom too,” Jane’s voice was soft.  “Disney World?  It’s hard to get a reservation on-site around the holidays, but I have a travel agent who’s pretty well-connected.” 

Kelly thought about all the trips she’d already taken this summer ...1966 here in FMB which had looked a lot different than it did today, 1980 to a beautiful island off the southeast coast of Florida and the last one to 1927 through several Texas towns, but she couldn’t tell her aunt anything about those adventures.  Instead, she said, “That would be awesome.”  Her phone was sitting on the table when it chimed and the screen lit up.    A glance confirmed her suspicions.  “It’s from Scott.  He’s been texting me whenever he has a signal.  He thinks his parents are avoiding all the interstates so he won’t have strong signals and would have to stay off his phone.”

Her aunt smiled.  “Go ahead and see what he has to say.  I don’t mind.”

Kelly wiped the paint off her hands with a rag and picked up her phone.  She would have been a ton more excited had it been from Austin, but it was good to hear from Scott.

“Hey, u there?” The text read.

“Working on doghouse,” Kelly quickly responded, “U home?”

A long minute went past.  “Still trapped in the back seat.  CU Sat.”  

Kelly smiled.

“Good news?” Aunt Jane queried.

“He’ll be home Saturday!”

“So let me get this straight...Scott’s the one you went out with and that you like?”

“Yes and no...Austin’s the one I really like.”

“I thought he and Zoey were a thing.”

“Thing?  Oh...no...she’s in love with Jesse...”  

“Who’s Jesse?  Is he a boy at school?”

“Uh...not really.”  Kelly had frozen as soon as Jesse’s name had slipped out, so she jumped at the chance to change the subject.  “So, how was your trip?”

Now it was Jane’s turn to freeze.  “Uh...it was good.  The witness will make the case for us.”  She took another drink.

“Austin’s dad was staying there, too.  Did you see him?”

Aunt Jane choked, spitting out a mouthful of wine and having a coughing spell.  

Kelly hesitated.  Should she go pound on Aunt Jane’s back?  She was coughing, so that meant she didn’t need a Heimlich, right?  

Aunt Jane’s cheeks were pink when she finally recovered and managed to croak out, “We ran into each other and had dinner.”

“That’s good.  He seems like a really nice man.”

“He is,” Aunt Jane said...too quickly.  “I mean, yes, he’s...uh...interesting.”

Kelly gave her aunt a curious look.  

Aunt Jane stood up so abruptly that her chair almost fell over.  “I’ll get dinner started.  I think we have some lasagna in the freezer.  It’ll be ready by the time you finish painting and cleaning up.”

Kelly watched as her aunt practically ran into the house.

There was a squawk and a flutter of brightly colored wings.  Kelly looked around and saw that the beautiful scarlet macaw that woke her almost every morning was perched on the peaked roof of the doghouse, an intrusion that send Josie into a spasm of barking.  The puppy lunged at the bird that was just out of her reach.  Unfortunately, the paint was still wet and the pads of Josie’s little paws were smudged with yellow.

“Josie, don’t!”  Kelly lunged for the dog and held her tightly while she reached for the rag.  

Nico, the macaw, cocked his red head to one side and eyed the girl and her dog with one shiny black eye.  Then he whistled, a perfect imitation of Kelly’s whistle, which sent Josie into a renewed frenzy.  

Kelly struggled to hang onto the wiggling puppy.  “Nico, you naughty bird, go away.  You had to pick this moment to try to make friends?”

With a cackle like the wicked witch from The Wizard of Oz, he shook, sending a shower of red, blue and yellow feathers down onto the still wet paint, before stretching his wings and flying off.  Normally, Kelly would have been delighted to be so close to the notoriously wary bird, but this wasn’t the right time or place.  She finished wiping as much paint as she could off Josie’s feet before the puppy bounded away in the direction Nico had gone even though the bird was now thirty feet up in a palm tree.  As he continued to taunt Josie with his whistles, Kelly tried to pick the bigger feathers out of the paint.  What else could go wrong?  There was Austin’s blood on the floor, Josie’s paw prints on the side and Nico’s feathers in the paint.  

She finished the final section of yellow, but decided to leave the print and the feathers.  It gave it character.  

Dinner was a little awkward with her aunt not mentioning anything else about her trip and Kelly not bringing up the subject of Austin’s injury or her illegal dash to the hospital.  Aunt Jane pleaded exhaustion and went to her room as soon as the dishes were loaded in the dishwasher.  Kelly watched a couple of her favorite TV shows, then sat outside with Josie for her last potty break before going up to her room.  She had just finished brushing her teeth when a ping on her phone indicated she’d received a text message.  

Josie was already asleep in her crate in the corner of the bedroom as Kelly plopped down on her bed and picked up her phone.  Her heart did a little flip-flop when she saw it was from Austin.  He had mentioned going to the mall to buy a wallet, but hadn’t called her, so this was the first time they had spoken today.

“Parade @ 10.  Lv @ 9:30?”

Kelly typed back, “OK.  r we coming back here b4 beach?”

“No.”

“I’ll pack food.”

“Hopin u would.  Hear from Scott?”

“Yes.  He’ll b back Sat,”  Kelly answered.

“2 bad 4 him.  Lol.”

“U working?”

“Yes til midnight.  3 trucks 2 unload.”

“Good exercise.”

“Wanna help?” Austin asked.

“Haha.  How’s ur thumb?”

“Sore.  Still bandaged.  Cu tomo.” 

Kelly plugged her phone into the charger next to her bed.  She was really excited about spending the whole day with Austin, but she was also a little nervous.  His high school friends would be there and she wouldn’t know anyone except Austin.  If he went all macho and ignored her, it would be a long, horrible day.  She didn’t even have the back up of Scott and Zoey to talk to.  

She looked over at Josie, sprawled on her bed inside the crate, her tiny head filled with fun puppy dreams.  At least Kelly would have her newest friend along, so things wouldn’t be too bad.  But in her heart, she had her own dreams about tomorrow.  What would it be like if Austin were to kiss her?  Or put his arm around her?  Or just hold her hand?

Kelly dropped a few flakes of fish food into the two bowls on her dresser.  The goldfish with the white spots was the one Scott had won for her at the carnival, and the one with the long, flowing tail was Zoey’s that Kelly was babysitting.  She watched the fish nibble the big flakes, then turned off the overhead light and climbed into bed.  She was being ridiculous.  Austin didn’t look at her like anything other than a friend.  Even worse, she was in the buddy zone.  Friends could move up to girlfriends, but buddies rarely could.  Was she doomed to forever be the kid next door?  

She sighed.  He was out of her league anyway...handsome, popular, star quarterback.  He could have any girl he wanted.  Why would he ever want anyone as ordinary as she was?

––––––––

[image: ]


FRIDAY, JULY 4, PRESENT DAY

Josie loved going for walks even when on a leash, and she had almost mastered the tricky art of heeling.  As Kelly and Austin walked toward the beach, the little dog trotted along on Kelly’s left side, only occasionally getting distracted by an interesting smell or a butterfly.

“I’m glad we live close enough to walk.”  Austin glanced back at the rolling ice chest that they had filled with sandwiches, fruit, water and soft drinks.  They had strapped an umbrella, a blanket, their towels and beach bags on top of it.  The load was precariously balanced, so he had to keep an eye on it in case it tilted and stuff started falling off.  

“I’ll bet it would have been a hassle to park your truck.”

“It’s a nightmare downtown,” Austin agreed.  “Thousands of people come over.  The traffic will be backed up all the way across the bridge.”

“We went to Galveston on the Fourth of July a couple of times when I was younger.  The fireworks were great, but it wasn’t worth sitting for hours getting off the island.”

“Yeah, we’ll have to stake our claim on a good spot on the beach, the further down, the better.  The pier area will be packed.  And, if we stay to the north of the pier, we’ll be able to see the fireworks on Sanibel Island, too.”

They reached Estero Blvd. and found that crowds were already settled onto beach chairs or on the curbs.  

“Let’s keep moving.  I want to be on the other side of the street.”  

“I’m following you,” Kelly told him as he started weaving around the chairs, strollers and kids.  It was made more difficult by their own overloaded wheeled ice chest in front of her and Josie lagging along behind, slowed by the many hands that were reaching out to pat her.  Finally, they broke through, crossed the street and continued until they were as close as they could get to the beach.  

“You sit here.  I’ll run down to the beach, set up our umbrella and spread out our blanket to stake our claim.”  

Kelly helped him transfer some of their things into his arms, then watched him jog off until he disappeared behind the buildings.  

“It’s just you and me, Josie,” Kelly said as she positioned the ice chest as close to the street as possible, took a bottle of water out, then sat on the top and waited.  

Josie was fascinated by all the sights and sounds around her.  After spending her first two months traveling with the circus, the crowds and noise didn’t bother her.  She sat at Kelly’s feet, accepting the attention of the kids that passed by, giving them a lick and a wag of her tail, but not trying to run away.  

In the distance, Kelly could see the traffic inching along, bumper-to-bumper over the bridge that connected the small island of Fort Myers Beach, called FMB by the locals, with the mainland.  She had never thought she’d be living this close to a beach.  It was a drastic change from the small farm she had lived on with her parents in Friendswood, Texas.  Of course, that was before they were killed in a car accident at the beginning of the summer and Kelly had been forced to move in with her aunt.  That, of course, had changed everything.  In the fall, she would be going to a school for the first time which would be a new experience since she had always been homeschooled by her mom.  Kelly was kind of looking forward to that.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she jumped. 

“All done,” Austin said, out of breath from his mission.  “Can I get a water?”

Kelly popped up and held the lid open while Austin fished a bottle of water out of the ice.  She shut the lid and they both sat down on the ice chest which was barely big enough.  Kelly didn’t mind that at all.

“What did your dad say about your thumb?” she asked.

“Not much.”  Austin was baffled.  “I thought he’d hit the roof, but he looked at it and said, ‘Doesn’t look too bad,’ then went to his room.  But that’s not the strangest part...later I heard him talking on the phone...and I think it was to a woman!”

“Is that unusual?”

“He dates some, but he was laughing and sort of whispering, like he didn’t want to be overheard.”

“My aunt has been acting weird, too.  I asked her if she saw your dad when she was in Palm Beach Gardens, and she said they’d bumped into each other...”  Kelly gasped and her green eyes widened.  She turned and met Austin’s equally incredulous gaze.  “You don’t think...?”

“Holy cow, I hope not.”

“That would be pretty creepy, right?”

Austin shook his head.  “Nah...it can’t be...”

“Hey, bro!  Where’ve you been all summer?”  A muscular young man wearing baggy shorts and no shirt jumped in front of them, interrupting their speculation.  

Austin stood.  “Just hanging.”  He grabbed Kelly’s arm and pulled her to her feet.  “Brack, meet my new neighbor, Kelly.”  

She wasn’t sure whether she should hold her hand out for him to shake or not, so she just gave him a little wave.  “Hey.”

Brack’s gaze swept over her, then he gave her an approving smile.  “Hey, Kelly.  Wish I had neighbors like you.  I’m surrounded by people who are at least a hundred years old.”

Kelly laughed.  Brack’s easy-going manner helped her to relax.  He wasn’t as attractive as Austin, but he had a wide, friendly grin and sparkling brown eyes.  His hair was short and sandy blond and he had the big, muscular body of a football player.

“Are you going to South Beach High this year?” he asked. 

She nodded.  “I turned in my paperwork on Monday.”

“Fresh blood!”  Brack turned to Austin.  “Unless you’ve already staked your claim?”

Kelly’s eyes focused on Austin, waiting on his answer with interest. 

“Nah, you know me,” Austin said, unwittingly crushing her hopes.  “I’ve got to keep focused on football and my grades.” 
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