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Hayley Lynn Christopher

and

Raymond Matthew Braddock

Were united in Holy Matrimony

At Good Shepard Chapel

Perrish, Florida

On the Twenty-fifth of June, Two thousand—

––––––––

[image: ]


TREY CHRISTOPHER DROPPED the cream-colored card embossed with swirling pink roses back on the passenger seat. He’d stopped for a fast-food meal on the road, but why he’d thought it’d be a good idea to sort through the pile of mail while he ate, he had no idea.

He stared at the half-eaten grilled chicken sandwich in his hand and realized he no longer had any appetite. He shoved it back in the paper bag it came in and set it aside. Maybe he’d be hungry later, though he doubted it. Out of the corner of his eye he glanced at Hayley’s wedding announcement once more before burying it under a stack of magazines and bills.

He put the car in gear and headed back onto the highway. He had another couple of hours of driving, three at the most before he reached his grandparents’ place outside Ednaville, North Carolina. He’d hoped to arrive before nightfall, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. He didn’t want to negotiate the curving lane to their place in the dark, but he’d have no choice.

Damn. He’d lost Hayley for good, and it bothered him more than he thought it would. They’d been divorced for over two years. Things had not been good between them for at least two before that.

He’d made a half-hearted attempt to get Hayley back when he got out of rehab last summer. She’d laughed in his face, which, he knew was no better than he deserved. He’d treated her horribly and he couldn’t blame her if she didn’t want to sign on with him again. Hayley had adored him, and he’d taken her love and trampled on it without realizing what he was throwing away until it was too late. 

He glanced in the rearview mirror and turned up the sound system another notch. Too bad he couldn’t drown out his own thoughts.

Hayley had moved on without him. She’d adopted her stepsister’s little boy and married Ray who treated her the way she deserved to be treated. With love and respect. 

Ray was probably gaga over her, which is how it was supposed to be. Hayley had flat out told him she’d never felt for anyone the way she felt about Ray. Her implied not even you had sat there for several seconds  before she purposely changed the subject.

No one’s gaga over you Trey reminded himself. He’d gone from being a happily married, professional quarterback on a Super Bowl winning team to an unemployed, divorced has-been with a substance abuse problem and a bum knee.

Pity Party. Table for One. The words from his drug counselor at Mooring Pines popped into his head. Brad had warned him not to get too down on himself. Part of the process of a recovering addict was not only to ask forgiveness from those he’d hurt, but also to learn to forgive himself.

Easier said than done. No one could be harder on Trey than he was on himself. He’d let so many people down. 

Hayley, at least, forgave him. The last time he’d talked to her she’d even thanked him. The divorce forced her to grow up, she said, and helped her figure out who she was and what she wanted. She’d learned not to settle for anything less. 

Money was pretty much all he had left from his former life.

Money would pay to renovate his grandparents’ farmhouse left to him after his grandmother’s death last year.

He sniffed remembering the funeral. Before that he hadn’t been home in ages, and he’d only been out of rehab for a couple of months. He was still feeling his way along in a world where he didn’t view everything through an alcohol and painkiller induced stupor.

His mother had hugged him for a long time, and he’d stupidly clung to her as if he were a small child instead of a 6’3” former athlete. His father hadn’t been quite as friendly, nor had Trey expected him to be. The old man had made a lot of sacrifices to get Trey into an SEC school to give him a shot at a pro career. 

All you can do is try. Brad’s voice again, warning him not to expect too much. Healing takes time. How many times had Trey heard that? A hundred? A thousand? 

It could take his dad a month to forgive him. Or a year. Or ten years. No matter how long it took, Trey would keep trying. One day at a time.

He turned the stereo up another notch until the car vibrated from the bass pouring through the speakers.

Trey’s mood turned from sour to foul by the time he reached the outskirts of Ednaville, population two thousand, nine hundred seventy-three. He’d fought his way through a thunderstorm fifty miles back, his knee ached like a sonofabitch, and he had to pee. Badly. As in a half hour ago. He’d decided he could hold it until he got to the house. Bad idea.

He ignored the sign posted just inside the city limits. He figured the local cops, of which he was pretty sure there were still at least two, would be home, possibly in bed by now. He wondered if old Charlie Langston was still on the job. A typical easygoing country boy, Charlie’d been ancient when Trey was growing up here, but he could be counted on to break up the occasional teen drinking party. He’d escort the unfortunate offender home and have “a word” with their parents. That’s all it took for him to keep the peace. He rarely made an actual arrest or handed out citations for any infraction. 

Good old Charlie, Trey thought fondly. He himself had been one of those less than fortunate teenagers who’d been escorted home in an inebriated state. His parents grounded him for a month each time. His father gave him the silent treatment for at least a week. His mother baked him chocolate chip cookies and rubbed his back in sympathy every time she walked by.

Trey smiled thinking of his softie of a mom.

Red and blue lights swirled in his rearview mirror and rapidly became bigger and brighter. A siren sounded a couple of times in warning with that “bwap bwap” sound.

Trey pulled off onto the soft shoulder of the road. His low beams illuminated the “Leaving Ednaville City Limits” sign fifty feet away. He swore as he reached across to the glovebox to find his registration. His bladder reminded him that it was full. Very, very full.

He opened the car door. The cop car had stopped behind him with its high beams on and the colored lights still rotating. He reached into his back pocket for his wallet and started to walk toward the patrol vehicle when the door popped open, and a cop Trey didn’t recognize got out. He held out a hand in warning. “Whoa, now. Stop right there. Put your hands out where I can see them.”

The cop had his other hand on the butt of his sidearm. Trey complied. “I was just going to get my wallet,” he said. “Figured you’d want to see my driver’s license.”

“Uh huh. Now turn slowly and place your hands down flat on the hood there.” He gestured toward the cruiser.

“What?”

The cop raised his voice as if he were addressing a rather slow child or a senior citizen with a hearing deficiency. “I said, ‘turn slowly and place your hands—l”

“I heard you,” Trey said. “I just couldn’t believe you said it. Is this an episode of COPS?”

“No, sir. Just do as you’ve been instructed. I should warn you; I am equipped with a taser as well as other means to bring you under control if you do not voluntarily abide by my commands.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Trey stared at the cop who was decked out in what looked like a legitimate Henderson County police uniform complete with a cap which bore the county logo instead of the City of Ednaville official seal.

“Sir? Do I need to call for backup? Or are you going to place your hands flat on the hood of the vehicle like I asked?”

“Backup? You have backup here? When did Ednaville join the twenty-first century?”

“Sir. Place your hands flat on the hood of the vehicle. Now,” the cop barked.

“All right, all right. Don’t get your boxers in a knot.”

Trey did as he’d been told feeling ten kinds of foolish doing it. The only saving grace was there no one would see it. “My wallet’s in my back right pocket,” he informed the cop who slowly made his way closer. “My license is in the front.”

“We’ll get to that. Legs apart.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Trey turned to look at the guy over his shoulder. “You’re going to search me before you give me a damn speeding ticket?”

“Sir. Please do as you’re told. We don’t want any trouble here.”

“Then why are you making it? How about if you forget you even saw me doing sixty in a thirty-five? Better yet, how about you take out my wallet, check my driver’s license. Maybe there’s some way we can reach an agreement and make this all go away. How does that sound?”

“Are you attempting to bribe a police officer, sir?”

“I never actually said—”

Trey suddenly found himself facedown on the hood of the police car. The cop grabbed his left wrist first, then his right, forcing them back behind him. “What the?” He heard a metallic clasping noise. “Are you fucking kidding me? You’re handcuffing me?” Trey sputtered in outrage. Even knowing it would be better to shut his mouth and cooperate, he knew he wasn’t going to do it.

“Do you do this to all your traffic stops?” He asked snidely. “Especially the cute young things who can’t read a speed limit sign? What do  they do? ‘Oh, officer, I’m so sorry.’ They bat their eyelashes at you while you throw the cuffs on them? Huh? Do they spread their legs first time they’re told, so the big, strong cop can subdue them?”

“Spread your legs,” the cop grated out.

“Fuck you.”

The cop kicked Trey’s left foot and then his right one, effectively separating them. Trey grunted in surprise as his right knee, forced to move without warning, sent an extra strong pain message to his unmedicated brain receptors. 

“Asshole,” Trey murmured into the hood of his car.

“Officer Spoley, to you. Do you have anything on your person or in your pockets I need to know about? Drugs, paraphernalia, needles, anything that’s likely to injure me?”

Just my fists. Although they weren’t much use at the moment. “No,” he answered dully. God, he needed to pee. Being bent over the hood of the car wasn’t helping matters. He’d have stopped before if it hadn’t poured rain and if his knee didn’t object every time he got out of the car.

After an uncomfortably thorough pat-down, Trey felt his wallet being removed from his pocket. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the high and mighty Trey Christopher. Or should I say burnt out, over the hill, drug addict, Trey Christopher. Ednaville’s golden boy. Come back home all rusted out.”

“Can I stand up, now?” Trey asked. Officer Spoley still had his palm firmly planted between Trey’s shoulder blades effectively keeping him in place.

“Certainly.” Spoley stepped back. “I don’t imagine you’re a flight risk. Not with that busted knee of yours.”

Spoley gave Trey a smug little smile which made Trey almost certain Spoley knew who he was before he’d kicked his legs apart. His knee began an entirely new round of throbbing, but at least it distracted him slightly from his insistent bladder. He needed to get out of here, get to the house and ice the knee or else he’d barely be able to walk tomorrow.

“You got something specific against me, Officer Spoley?” The cop’s name niggled at his memory. Trey felt certain he should know what kind of history he had with the guy, but at the moment he couldn’t place him.

“I might. Then again, I might not. But I’ll share something with you my daddy used to say: Be nice to the people you meet on your way up the ladder. You might be meeting them on your way back down.”

“Look, just write me the ticket and spare me the sermons, would you?”

“Have you consumed any alcohol this evening, sir?”

“No.”

Spoley stepped closer and sniffed the air. He was a couple inches shorter than Trey which put his nose on a level slightly below Trey’s mouth. “I’ll have to ask you to take a breathalyzer exam, sir.”

Below the handcuffs, Trey flexed his fists. “Yeah. Sure. Whatever.”

“Wait here,” Spoley instructed. From the trunk of his vehicle he removed a portable breathalyzer unit. 

He offered a large straw-like mechanism to Trey. Trey got a bad feeling. He tilted his head back. “I haven’t been drinking. I’m not taking a breathalyzer test.”

“That’s your right, Mr. Christopher. However, in the eyes of the law, refusal to take a roadside sobriety test carries with it the same penalty as taking a test which shows you over the legal limit for blood alcohol levels.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

Spoley stared him down for a few seconds and then shrugged as if it didn’t make any difference to him. But Trey got the distinct impression that for some reason it did.

“If you wouldn’t mind taking a seat next to your car,” Spoley indicated the shoulder. “I have some paperwork to do.”

“Hey, look.” Trey tried for a friendly tone and even he could tell he hadn’t quite made it. “Can you take the cuffs off? We both know I’m not going anywhere. Hell, take my keys and hang onto my wallet while you’re at it as insurance.”

Spoley nodded once as if he knew he’d gone above and beyond the call of duty for a routine traffic stop. Trey turned around and Spoley released the cuffs. Trey rubbed at his wrists and glanced around at the surroundings he could see from the car lights. There were no houses nearby. Not one car had passed them since they’d stopped. Beyond the pool of light around their cars it was pitch black. “You mind if I go over there and take a leak?” He indicated a small clump of bushes about twenty-five feet away. “I gotta pee like a sonofabitch.”

Spoley looked at him as if considering his request and the possible ramifications of his answer before he said, “Sure. Go ahead.”

“Thanks, man.”

Trey limped behind the bushes and unzipped his fly, nearly groaning in relief. He peed for what felt like five minutes before zipping up and making his way back to the cars. He leaned against the driver’s side of the hood and did his best to keep the majority of his weight off his bad knee. What came next, he wondered? A cane? A walker? Most mornings he felt like an old man before he even got out of bed.

He waited for Spoley to finish. And waited. And waited. And waited.

The guy enjoyed messing with him a little too much. Trey renewed his silent vow to pay Spoley back at the first opportunity.

Just as Trey decided to approach the patrol car, because seriously, how long would it take even the most incompetent cop to write a speeding ticket—Spoley opened his door and got out. He strode toward Trey with a spring in his step.

“Here’s your license and registration, Mr. Christopher.” He handed the documents back to Trey and Trey shoved them in his front pocket, anxious to get going. He stifled a yawn. 

“These are your citations,” Spoley said.

“Citations? How many tickets did you write? I only went over the speed limit once.”

“Yes, sir.” Spoley smiled a creepily pleasant smile as if he hadn’t been the cop from hell a short while ago. 

“This is your traffic citation.” He handed the multiple page document to Trey. 

“This is for driving under suspicion of being under the influence and refusing the breathalyzer.”

“I haven’t been drinking. I don’t drink. I haven’t had a drink in over a year.”

“This one is for attempting to bribe a police officer.” Spoley used a conversational tone as he glanced back over the next document as if checking for accuracy before handing it to Trey.

“Bribing a police officer? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Spoley gazed at him steadily, daring him to say more. Trey shut his mouth, something he knew he should have done much, much earlier.

“And this one, as you can see, is for violating county ordinance #513849-B.”

“Yeah? What kind of trumped-up charge is that?”

“Indecent exposure, of course.” Spoley touched the brim of his hat and strutted back to his car. He got in, killed all the lights but the high beams, made a U-turn and disappeared into the darkness of a side street.

Trey crawled back into the Cayenne’s driver’s seat, easing himself down, babying his knee. Screw it, he though  Spoley had a chip on his shoulder, but Trey had something Spoley probably didn’t have  Money. Lots of it. A decent attorney ought to get him out of everything but the speeding ticket. 

Unfortunately, even after he negotiated the winding country road, located the house, and parked in the driveway, the bad feeling didn’t go away. By then he had a pretty good idea who Officer Justin Spoley was, and why he might still hold a grudge.
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Chapter Two
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Trey reluctantly woke at dawn the next morning knowing he wouldn’t get any more sleep. From his grandparents’ bed he stared up at the plaster ceiling. The walls were covered in ancient cabbage rose wallpaper, which his grandmother had probably picked it out in 1955. He’d already added to his list of things to change.

Experimentally Trey shifted slightly to see how bad things were. Right knee throbbing. Constant twinge in right shoulder. He turned his head to glance at the nightstand. Which over the counter pain medication should he chose? Naproxen sodium worked well and was supposed to last all day, but it didn’t. Not for him, anyway. He could take more than the suggested dosage of ibuprofen and he could take it more often.

He reached over and uncapped the bottle, tumbled four tablets into his hand and swallowed them with a gulp of water from the bottle he’d set next to them last night. He’d have to give them a few minutes to work.

He stuffed the extra pillow under his head and listened to the sounds of the birds waking up. Filmy lace curtains, possibly as ancient as the wallpaper let the grayish light filter through from outside. Trey knew by the time he got up and made his way to the kitchen, the mountains in the distance would be obscured by fog which would burn off by late morning.

He scrubbed his hands over his face and yawned. Carefully, he flexed his left knee hearing the joints in his cartilage crack and pop from ankle to hip. He lowered the leg and stretched his arms over his head trying to work out the kinks. He’d learned to be careful, to go slowly, especially first thing in the morning. His body had taken a beating from years on the field. He’d paid for all the success he’d had in his career by feeling this way each and every morning.

His right shoulder protested as he carefully rotated it to warm up the muscles. Probably should ice it once he got out of bed and got moving. 

Last but not least he carefully bent his right leg. Slowly, slowly, slowly, feeling it resist as he did. Damn it hurt. But he was almost getting used to it. Funny what you could accept when you had no choice. He’d never have the range of motion in this leg he’d once had. He knew that. He also knew he had to get back into physical therapy to give himself the best possible outcome after the last surgery. Another on his list of things to do.

Eventually, he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Levering himself up with one hand on the nightstand and leading with his left leg he got himself upright and limped to the bathroom down the hall.

More ancientness greeted him in the form of a claw-footed tub, a pedestal sink and a toilet missing lots of its original enamel coating. Luckily, the plumbing, though hardly modern, worked. He peed and washed up, splashing lots of cold water in his face and making a mess of the small space. 

He looked down at the puddle he’d created on the curling linoleum. He threw a towel on it and used his left foot to move it around to mop up the water. Another thing to add to his list. Find a cleaning service.

Dragging his right leg along with him, he made his way to the kitchen. The best room in the house. He paused at the arched opening to look at it. Time stood still in his grandmother’s kitchen. Nothing had changed in years except the appliances she’d been forced to replace when the old ones wore out. 

The round oak table surrounded by a variety of mismatched chairs took up most of the open floor space. The cabinets, he recalled, had gone through a few incarnations of color over the years, but were now covered in an off-white shade. Ecru, maybe. Or eggshell.

Some sort of reddish linoleum covered the long countertop, sealed along the edges with a strip of silver metal.

Above the cracked porcelain sink, double windows offered an unobstructed view of the back of the house including his grandmother’s now neglected garden. Some of her annuals were still going strong, poking their blooming heads through the overgrowth of weeds.

Another thing for the list. A gardener or a professional landscaper. Maybe both.

Trey limped across the scarred wood floor to the coffeemaker. This, at least, he could handle. By trial and error he’d learned how to make coffee after years of having someone else do it for him. His mother. His wife. A waitress. Room service. His housekeeper, Miriam.

He thought of her fondly. She’d been uber efficient and as far as he knew, nonjudgmental. She’d called him Meester Trey and performed even the smallest task promptly. Not once had she complained of his less than stellar behavior, not about the mess he’d make of the bathroom or the broken bric a brac he knocked over in one of his under-the-influence moments. She never said a word about the procession of women he’d paraded through the house after Hayley left. 

Miriam had stayed on until he’d decided he couldn’t possibly remain in the big house outside Jacksonville. He couldn’t stay in Jacksonville period. Too many memories. Too many temptations. Too easy to slide back into the kind of life he’d worked hard to get himself out of.

He’d given Miriam a glowing letter of recommendation and a year’s severance pay. She might be the one person from his past life who didn’t completely hate him.

Trey began to unpack the big shopping bag he’d brought in and left on the counter last night. A few of the basics. He’d go into Henderson later and go grocery shopping. He also had to find an attorney. Another item for his list. Probably that should go at the top. Everything else could wait.

He pulled out the bag of Arabian Mocha Sunani and held it to his nose breathing in the faint scent through the white bag with his favorite coffee shop’s logo front and center. He opened the bag and sniffed again at the beans. Intoxicating. He rummaged through the shopping bag for the grinder he’d packed. Or thought he’d packed. He didn’t find it.

Great. Just great. How was he was supposed to start his morning without coffee? He thought of hurling the bag of beans across the room to vent his frustration. He wanted to punch something or beat the hell out of something. He couldn’t even get a decent cup of coffee in his own kitchen.

He tried one of the meditation techniques they’d taught him in rehab. Bracing both hands on the counter, head bowed, he took in a deep breath over a count of four, held it for a count of seven, let it out for a count of five. Again. Then again. One more time for good measure. He lifted his head. He still wanted to hit something. Maybe he’d install a punching bag in every room for moments such as these.

Okay. No Arabian Mocha Sunani for him this morning. It’s not the end of the world. Just one of life’s little frustrations. Maybe Grandma J had left some Folgers or Maxwell House in one of the cupboards. He began opening cabinet doors. His mother had cleaned out the refrigerator and gotten rid of any perishables. But there were a few canned goods and boxes of things like rice and pasta in the cupboards. He saw a larger can at the back of one of the shelves. 

“Aha.” A discount chain store brand of ground decaf coffee. Karma, he decided. For all those cups of gourmet coffee he’d been served in the past and hadn’t fully appreciated. 

Cheap decaf was better than nothing. Maybe he could add some cinnamon from Grandma J’s spice rack to liven it up.

While the coffee brewed, he wrapped an ice pack around his knee and strapped another one to his shoulder. The tee shirt and cotton pajama bottoms insulated his skin from direct contact with the ice packs. He rummaged in the kitchen drawers until he found a small notepad and a hodgepodge of pens, paperclips, rubber bands and other miscellany. 

When the coffee finished, he took a mug of it out to the back porch not quite prepared for the nip in the air. He’d become so used to the heat and humidity in northern Florida this time of year it hadn’t occurred to him he’d need a robe or a jacket. He opened the door to the mudroom off the porch. Hooks along the wall were lined with jackets and hats and scarves. Various boots and shoes were arranged along the baseboard underneath. Some were Grandma J’s and some were Grandpa Mike’s. In a bin nearby were gardening gloves mixed in with a few hand tools, old pots and packets of seeds.

Trey spied Grandpa Mike’s plaid jacket and got it off the hook. It was a little snug across the shoulders, but it’d do. The shoes all looked too small for him.

He settled himself in one of the chairs on the porch with his coffee and notepad on the table nearby. He took a sip of the coffee. It was drinkable. That’s about all he could say for it. Steam rose out of the cup mimicking the swirls of gray that obscured the mountain view.

Trey began to write.


	Find an attorney

	Buy a coffee grinder

	Grocery store

	Cleaning service

	Landscaper/gardener



He sipped some more coffee, knowing he had more to add to the list, more things he’d prefer not to do. As part of his new self-discipline, he also knew he’d do them anyway.

	Physical therapist


He needed someone good and he sure as hell hoped he could find someone in the county seat of Henderson, a decent-sized town about ten miles from Ednaville. Since there was a small hospital there, it stood to figure, there’d be most other medical services available as well.

	Therapist


As much as he’d resisted therapy, he had to admit it had helped him get through that initial year of sobriety. Brad never seemed to tire of throwing whatever Trey said back in his face and forcing him to figure out how to deal with his own problems and issues. Trey knew he needed someone like Brad to keep him accountable. 

Trey put the pen down and let his gaze wander over his property. The old barn needed some shoring up and a paint job. Probably a new roof as well. The outbuildings included a few close to falling down. He’d probably let them or tear them down himself.

He hadn’t really figured out what he was going to do now that he was here. He didn’t fancy himself much of a farmer. He doubted he’d want to be tied down to livestock around the place, although that’s what Grandpa Mike did. Farmed. Raised cows and pigs and goats. Grandma J gardened and sold a lot of what she grew, vegetables and such. Apples from the orchard. Homemade jellies. 

He’d inherited his grandparents’ home and their land by virtue of being their only grandchild, his mother the only one of their three offspring to bear a child. His Aunt Mamie was considerably older than his mom. She’d married late in life, maybe too late. She and Uncle Orrie never had any kids. Uncle Kurt, well, what could one say about Uncle Kurt, the forgotten middle child in between the two sisters?  

Although it wasn’t something the family ever mentioned, Uncle Kurt being gay was the equivalent of the elephant in the living room everyone tiptoed around. He lived in Asheville and owned—no surprise to Trey at least—a couple of successful art galleries. If he were part of a committed relationship, he’d never admitted to it, at least not while his parents were alive. Vaguely, Trey wondered if things would be different now that Grandma J was gone?

Trey went back into the kitchen, shrugged out of the jacket, and poured more coffee. Taking it with him he got the shower going and stood under the hot spray for a long time musing about changes he could make to the house. A bathroom that would suit his needs with a big Jacuzzi tub and a shower stall with jets everywhere and a bench in the middle so he wouldn’t have to stand up the whole time. He groaned at the thought, even though the ice pack and now the warm water helped ease the stiffness in his knee.

He wanted to preserve the architectural integrity of the old farmhouse. He’d have to find a good contractor to help him figure out how to do that and still get all the modern updates he had in mind.

Two hours later he parked on Main Street in Henderson and got out of the car. His stomach growled, the lone granola bar he’d eaten after his shower a distant memory. He could get some breakfast at the diner on the corner of Main and Spring Street.

He stopped outside the plate glass window to feed quarters into the newspaper machine for a copy of the Henderson Times. Maybe there’d be ads for lawyers and therapists in it.

Martha’s Home Cookin’ did a brisk business for a Thursday morning, but there were a few empty tables and one booth. Trey couldn’t help but notice the speculative glances sent his way when he walked through the door, and the brief lull in conversation before it surged again and ratcheted up a notch or two. He heard his name whispered once or twice—the curse of being a former local with a former claim to fame. No way could he hide in his hometown. He’d gone to junior high and high school in Henderson as did every kid who resided in Ednaville. He didn’t expect to reconnect with anyone he’d known in his formative years because he’d made no effort to keep in touch with them. He hadn’t attended his ten-year high school reunion and since college even his visits to his parents had been brief and none-too-plentiful.

The best he supposed he could hope for was to be accepted or possibly ignored by the locals. After his encounter with Officer Spoley last night, he didn’t hold out too much hope for either, but the townspeople would have to make the best of it. And so, he supposed, would he.

Since a sign near the entrance told him to seat himself, he chose the booth because he could angle his body in the corner near the front window and stretch his leg out beneath the table without it being too noticeable.

Within seconds a waitress appeared, coffee pot in hand. “Coffee?” She reached for one of the mugs already on the table.

Trey glanced up at her and nodded. “Thanks.” 

She set a plastic coated menu next to him. “Specials are on the board over there.” She tilted her head in the direction of a dry erase board on the far wall. “Get you some juice or something?”

“Sure. A large orange juice. And a glass of water if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all,” she assured him with a smile.

Flirting, Trey, thought. Or trying to. She appeared to be close to his own age. Blondish-brown hair pulled up in a ponytail. Hazel eyes. A few extra pounds here and there, but nothing off-putting. But he wasn’t going to encourage her. Or anyone else for that matter.

He opened the menu, the words blurring before his eyes for a minute before he focused on them. 

Truth was, Trey wasn’t so sure of himself with women anymore. Or with anyone for that matter. Without the crutch of alcohol to smooth the way, to make him the life of the party, to lower his inhibitions so he could relax and pretend to be himself, he had no idea how to proceed.

He’d never had a problem giving up drinking during training or during the season. He’d been in control, never thought of himself as addicted. But after the first knee surgery, when he’d been afraid he’d never play again, he’d been all too ready to make himself oblivious of that frightful reality. 

The fact that he’d come back after the first surgery, had played decently for most of that season was, in his mind at least, a minor miracle. But he’d gotten sacked in the last quarter of the last game. If they’d won, the Jacks would have been in the division play-offs. Instead, he’d been escorted off the field on a stretcher, forcing himself to hold back the howls of pain until he made it to the ambulance.

The Jacks lost. He never played again. He had another surgery. Complications set in. Physical therapy had been excruciating. His patience and his temper wore thin. Doctors didn’t think twice about writing prescriptions for him, and there were enough of them who didn’t know what medications he’d already been prescribed by one of their colleagues.

Before he knew it, he was hooked. He quickly discovered that washing painkillers down with a glass of Jack Daniels added to their effect. Pretty soon he wasn’t feeling anything. Not the depression over the fact that his pro football career was over. Not resentment of Hayley when she tried to intervene, to get him some help. Not any feeling at all for the parade of women he screwed and dumped.

Until he got where he needed to be he wasn’t about to start up with women again, not even one woman. Not when what he’d probably do is screw up again, cause hurt without meaning to. Nope. Not happening.

The waitress set down glasses of juice and of ice water. “Anything look good?”

Another come on. Trey didn’t look up from the menu. He sure as hell didn’t want to encourage her by making eye contact. “I’ll have the Mountain Man Special,” he told her. “Eggs over medium. Bacon crisp.” He chanced a glance up at her. “Can I get biscuits and gravy instead of toast?”

“Sure thing. You want grits, too?”

“That’d be great, thanks.” He closed the menu and set it at the edge of the table, aware of her lingering next to him longer than it took her to write down his order. 

He pulled the newspaper toward him and finally she took herself off.

He doctored the coffee and took a sip. It wasn’t Arabian Mocha Sunani, but neither was it expired discount store decaf, either. It was passable.

He opened the paper and leafed through it quickly checking the ads for local professionals. On page six he found two ads for attorneys. One of the names caught his attention. Ryan T. Reagle. As kids they’d called him Reagle Beagle. Trey smiled to see Ryan still used that nickname. Ryan T. Reagle. Legal Beagle.

That’s who I need, Trey decided. He remembered Ryan as a serious kid, a good student. He’d desperately wanted to play sports. He’d tried them all. Unfortunately, poor eyesight coupled with a complete lack of coordination and limbs that grew so fast he couldn’t keep up with them prevented that.

In high school, if Trey recalled correctly, Ryan had found the track team. His long legs and thin frame were built for jumping hurdles and running marathons. He bet if he looked in his yearbook he’d find Ryan had lettered in track all four years.

Trey made note of the address near the courthouse just a few blocks away. He’d stop in Ryan’s office after breakfast and see if he was available. If not, he’d take the first appointment.

Must be my lucky day, he thought as he pulled out a special healthcare section. He leafed through it and found listings of the physical therapists as well as the other kind of therapist listed by specialty. He didn’t recognize any of their names and he’d much prefer to see someone who had no connection to him at all.

“Here you go, sugar.” Trey set the paper aside as the waitress set plates before him. “Want me to warm that up for you?”

Trey flickered a glance her way and said, “Sure.” 

She refilled his coffee cup. Again, she hesitated, but when he picked up his utensils she stepped away.

He glanced around the restaurant in time to see one or two patrons sending speculative looks in his direction. Not hostile, necessarily. Curious maybe. Interested even. 

He piled everything except the grits onto one plate and mixed it all together. He’d loved doing this as a kid and now there was no one to stop him. Not that he hadn’t been taught manners, but he couldn’t see what difference it could possibly make to anyone if he liked to chop up his bacon and shove it into the eggs until they ran all over the plate and into the hashbrowns. Who would care if he added biscuits and gravy to that mess?  No one, that’s who. Since he now had only himself to please, that’s exactly what he planned to do.

He read the rest of the paper while he ate. The waitress stopped by one more time, but he declined her offer of another refill.

He threw a generous tip on the table and went to the counter to pay. She was there, too, and took his money. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

He looked at her full-on then, since it didn’t seem like he could avoid it. What could he say? “No, can’t say that I do.”

“Terry Miller. We went to high school together. You were a year ahead of me. I sat behind you in World History my sophomore year.”

“Did you?” Trey racked his brain for a memory, any memory of a younger version of this woman and came up blank.

“Yeah, well, you never noticed me back then, either.”

Trey fought the urge to apologize. He didn’t owe this woman anything other than civility and the tip he’d left on the table. He couldn’t help it if she knew who he was and expected the same in return.

She handed him his change. He smiled at her. “Great to meet you, Terry. I’ll probably see you again.”

He decided to walk to Ryan’s office. He needed to use his leg, keep the muscles moving, even if it pained him to do so. 

The law office of Ryan T. Reagle was a step above what Trey expected for a small-town lawyer, decorated in muted tones of gray with burgundy accents. An opaque window on a far wall slid open as soon as he closed the door. A chubby redhead smiled in his direction and asked if she could help him.

“I don’t have an appointment, but I was wondering if Ryan’s available?”

“Does he know what it’s regarding?”

“No, but it’s a legal matter.”

“What’s your name? I’ll see if he can see you.”

When Trey gave her his name she showed no indication of recognizing it. He remained standing after she slid the frosted panel closed. A minute later she held the door to the inner sanctum open for him. “End of the hall, turn left,” she told him.

The hallway wasn’t very long and featured dark gray carpeting with burgundy and cream striped wallpaper covering the walls below a chair rail. The top half of the walls were painted the same cream as the stripe in the wallpaper.

He tapped on the open door to Ryan’s office, but the other man was already on his feet and coming around his desk. Ryan hadn’t changed much. He was still tall, thin and bookish. He offered his hand. “Trey Christopher, as I live and breathe. Back in town for less than twenty-four hours and in trouble with the law already.” He grinned when Trey’s mouth dropped open and then indicated the chairs in front of his desk. He went back to the other side and dropped into a burgundy leather swivel chair. The furnishings were cherry, the upholstered pieces carrying through the same color scheme as the outer office. “Come on, have you forgotten how small towns operate? Word of mouth. Gossip on the street. Better and more accurate information than that newspaper will give you.”

Confounded, Trey could only stare at Ryan. “Are you saying—”

“That I know Justin Spoley pulled you over last night and threw a whole bunch of citations at you? Sure. As soon as he logged it in, it became public record. Clerks over at the courthouse are all abuzz with it.”

“Damn. I hope that doesn’t mean my mom and dad already know he cited me for indecent exposure.”

“They may not know the particulars, but I’d be willing to bet by now your dad knows you got pulled over for speeding inside the Ednaville city limits.”

“Great. That’s just great.” Trey let himself stew in that information for a minute.”

“So. Is this a social call? Or are you looking for a lawyer? Because I make it my business to stop assholes like Spoley from overstepping their legal boundaries.”

“You know him?”

“Hell, yes. You remember him. Or the name at least. He played defense for Forest City. Senior year? Last game of the season? A shot at the state championship on the line? Justin intercepted one of your passes—”

“—and started running with it.” Trey could see it all, the field, the other players. For a moment he felt his own dismay knowing it was his last shot at quarterbacking a high school championship. He could almost feel the way adrenaline shot through him. He had to do something.

“You took off after him and to this day, I’ll never know how you caught up with him.”

“He made a fatal mistake. He looked back to see who was there,” Trey put in with a grin.

Ryan nodded, his eyes alight with the memory. “He tripped. Fumbled. You recovered.”

Trey nodded. He’d scooped up the ball and reversed direction. Somehow, he’d managed to elude the rest of Forest City’s defense. His team had rallied around him, blocking for him as he zigzagged his way up the field to score just as the final seconds ticked away. 

Henderson had gone on to win the state championship that year instead of Forest City. Was it even possible that Justin Spoley had never gotten over it?  

“I remembered him after he let me go,” Trey admitted.

Ryan grinned again. “You had no idea who he was? Oh, man, that must have pissed him off.”

“You’re not saying Justin Spoley had it in for me last night because of a high school football game?”

“It’s not a secret. Over the years he’s told different versions of the story, but yeah, I’d say he’s held a grudge against you since that game. His belief is you got the break he was supposed to have. The scouts saw you make that play and subsequently overlooked him. You got the offers from the best schools, he got the ones from the second tier. You went on to play pro. He sat the bench in college. You married a gorgeous cheerleader, went to the Super Bowl a couple of times. He’s stuck here making traffic stops. He pulls you over, identifies himself and you had no idea who he was. No wonder he gave you a citation for every charge he could think of.”

“It was high school for Pete’s sake. I can’t believe he hasn’t gotten over it and moved on.” 

Ryan opened his middle desk drawer and withdrew a small cloth. “We could sit here and analyze Spoley’s victim mentality and discuss his motive for carrying around this kind of baggage for ten years, but it’d be a waste of time. Not to mention boring.” Drawing off his wire rimmed glasses he polished first one lens and then the other before replacing them and dropping the cloth back into the drawer.

“You want to tell me what happened last night and we’ll go from there?” He drew a blank legal pad toward him and picked up a pen.

Trey related the events of the previous evening. Ryan made notes and asked a few questions.

“I’ll cop to the speeding ticket. Everything else is bogus.”

“Technically, maybe not bogus, but also not provable. Refusing the breathalyzer could be a problem given your past, uh, very public history.”

“I haven’t had a drink in over a year,” Trey grated out. “I wasn’t drinking last night.”

“It does seem extreme. He could have started with a roadside sobriety test rather than a breathalyzer. Made you walk a straight line, close your eyes, touch your nose. He didn’t, though. Didn’t suggest it. You’re sure about that?”

“I’m sure.”

“Attempted bribery? Hard to make that one stick, either. It’s your word against his, if it even comes to that.”

“I never actually offered him a bribe. What about the other one?”

“The indecent exposure. Did Spoley follow you behind the bushes?”

“No!” Trey exploded, outraged. “He was busy writing tickets.”

“His word against yours. You asked if you could go take a leak. There’s no evidence you actually did.” Ryan grinned. “Unless you left any other, uh, evidence behind.”

“You’re enjoying this a little too much, you know that?”

“Aw, come on. When I was a kid I wanted to be you and now I’m defending you. I’d be lying if I said it doesn’t make me a little happy to have you as a client.”

“Believe me, Ryan, you do not want to be me. No one does. Not even me most of the time. So, can you make most of this go away or not?”

“I think so. Except, as you said, the speeding ticket, which you’re willing to cop to anyway. The sobriety test might be a little sticky. Depends on the judge. Let me have Nikki make copies of those citations and get some more information and we’ll go from there.”

By the time he left Ryan’s office, there was almost a spring in his step. A very careful spring, that is. Not only did he feel like he had reconnected with, okay, if not exactly an old friend, an old acquaintance. One who didn’t hold a grudge for anything or take delight in his fall from grace. Ryan’s cousin worked for the orthopedist who’d taken over old Doc Fleming’s practice. He promised to call and get the names of the best PT’s around. Ryan’s wife had a friend who did housecleaning part-time. Trey had drawn the line at asking for referrals to a local psychotherapist. He’d track one down on his own.
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