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“The night of the bombs from the gulf.”




Chapter 1 


Sitting at the bar eating chips and salsa, Josh takes a drink of his beer. The bottle is damp in his hand, a thin trickle of condensation running over his knuckles before dripping onto the counter. He is taking a week off from his job. He always comes down to Orange Beach, Alabama. Being from the northeast side of the state. He loves to spend at least one week at the beach. The smell of saltwater drifts through the walls as if it’s seeped into the very air of the place, mixing with the tang of grilled peppers and fried tortillas.

His second job is a firearm and personal protection trainer at a local firing range. He has a friend take over his classes for the week to allow him to take a trip. That kind of trust doesn’t come easy—handing his classes over to someone else—but this week is ritual, almost holy in its routine.

After graduating high school, he joined the military immediately. He signed a five-year contract and spent the last two years in Iraq. The desert still clings to him, sometimes in dreams, sometimes in the sudden silence between voices. He doesn’t think about it often, but when he does, it presses down like the heavy, dry air before a storm.

After leaving the military, he worked at a local pipe shop in his town. He works there forty-plus hours a week, and his second job training people on firearms is Tuesday and Thursday nights, along with two Saturdays a month. The long hours grind him down, but they keep his hands busy.

Growing up, he studied karate, and by the time he was a senior in high school, he was a second-degree black belt. Going into the military, he had to stop his classes. When he came out, he still loved it, but he grew an even bigger love for firearms. The weight of a pistol in his hand felt steadier, more final, than a belt around his waist.

The training that he gave paid off, and one of his first students ended up in the paper a year after she was trained. It didn’t say any names because they were protecting her. But by word of mouth, the story Josh read in the newspaper about a lady getting mugged in a local grocery store parking lot. She was protecting herself and drew on the man. She shot only one time straight through his heart and killed him. Josh knew who it was; he was amazed as he read it. He was just glad the man tried to rob her with a knife. If he had a gun and she tried to draw. It may not have ended like it did. The thought haunted him: how close survival always is to failure, how thin the line is between being alive and being dead.

After leaving the military at the age of twenty-four, working at the pipe shop and training in firearms for the last three years. He is twenty-seven years old. Still single, he moved out of his parent’s house at age twenty-five, a year after he came out of the military. The silence of his mobile home became its own kind of companion.

He is living in a mobile home half a mile from his parents. He can still check on them a couple of times a week. Sometimes their porch light is still on late, and he wonders if they leave it burning for him, or just out of habit.

But this week, he looked forward to it every year. As a loner, he can work around people but enjoys being able to see the world on his own. There’s something about eating alone, sitting alone, walking a beach alone, that makes the noise of the world fall away.

He did want to find someone and get married eventually. But he isn’t going to try to rush it; he will just let it happen. Still, some part of him wonders if “eventually” will ever arrive, or if the quiet life he’s built is all he’ll ever know.

‘This is a little too heavy on the Cilantro,’ he thinks. The sharp, soapy taste cuts the salsa, leaving it bitter in his mouth.

He pushes the bowl of salsa to the side, “can I get a small cheese dip?’

“Yes sir!” the bartender answers as he hands the waitress a large Margarita that was ordered at a table.

“Let me go get it for you, sir,” he opens the swinging door and is out of sight and into the kitchen. The door creaks like tired lungs as it shuts.

Moments later, he returns with a bowl, “Here you go, sir.”

“Thank you,” Josh takes a chip and tries the cheese. The bartender knows it is a good choice with his first bite.

It’s funny how the first positive bite of food will make your eyes close halfway. When the taste first hits the buds in your mouth, it sends a signal to your brain, letting it know it is a positive sensation. For a moment, all the noise of the world—the memories, the years, the loneliness—pauses, silenced by cheese.

“Is that better?” The bartender asks.

“This is great,” Josh starts. Don’t get me wrong; the salsa is good. It’s just a little too heavy on the Cilantro. But this cheese—it is perfect!”

“You want another beer?” He asks.

“Sure,” Josh says, handing him the empty bottle.

Hearing the commotion from behind, Josh turns and watches the servers on the floor gather around a table. They are singing to a young teenager for his birthday; he is wearing a Sombrero. The young man has a slight snicker on his face. Josh can tell he is embarrassed; the look on his face is letting everyone else in the restaurant know he doesn’t want to be there at that moment.

His parents sit beside him, clapping their hands and singing with the staff. Everybody knows that the people around the birthday person have more fun than those with the birthday. His parents enjoy every minute of it as the other family members or friends take their pictures.

Halfway through the song, the boy lowers his head. He is embarrassed, and one of the young servers starts rubbing his shoulder as they sing. As she smiles at him, his face turns even more red than it was.

Josh chuckles a little and turns back around to his food. The smells of a Mexican restaurant are number one to him. Close behind in the second position is seafood.

With the smells of salsa and cheese mixed in with the sizzling fajitas, people around him are ordering. Every time a waitress exits the swinging door with a sizzling plate, he takes a deep breath and takes it all in. The hiss of meat and vegetables on the skillet makes him think of gunpowder burning—smoke, heat, noise, and satisfaction.

“Here’s your beer, sir,” the bartender says, handing it to him.

“Thank you.”

“So where are you from, sir?” the bartender asks. Josh is the only customer at the bar, and he attempts to make small talk.

Josh looks at the bartender with a mouth full of chips and cheese. The bartender is a tall, thin man. With brown wavy hair and eyebrows that were thicker than any mustache, Josh can grow. His nose is slightly crooked, possibly from being broken in the past.

“I am from northeast Alabama,” he replies.

“The furthest north I’ve been is Montgomery. Are you further than that?” The bartender continues.

“Yes, about ninety miles further northeast.”

“Okay, cool,” the bartender says, sounding like he is trying to be hip, “my name is Jesse.”

“Nice to meet you, Jesse; I’m Josh.”

“Jesse!”

They hear a voice in the kitchen shout. The shout rattles the swinging door, sharp and angry, like a whip crack cutting across the noise of the restaurant.

“Well, that’s me!” He says, swinging the door open and dashing into the kitchen. The swinging door flaps back and forth after him, creaking like an old hinge, letting out the hot breath of the kitchen for just a moment.

Taking the last drink from his beer, Josh can hear someone yelling at Jesse. He can’t make it out; the man is saying something about not cleaning correctly. The tone is sharp, cutting, the kind of anger that always carries across walls and makes strangers wince.

A waitress swings the door open; as Josh looks at the plate in her hands, he knows it is his food. The steam curls upward, carrying the heavy scent of spiced meat and grease.

“Did you have the tacos, sir?”

“Yep, that’s me,” he tells her. He moves his bowl of cheese to the side to make way for the main course.

As fast as the waitress dashed out the door, she was gone and back into the kitchen. It’s as if the kitchen swallowed her whole.

Josh sits there eating his tacos and listening to the manager continue to get on to Jesse. The muffled tirade rises and falls like waves hitting a seawall, anger crashing against the clatter of dishes.

Watching the TV above the bar, Josh sees people on the news. The sound on the TV is down, and Mexican music is playing over the speakers. Josh has to read what they are saying as it comes across the bottom of the screen. The mariachi guitars clash oddly with the grim headlines scrolling silently by.

With it not being football season, the other sports and news channels are not given the same perks. Most restaurants will have multiple football games, with the main match of the weekend having sound. With the other sports, they will have whatever game they can find on a few TVs, while the rest will usually have the news. With the sound turned down, they will have music playing from a radio station. Nowadays, it will be satellite radio, and it has fewer commercials.

Looking at the TV, they are talking about possible terrorist threats. They are telling the audience that the country is on high alert. Faces flash across the screen: newscasters with grim expressions, images of armed soldiers standing at airports, stock footage of planes in the sky.

*They have always worn people, ever since 9/11. But nothing significant has happened with the alert system since that day.

It is now to the point where people don’t take it seriously anymore, Josh thinks. It’s like the tornado system; the sirens go off, but most of the time, nothing happens. People have reached the point that when they hear it, they pay it no attention and keep going about their day.

“It’s going to come back and bite us one day,” he whispers to himself, his mouth full of food. “One day, we will regret not taking these warnings seriously.” His voice is nearly swallowed by the sound of sizzling fajitas passing by on a tray, but the thought lodges itself in his head like a splinter.

As Josh finishes his tacos, Jesse emerges from the kitchen with a red face from the butt chewing he received. His eyes are wet and glistening—not with tears, but with that raw, humiliated look a man gets when he’s been stripped of pride in front of others.

“Would you like another beer?” He asks him.

Waving his hand from side to side, Josh says, “No, I’m good. Thank you, though.”

After eating his tacos and finishing up his cheese and chips, he tries to remember which restaurant was in that building last year. He can’t remember the name. He knows it was some seafood restaurant.

He remembered going to it a long time ago, and it wasn’t good at all. As he drove into town earlier, he saw it had changed to a Mexican restaurant. He was happy to see it was no longer the former restaurant, not only because the other establishment was terrible but also because he loved Mexican food. The idea of bad seafood still makes his stomach tighten.

With his condo right across the street. He can see in the future that he will visit a couple more times while here.

Deep in his thoughts, he notices a man approaching the counter beside him. It is a tall, slender man; he reminds Josh of the tube man dancers you see waving in the wind in front of stores. The souvenir shirt he is wearing looks like he just took it off the rack moments ago. It still has the hanger marks in the arms. With the bright yellow fabric, it is made from. You can see him two miles away, in the dark, Josh thinks.

He is wearing surfboard shorts and looks proud to be a tourist. His skin glistens faintly with sweat, as though he’s been walking too long in the humid air.

“Hey, Sir. I have a call in. It is in the name Bridges, Conner Bridges,” he tells the bartender.

“Yes, sir. Let me go see if it is ready,” Jesse says, returning to the kitchen.

“Hey! My name is Conner!” He continues, turning to Josh.

“Hey, I’m Josh,” he replies, not really wanting to talk to this man who stands out like a sore thumb.

In addition, his voice is so loud and piercing. Josh can see everyone looking at this bright yellow tourist, which means they are also staring at him.

The last thing he wants the others to think is that he’s with him in the restaurant.

“So, are you a local?” Conner asks, turning his stool to face him.

“No, I’m on vacation,” he lets him know.

“Me Too!” Conner chuckles, “Of course, I bet you can’t tell with my clothes, can you!” He motions with his hands, bringing attention to what he is wearing. His laughter is loud, sharp, and Josh feels it scrape down his spine like chalk on a blackboard.

After a moment of silence, Jesse returns, “It will be a few more minutes.”

“Okay, can you get me a beer while I wait?” Conner looks towards Josh. "Please get my new friend another one and put it on my tab.”

Josh thinks, You’re not my friend, pal, then looks at Conner, “You don’t have to buy me a beer. I was about to leave.”

“Come on, Josh. You can drink one with me while I wait for my food. Where else do you have to be? You're on vacation,” Conner presses, taking his beer from the bartender, “unless your wife is waiting on you. Sorry, I didn’t think of that.”

“I’m not married,” Josh tells him.

“Well, in that case, you can take five minutes and drink one more,” Conner continues as he takes a drink, “mmm, good stuff!”

The bartender looks at Josh and waits for a sign to say whether he will drink another beer.

Josh nods to bring him another one. He takes the beer from the waiter, “Thank you.”

“Lately, it’s like I’m not married,” Conner explains, going from being overly friendly to a more normal state of mind. “My wife talks on that phone more than she does me. Instead of going out to eat, she wants me to pick something up while she talks on the phone. That way, she can eat in the condo while talking on the phone!” Conner finishes, followed by a larger swig from the bottle.

After allowing a moment to swallow, he downs the rest, “Man, that was good.”

Josh slides him the beer he received, “Here you go, I’ve had enough for the night. Plus, I think you need this one more than I do.”

“You sure?” Conner asks; before receiving an answer, he takes a drink.

Josh chuckles, you should have bought yourself both of them, to begin with, he thinks to himself.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Josh tells Conner.

“I fly her down here in the jet and rent her the best room at the condo. What does she do? She spends all our time on the phone. We could have stayed home; using the phone at home doesn’t cost hundreds a night in rent,” he tells Josh, followed by another drink.

Man, this guy is a roller coaster of emotions, Josh thinks.

“You flew down in your jet? I bet getting someone to fly you down costs a lot, too.”

“Just the cost of fuel; I am a pilot. Well, not any longer. I used to be. I retired from that, and now I am investing in stock. I dabble in property investments as well,” Conner tells him. His voice carries that strange mix of pride and bitterness, like a man trying to prove to himself that he made the right choices.

“Wow, you’re a pilot?”

“Yeah, I was in the Air Force for five years,” Conner begins, “after that, I worked in commercial flying. I did that for ten years. When I reached thirty-five, I decided to stop working for someone else. I wanted to be my own boss. I like being able to do that a lot more,” he says, finishing the beer. His Adam’s apple bobs once, hard, and he exhales through his nose with the sound of someone who’s said this story many times.

“I do own my own plane.” He concludes.

“Wow, it sounds like you’re doing well. I always wanted to learn how to fly.”

“Here you go, sir,” Jesse returns, holding Conner’s bag of food. The smell of warm tortillas seeps from the plastic bag, overtaking the beer and fried air of the bar.

“Thank you,” Conner replies and hands him the money, “you have a good night, Josh; maybe I will see you around while we are down here.”

“Maybe so. Have a good night,” Josh replies.

Josh lays his money on the counter along with the tip, “Thank you, have a good night, and keep the change, Jesse.”

“Thank you, sir, same to you. Have a good vacation,” he says.

Josh gets up and stretches his legs. He has been sitting there a lot longer than he thought. He was going to leave with Conner, but he saw that he had already left the building and was in the parking lot.

Man, that guy is high-strung, he thinks to himself. As Josh’s legs become mobile again, he leaves the establishment.

Outside, he can smell the salt in the air. He raises his nose slightly and takes in a deep breath. He has always loved that smell. It settles something deep inside him, even as the night air carries the faint tang of gasoline from the busy strip.

Opening the door to his brand-new Silverado, he had just purchased. He reaches into the small of his back and pulls out his pistol. He puts it in the holster mounted under his steering wheel. The weapon slides into its place with the easy familiarity of a man putting on shoes.

He never goes anywhere without protection. In his glove compartment, he has a 38 revolver as well as that pistol.

He has an aftermarket compartment installed underneath his back-bench seat for desperate times. If needed, he has his AK47 with ten extra magazines and his AR15.

He carries eight extra magazines for his AR. These weapons are only the beginning. They’re just his traveling weapons. At his home, the spare bedroom is filled with his collection. The memory of that room comes to him vividly—walls lined with cold steel, shadows stretching long across the carpet whenever the single bulb overhead flickers.

But it isn’t unusual; most people who are in the military or work for a gun store have their collections. Josh was both in the military and is working as an instructor in a firing range/gun store, so it is automatic that he is a collector. Still, he knows not everyone sleeps better with a wall of rifles thirty feet away.

As he starts his truck, he thinks, Next time, I just need to walk over here.

He looks at his condo across the street. He can see the parking spot he is going to take. But with the heavy traffic from all the tourists. It takes him fifteen minutes to drive across the street and to the spot. Fifteen minutes of red brake lights, honking horns, and tourists weaving across the street with beach bags.

Getting out of his truck, he puts the pistol back into the small of his back. As he is walking through the parking lot, his cell phone rings.

He looks at the number; it isn’t familiar to him. It is a local area code from where he lives. The glow of the screen in the night feels almost strange now, like a face appearing in the dark.

“Hello?” He answers as a question.

“Is this Josh McReynolds?” The man on the phone asks.

“Yes, it is,” Josh replies, “who am I speaking with?”

“My name is Billy Jones; I was at the firing range today. I want to see if I can sign up for your classes. The man that is filling in for you gave me your number.”

“Yes, absolutely,” Josh says as he presses the up arrow on the elevator. “I'll tell you what. Please send me a text with your name. That way, I can write you on my schedule when I get to my room. Then, when I return at the end of the week, I can call you.”

“Okay, I will do that. Thank you, your friend who is working this week. He does not know if you are booked up,” Billy tells him excitedly.

“I have two spots left, so you're good,” Josh adds; the man does not know that Josh will have to look into his background before he accepts him.

“Okay, well, you have a good vacation, and I will talk to you when you get back,” Billy says and ends the call.

Putting his phone back into his pocket, the elevator door opens, and Josh enters.

Behind him, a couple with two little boys follow. One looks around six years old, and the other is three or four.

“Hey, how are you?” The father asks.

Josh looks at the four of them; they all have blonde hair. With Josh in the elevator with them, they can all pass as being related, with their hair color. For a moment, the reflection in the stainless-steel elevator door makes it look like they are one family.

“I’m good, how are you?” Josh asks.

“We are good; we’ve been here for three days. I don’t know how much more sun my skin can take!” the man chuckles.
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