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  Prologue


  Sharon ran. Her mouth dry from gulping air. Her heart pounded in her chest. Her shoulder length blonde hair hung limply around her oval shaped face rain soaked strands slapping her skin.


  The wet sand was cool between her toes. To her right, the surf appeared from the darkness, a wall of seething foam. It slammed into the sand a few feet in front of her, sending a wall of air pressure against her skin and causing her to stumble. But she quickly regained her footing. She’d lost her shoes father back, but that didn’t matter to her. Survival was all that mattered now.


  In her rising panic and the darkness, she wasn’t sure anymore if she was following the curve of the beach or was headed toward the pounding surf. In the last few minutes, the glowing moon had disappeared behind the dark, angry clouds and now stinging drops of rain blinded her. She frantically tried to blink the cold water away, but it did no good; the rain was coming faster, harder now.


  The sand made her slip and slide as she ran. She could hear the panting of her pursuer, closing from behind. She willed her tired legs to move faster. Faster than she’d ever been able to run before in her life. Her heart raced in her chest and fear kept her going.


  The panting behind her lessened. She hoped he’d given up. Slowing, she took a quick peek over her left shoulder. In the dim light, she saw him, bent over, holding his thighs. She had won. She would live.


  Her breath left her when she was slammed off her feet by thousands of cold needles and was lifted off the ground by dark, icy water. A numbing cold caught her voice and wouldn’t let her scream. With her mouth full of salt water, she struggled to reach solid ground. Her chest ached as water filled her nose and mouth. Her eyes went wide with terror as she realized what was happening to her. I can’t breath. I’m drowning.


  A sneaker wave. It was to be her last thought as the dark, freezing water engulfed her and dragged her farther from the shore. The numbing cold of the ocean made her muscles seize up. Unable to move her arms or legs, Sharon Carstairs disappeared into the inky depths of the vast Pacific, in the embrace of a receding killer wave.


  


  One


  March, and the salty, icy wind blew hard across her face as she walked toward the locked glass door of the Hair Club beauty shop in the Bricktown Plaza. At least the metaphorical wolves from the bank had finally disappeared from the door. Sharon Carstaris had made that possible, not her own business acumen.


  Trudy Wilson sighed as she brushed the stray strands of mouse-brown hair away from her face, then pulled her key ring from her jacket pocket. The burden of debt she’d been carrying was finally beginning to disappear from between her narrow shoulders.


  The lights inside the shop were set on dim as she had instructed Sharon to leave them each night at closing time. The local cops patrolled the parking lot at night, and they liked to be able to see inside without getting out of their plain white cruisers—the ones with the row of red and blue lights atop a bar on the roof.


  Trudy thought of Sharon Carstairs, with her pleasant smile and her flowing blonde curls. The golden cascade down her back made her look younger than her chronological age.


  Sharon’s girl-next-door attitude belied her true nature. Behind that innocence, Sharon held her secrets close, locked away from prying eyes.


  Trudy had hired the 40-ish blonde some six months ago, and soon realized she didn’t know much about Sharon. What Trudy did know was that her and her husband Rocky’s cash reserves were nearing the end. Bankruptcy had been hounding their every waking moment for months and would have continued if it weren’t for Sharon and her client list.


  At first, Sharon seemed to be the answer to all her problems.


  Sharon said she had worked for a few different shops in Newport over the past twenty years. She volunteered no specifics about her previous employers and Trudy didn’t press her. Ignorance, at times, was a useful thing. The only thing Sharon did tell Trudy was that she had moved up the Oregon coast to get away from what she called “family problems.”


  Trudy, being new to the business world, felt she shouldn’t pry, so she let it go without checking work or personal references and hired the pretty blonde.


  The shop consisted of six chairs, with Trudy and Sharon working two of them. The other four were unused for the moment.


  Trudy had moved to Fairview from Seattle five months ago, specifically to open her own hair shop. Prior to moving, Rocky had owned a small auto parts supply company, and had been reasonably successful. He had sold the business so they could enjoy the country lifestyle here on the Oregon coast. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had a job since arriving and had become depressed and retreated into a bottle.


  To compound her money troubles, small-town people take quite a time to accept new people moving into the area, and as a result, Trudy had had few customers.


  The addition of the sunny, blonde-haired stylist, with her tight black leotards and loose fitting tee shirts, which did little to disguise her ample breasts, had made all the difference. Sharon was a welcome sight to the men in town. Consequently, business began to increase at a steady pace shortly after she arrived.


  Sharon was quickly building a clientele. Men would stop and talk, especially when she washed the windows or energetically swept the brick sidewalk. There was Mr. Keelson, the bakery shop owner with the fringe of gray around his mostly bald head, and Mr. Williams, the postman who stopped by on his route on Tuesdays. They were among the many admirers of the buxom blonde. Mr. Johnson liked his chestnut brown hair cut short. He’d been a client since the first time he came in and Sharon made him laugh.


  At the supermarket, while elbow deep in the apple bin, Trudy overheard two women extolling the virtues of the new hairdresser from Newport at the Hair Club. She knew then she’d made the right decision.


  Slipping the bronze key into the lock on the door, Trudy turned it and heard the familiar click as the bolt disengaged. Pulling on the aluminum handle, she entered the shop. The air inside wasn’t really warm, but it was warmer than the air outside, and it washed over her. It felt good against her cold, pale skin as she stepped inside.


  It was quiet after the door closed. The noise of the wind and the early morning traffic on the distant highway faded. The air was thick with the chemical smell of perm solution mingled with last night’s floor cleaner, filling the air of the little hair shop.


  Trudy walked to the back, where the office was located. An ancient wooden coat tree sat just inside the doorway. She hung her thin navy windbreaker before hitting the bank of light switches with the flat of her hand. Rubbing her hands to chase away the cold for the umpteenth time, she wished she had the money to buy a warmer coat.


  The fluorescent lights crackled as they came to life and the shop again breathed to life. The furnace was on a timer, and the fan began to purr as the furnace started to push warmer air into the six hundred and twenty-three square foot space. Rubbing her pudgy fingers together, she tried to increase her own internal temperature.


  Glancing in the mirror over her station, she caught a glimpse of the middle-aged woman with brown curls falling down the sides of her full face and the rosy cheeks of her delicately applied blush. After counting her brushes and combs and checking to make sure her two electric clippers were plugged in, one for the longer cuts, the other for the finishing sideburn trims, she returned to the tiny office at the back of the shop.


  Sharon had left fresh coffee in the coffeemaker’s basket, just as she did every night. Trudy smiled to herself. Good girl—no, good woman, she corrected herself.


  Filling the urn with water, she poured it into the coffee machine. She flipped the switch on the side of the white plastic potholder to the on position. The glow of the red light meant it was on and working. There would be fresh coffee in ten minutes. Good thing. She really needed a cup today.


  She and Rocky were scheduled to meet with Mr. Simmons at the bank today. They had to renegotiate their loan repayment schedule. The hair shop had consumed most of their resources. If only Rocky would come out of his winter slumber and get a job. Once he got a job, it would really help to ease her worries about money.


  Her husband complained constantly about the attitude of the townspeople toward newcomers. “They won’t hire outsiders,” Rocky explained.


  At least for now, they had some cash flow from the shop. This allowed them time to work out a plan with the bank before they sank below the red line into bankruptcy. Trudy sighed.


  The bell over the front door tinkled. It had to be Sharon.


  Exiting the office, Trudy found Sharon standing over her workstation, playing with a new brush, a replacement for the one she’d brought with her from Newport. Sharon claimed someone had stolen it off her station, but Trudy sensed Sharon had broken it or lost it somehow.


  “Mornin’,” said Trudy in her light, musical voice.


  “Uh... hi,” Sharon said, her blue-green eyes focused on the combs and brushes laid out in a neat row on the surface of her mauve-colored station. The drawer was open, which she slapped shut as soon as Trudy appeared. Her shoulder-length blonde hair, usually perfectly coiffed and combed into place, was ruffled and had a windswept look.


  Sharon glanced up, and the dark circles under the woman’s eyes made Trudy cringe.


  “I’d like the day off. I’m not feeling well.”


  Trudy wondered why she hadn’t just called in if she needed a day off. “Of course. Do you want me to call your appointments for today?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you okay?”


  Sharon shook her head. Something was obviously wrong, but if Sharon wouldn’t share, there was little she could do about it.


  Turning away, Sharon hurried out the front door and disappeared into the bustling mob of tourists starting their early morning shopping. Trudy watched Sharon. Her eyes were focused on the ground, causing her to almost knock over an old lady with a cane who shouted at her as she passed. Sharon didn’t meet anyone’s gaze.


  Walking again to the back, her rubber-soled Nike’s squeaked across the tiled floor. She entered the small, whitewashed office and sat in the worn secretarial chair. Reaching out, she pulled her thin, black, nylon smock from the coat tree next to the desk.


  The coffeemaker was almost finished. The hot, black liquid would feel good going down. At least their financial situation might finally begin to turn the corner.


  Walking into the shop, she stopped to study Sharon’s station. She considered opening the drawer, then decided not to. She made a point of not invading her employee’s privacy. Trust is earned, not given, her father used to tell her when she was a girl. The new brush looked familiar, though.


  Picking it up, she studied the logo. A very expensive brand, one that Sharon could never afford. Her eyes narrowed when she realized where she’d seen this before.


  Rocky had bought one just like it on their last visit to the wholesale beauty supply store. She shook her head. Couldn’t be. Not with all the complaining she did about her drunk of a husband. If he and Sharon—


  The bell on the front door tingled brightly, breaking her train of thought. Mrs. Evanston walked through the door, grasping her heavy aluminum walker in her gnarled hands. Covering her gray hair was a thin, pale blue scarf to hold her wispy hair in place, just as she wore it every week.


  Trudy glanced at her watch. 9:05. Right on the nose, as usual.


  “Hello, Mrs. Evanston.” Trudy forced a wide smile to her lips, though she didn’t feel particularly happy at the moment.


  “Hello, yourself.”


  Mrs. Evanston had been Trudy’s first customer shortly after she’d opened for business and had been a regular ever since. She was a wily old lady of at least eighty, who only came in on seniors’ discount day: Tuesday.


  Mrs. Irma Evanston had married a wealthy eastern industrialist and that he died shortly after he retired and moved to Fairview.


  Even if it weren’t true, Mrs. Evanston was a very unpleasant and difficult person to deal with. And the cheapest woman Trudy had ever met.


  “Where’s Sharon?” Mrs. Evanston asked, stopping by the coat tree near the front desk long enough to remove her long, green, floor-length overcoat. Shaking the excess moisture from the coat, she pulled off a steel hangar, then used it to hang the wet coat on the rack. It would be dry before she left. Mrs. Evanston always booked an hour and a half for her roller set.


  “On a day off, Trudy said, without elaborating.


  Trudy glanced at the appointment book on the front desk as she passed it while helping Mrs. Evanston to the sinks where she would shampoo her hair. They would move back to Trudy’s station for her to set the curlers, then Mrs. Evaston would move to one of the dryer chairs.


  Odd. There were no appointments booked for Sharon today. It was the first day in the past few weeks she didn’t have a least one perm and several haircuts on the schedule. It was almost as if Sharon had planned for a day off.


  Trudy made a mental note to speak to Sharon about it tomorrow.


  ***


  The day ended with Trudy doing five roller sets and five haircuts, mostly walk-ins, none by appointment. People needing haircuts, passing through tourist towns, weren’t big tippers, and certainly didn’t tip well enough to keep the doors open.


  At five o’clock, after locking the front door as she turned to leave the store, she was nearly knocked over by a wall of man muscle.


  The man, well over six feet tall, blocked her way. He smelled of motor oil, and she stared at a wide chest covered by a black tee shirt and a leather vest. Lifting her gaze, she looked up into oil-black eyes and a toothpaste smile framed by a short, scraggly beard. A thick mustache covered his upper lip and his long black hair, draped over his massive shoulders, gleamed in the fading daylight.


  The evening breeze must have sprung up because Trudy shivered as the cool air washed over her.


  “Uh, sorry,” said Trudy.


  “Are you Trudy Wilson?” asked the man mountain. His deep, resonant voice vibrated off the walls of the covered walkway.


  His voice matched his size.


  “Yeah.” She nodded, certain she looked like a deer in the headlights of an eighteen-wheeler.


  “I’m Bruce. Bruce Carstairs.”


  Trudy’s eyes went wide. “Oh. Carstairs. You know, Sharon?”


  “Yeah, she’s my sister. I’m lookin’ for her.”


  Trudy took a step back so she could see his dark eyes better. The easy smile and his thick thumbs hanging off the pockets of his faded blue jeans made him appear relaxed.


  “She left early. Sick,” said Trudy.


  “Do you know where she lives?”


  Trudy had to think about that one. Was this guy really her brother? And if he was, why didn’t he know where she lived?


  “Uh…”


  He interrupted her before she could reply. “I know what you must be thinkin’, who is this guy really?” Unhooking his right thumb off his front jeans pocket, he reached into his back pocket. A wallet with a stainless steel chain attached appeared in his hand. Flipping it open, he pulled out a Washington State driver’s license, which he handed to her.


  Studying it, she saw sure enough the license photo was his picture and the name was the one he’d given her. Handing the license back to him, she watched as he expertly slipped it inside the billfold, then stuffed the wallet back in the rear pocket of his jeans. Crossing his arms, he gave her an earnest expression.


  “I can take you there if you like,” she offered. At first she wondered if she should, but he seemed nice and he seemed okay.


  “Okay.” He nodded, his face splitting into a warm smile.


  If this was what bikers were really like, then all those lurid stories on the TV were dead wrong. Swallowing, she realized her mouth was dry. Dead wrong?


  Two


  Trudy followed the swaggering Bruce Carstairs across the parking lot. She watched his wide butt gyrate as he walked. Stealing a glance over her shoulder behind them, she saw there were people on the covered sidewalks staring them. A guy Bruce’s size clearly attracted attention.


  His humming and his relaxed, causal gait said he didn’t give a shit what they thought of him. He must be used to the attention.


  Finally, a low-slung motorcycle came into view, parked behind a red Chevy pickup. The motorcycle had shiny chrome pipes running down the side, a large black seat, and the gas tank, which sat in front of the leather seat, was painted a royal purple. Painted on the tank was the image of a buxom, well-toned blonde in a red, barely-there bikini. The painted woman had a smile forever fixed to her face, and a twinkle fixed in the corner of both cobalt-blue eyes. Under the image, in heavily stylized yellow script, were the words “Bruce’s Gal.”


  Bruce stopped next to the motorcycle and turned to Trudy.


  “What do you think?” There was pride in his voice. She’d heard that bikers sometimes loved their bikes more than their women.


  “It’s very nice.” Her voice sounded meek in her ears.


  “Yup, she’s a beaut. The other guys think she’s shit, but I love my Honda.”


  “Why would anyone say that?”


  Bruce shook his head and the smile vanished from his face. “The guys don’t like rice burners, but I’ve had this baby since I was a kid, and I love it.” Seeing Trudy’s puzzled expression Bruce explained rice burners were motorcycles manufactured in Japan. The real motorcycle men rode Harley Davidson's.


  “Guys?” Trudy could imagine whom he was talking about, but she didn’t have the nerve to ask. This guy was big and scary. Still, he seemed kind of friendly, like a big teddy bear.


  “You wanna a ride?” Bruce asked, ignoring her question.


  “No. I have my car over there.” Trudy pointed toward her old, rusted-out red two-door Chevette. The irony of the color of original paint had never been lost on her, since rust was the only thing holding the car together these days. But at least it’s paid for, she thought. “Follow me. It’s easy to get lost on the back roads around here,” she said, offering him a thin-lipped smile.


  “Yeah, okay. You know, you’re all right.” He grinned.


  Stepping up next to his bike, he grabbed the helmet hanging off the passenger bar at the back of the seat. Slipping it over his head with the strap under his chin, he adjusted the helmet over his long, jet-black hair, which ran poker straight down his bull neck, then down his back. The trails of hair stuck from beneath the helmet’s brim like a river. She had never seen a man’s hair that long before. It was almost a work of art.


  Trudy went to her car. Reaching into her purse, she grabbed the key with the GM logo. It slid easily into the lock and there was an audible click as she turned it. She tugged, and the door flew open, the hinges protesting loudly with an ear-splitting crunch of rusted metal. As she climbed in, she heard the roar of a motorcycle engine come to life and the deep throbbing rumble as it began to move. Looking down, she slipped the key into the ignition and turned it. The engine coughed and sputtered once, then began to run in its usual jumpy, misfiring way.


  She called the car her red, rusted, piece of shit, or POS for short. But then, it did get her around town, if not in the style she would have preferred.


  The rumble of the motorcycle engine increased until Bruce, sitting astride the powerful purple monster, rolled up beside her. Grinning, he signaled with a thumbs-up for her to lead the way.


  Glancing in the rearview mirror, she backed up, turned, and headed for the street behind the mall. Darkness had crept across the sky, leaving a dusting of stars, so she switched on the headlights. The twin beams cut through the gloom.


  At the green light where the side street met Highway 101, she turned left and headed south. One quick glance back told her that Bruce was right behind her—at a safe distance, of course.


  They passed the real estate office, the town’s small library, and Bill’s Independent Grocers as they drove along the two-lane highway.


  Soon they arrived at Bard Street, where she made a right turn. Bruce stayed with her. They rounded the curve in the road and the ocean came into view. She could see that the white-capped waves were about six feet high today. Foam-topped walls of green water were rushing toward the pure, finely pounded sand of the long beach. The ocean would be very cold. No swimming.


  They drove to the bottom of the hill until they came to the sign for Spirit Road. Sharon shared a rented house with a couple of other girls. Trudy had only been down here a couple of times, so it took her a few moments to find the correct house.


  It was a three-bedroom beach house. Probably someone’s old summer place, back in the sixties, now a rental. Trudy and Rocky had stayed in a house like this when they first moved to town, until they found more permanent accommodation. The house they ended up buying was pretty much a fixer-upper, which Rocky had promised he would fix up before he snagged a full time job. That had been six months ago, and the house still remained more of a fixer than an upper. He'd been too busy he said to find work. Yeah right, drinking and ogling the female barfly’s was all he did.


  The brakes squeaked when she stopped the car in front of the little gray house with the blue wooden weather shutters with little hearts carved in them. In front was a flower garden with a ceramic gnome wearing a green hat, red curl-toed shoes, a white open-necked shirt, and a green vest and cherry red pants. The flowers were mostly dead sticks. Trudy guessed the girls who lived here weren’t the gardening type.


  Bruce pulled in behind her. She turned off the engine, and his motorcycle engine went silent immediately. Flipping the stand down with one booted foot, he eased the bike’s weight onto the kickstand.


  After dismounting, he stood beside the bike. Slipping the helmet off his head, he flipped his hair over his shoulder as he strode to the driver’s side window of her car. The window squealed as she rolled it down.


  “This it?” he asked.


  “Yeah. She shares it.”


  Bruce nodded, and with the helmet swinging from two thick, meaty fingers, started toward the pale peach front door.


  Starting the car’s little engine again, Trudy looked behind her and backed up, when she suddenly stood on the brake pedal after spotting a familiar vehicle out of the corner of one eye. She swiveled in her seat to stare at the navy blue pickup truck parked down the street a couple of hundred yards away. It looked familiar. There didn’t appear to be anyone inside the cab, at least that she could see through the rear window. She studied the license plate. It wasn’t Rocky’s, but it sure looked like his truck. What the hell would he be doing here, anyway? She shrugged and rolled up the car’s window.


  She stepped on the gas pedal. The little car sputtered its way to the corner, where she turned and headed back up the hill.


  ***


  After Trudy’s car disappeared over the crest of the hill, a lone figure sat up from behind the steering wheel of the blue truck. A reflection of stray light revealed two eyes that had been watching the little Chevette until it disappeared. After the echo of the sputtering engine died away, the shadowy figure started the engine of the pickup. It roared to life and the truck drove slowly toward the hill, its headlights off.


  ***


  It was nearly five thirty when Rocky Wilson pulled his blue pickup into the empty parking stall in front of the Whaler Bar and Grill off 38th Street in Fairview next door to Rob's Books. He planned to meet Sharon here.


  He shivered with sexual excitement as he thought about her soft, voluptuous young body in his arms. They had been lovers three times in the last month, and each time seemed like the first. It was almost as if the past twenty years had disappeared. He was a stud again. A sexual dynamo. Her flowing blonde hair and moans of ecstasy rang in his ears as he remembered their last meeting.


  He didn’t see her car anywhere, but it was only 5:25, so she still had five minutes.


  He turned off the engine and stepped out of his truck. The door squealed on its hinges in protest. Pushing it shut, he paused to look in the side view mirror at his neatly trimmed beard. After flashing his best, twisted smile, he strode toward the double oak doors leading into the smoke-filled bar. His brown leather ankle boots were polished to a high shine, the first time he’d bothered to make the effort in years.


  His checkered sport coat hung open over his neatly pressed blue jeans, held up by a black belt, which strained to hold his pants up as his potbelly spilled over the waistband.


  At the doors to the bar, he gripped the large, ornately carved brass handle of the right door, swung it open, then entered.


  His vision quickly adjusted to the dim interior as he strode toward the bar. The low-slung, black metal lampshades cast spotlights over the booths along the outer edge, and the solid, dark wood tables, each with four matching captain’s chairs, sat in the center of the room. On each table was a lit candle inside a pale orange glass vase. The tables were covered with sheets of glass to make cleaning spills easier.


  Against the wall farthest from the doors was the thirty-foot-long teak bar. It was polished to a high shine, reflecting the light from the low-wattage bulbs in the metal lamps over the tables. Kelly, the red-haired New York escapee bartender, stood behind the bar in his white, open-necked shirt, his navy vest unbuttoned as usual. He was having an animated conversation with Harold Schultz, one of the many regular barfly’s that frequented the place.


  Rocky walked straight to the bar. Kelly’s freckled face broke into a wide grin when he noticed him.


  “Rock, how you doin’?” Marks had dropped into silence when Rocky appeared, but didn’t look at him, preferring to stare into his glass of whiskey as if studying its smoky aroma.


  “Good. Thanks, Kelly. You seen Sharon?”


  “Nope. She meetin’ you here again?” Kelly winked at him.


  “Uh... yeah.” Rocky’s eyes shifted to the bar top as he reached into his back pocket for his wallet. Pulling out a single, he slapped it on the bar. “You got change for a one? I gotta make a call.”


  “Sure,” said Kelly. Picking up the one-dollar bill, he turned to the register underneath the large mirror that reflected the row of liquor bottles on shelves in front of the mirror. The register bell chimed brightly as the cash drawer opened.


  Kelly flipped up the bill holder; after placing the single in the slot, he extracted four quarters, then pushed the drawer closed with his right hip in an oft-practiced move.


  He placed the four twenty-five cent pieces on the bar. “There you go,” he said, a knowing smile on his face.


  Picking up the quarters, Rocky nodded at Kelly, then headed for the front doors. He could have used one of the pay phones in the corridor leading to the washrooms, but he decided to go outside to use the phone booth at the corner store next door for maximum privacy. He wanted to use his cell phone, but Trudy might see the bill and the numbers he called.


  I may be a drunk, but I’m not stupid.


  ***


  After the door closed behind Rocky, Marks shared his opinion about what they’d just seen. “That stupid son of a bitch is really gonna git himself in deep shit one of these days. The way I hear it, that little whore eats guys like him for breakfast.”


  Kelly nodded grimly, then the two men continued with their earlier conversation. The pending baseball trades were a far more interesting topic than Rocky Wilson’s love life.


  Three


  Bruce knocked on the front door of his sister’s house until finally a long-legged brunette answered. She wore tight-fitting black jeans, which accented her tight butt and shapely hips. Her long, flowing dark hair rested on her bare shoulders. The tight red tube top she wore barely contained her firm, nicely rounded breasts. In her scarlet-fingernailed right hand, she carried a lit cigarette that emitted a trail of thin, gray smoke. The smoke followed her as she moved.


  Her dark eyes sparkled when she saw Bruce standing on the doorstep.


  “Why hello, handsome. What can I do for you?”


  “Hi. I’m Bruce Carstairs. Sharon’s brother. Is she here?”


  “Nope. She’s out at the store. Wanna come in and wait?”


  “Sure,” Bruce said, nodding.


  Stepping aside to let him pass, she took a hit from her cigarette. After exhaling, she said, “My name’s Emily, but everyone one calls me Sparkle because I’m the life of the party. You wanna party?” Lowering her head, she looked up at him through the veil of her flowing hair; her eyes giving him that bedroom look he’d seen many times before.


  Bruce smiled at her, then walked into the living room. A large, gray, overstuffed couch sat against one wall, facing a large picture window that offered a view of the bay beyond the trees across the street. On the opposite wall sat a matching chair. Through the window, he could see the spectacular boiling water pounding into the beige-colored sand. The sound of the pounding, crashing surf could be heard through the glass.


  The scarred hardwood floor creaked underfoot as he crossed the room. Several pictures interrupted the bare white walls while along one wall was a bookcase that held no books, but did have a collection of seashells in various shapes and colors.


  “Naw. Maybe later,” he said.


  She looked momentarily disappointed, then followed him inside. “Have a seat,” she said, waving one slender, tanned arm toward the couch. She stubbed her cigarette out in the glass ashtray on the coffee table.


  As he sat down on the couch, his bulk sank into the soft cushions. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to get out again without help. He studied the room. There wasn’t much in it. In one corner was a small television with a set of old-fashioned bunny ears resting on top. No cable. He supposed these girls weren’t big TV watchers.


  She padded across the room, her knitted slippers cushioning the sound of her footsteps. Sliding the final distance, she landed in the chair on her butt and threw her long legs over the chair arm. One arm rested in her lap, while the other rested on the side of her head. Her dark eyes were fixed on his.


  Resting his palms flat on his thighs, he said, “So. You share this place with my sister?”


  “Yup, me and another girl. Alice. She’s at work. Won’t be home until after eleven.” Emily licked her lips as if they were dry, causing an involuntary stirring in his groin. She was a sexy girl and knew how to use all the weapons in her arsenal. Her gentle perfume enveloped him like a cloud of heavenly fragrance, as if the jasmine were trying to carry him away. He cleared his mind. He wasn’t here to fuck; he was here to see Sharon. Maybe later he’d take Sparkle up on her offer, but not now.


  The sound of squealing brakes being applied, hard, on the street outside interrupted his thoughts. He heard a car engine being turned off, followed by a heavy metal door being slammed.


  The front door burst open and Sharon appeared, running through the door, causing it to bang violently against the wall. She ran straight for Bruce.


  She greeted him by leaping into his arms with tears streaming down her face, her makeup running down her cheeks. He hugged her to him tightly. Her body was trembling.


  “Bruce... oh Bruce...” was all she managed to say as she sobbed uncontrollably.


  Wrapping his arms around her, he cooed her name, rocking her like a baby even though he was the younger of the two. “There, there…”


  He unwound one hand from around her to hold her head against his shoulder; he felt her hot tears begin to seep through the fabric of his tee shirt.


  “Tell me what’s wrong,” he said, his voice gentle.


  Emily had left the room. He heard the sound of a tap being turned on, accompanied by the echo of running water from the kitchen, visible just off the living room. He guessed Emily was making tea. Good call. He liked tea. The bikers he worked for would have laughed at him, but his late maternal grandmother had served an excellent brew. He’d enjoyed tea ever since.


  With Emily in the other room, it would give him alone time with Sis to see what the hell she’d been up to. And what sort of trouble she was in this time.


  Sharon’s pleading azure pools stared back at him when she lifted her head from his shoulder to gaze into his eyes. Her eyes were red, no doubt from crying for a long time.


  “I need to sleep,” she said, then buried her head again in his shoulder and whimpered like she had when she was little. Holding her close, he gently rocked her.


  Within seconds, her breathing slowed and he felt the rise and fall of her body as her breathing became even. Her eyes were closed. She was about to drift off.


  Emily reappeared from the kitchen with a steaming coffee cup in her right hand. Seeing Sharon drifting off, Emily nodded toward the hallway leading off the front room to indicate where the bedrooms were.


  Bruce shuffled forward on the couch cushion, lifting Sharon’s limp body in his arms. Raising himself to his feet, he cradled his sister’s weight his arms and carried her toward the hallway and the bedrooms.


  Emily mouthed, “The second one on the left is Sharon’s.”


  Once there, he used the toe of his right boot to ease the door open. The room smelled of rose water and jasmine and was very dark. There was a bed pushed against the wall.


  The bed was covered with a white, knitted-shawl bedspread, and two large, fluffy pillows crushed against the brass headboard. There were two brown teddy bears sitting atop the pillows, their black eyes staring back at him. They were like sentinels, guarding her sanctuary.


  Bruce laid Sharon’s now sleeping form on the bed as if she were a small child. Immediately she turned her back to him and curled into a fetal position.


  Edging toward the door, he gently closed it after him and returned to the living room.


  Emily, aka Sparkle, was waiting for him, sitting with one leg folded under the other on the couch, sipping from the coffee cup. The string from a tea bag hung over the side of the cup.
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