

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

TEAM BLACK CAT

THE CAT’S MEOW

UNDER COVER, by Wil A. Emerson

SOMETHING FISHY’S GOING ON, by Hal Charles

BETTER DAYS, by Art Taylor

SAME OLD SONG, by Billie Livingston

THE BROOKLYN MURDERS, by G.D.H. Cole

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

AN ENEMY OF PEACE by Robert Silverberg

EXCITEMENT FOR SALE, by Stephen Marlowe

A TRICK OF THE MIND, by William P. Salton

THIRSTY BLADES, by Otis Adelbert Kline and E. Hoffmann Price

THE DEVIL DOWNSTAIRS by P.F. Costello




COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

Copyright © 2024 by Wildside Press LLC.

Published by Black Cat Weekly

blackcatweekly.com

*

“Under Cover,” is copyright © 2024 by Wil A. Emerson and appears here for the first time.

“Something Fishy’s Going On” is copyright © 2022 by Hal Blythe and Charlie Sweet. Reprinted by permission of the authors.

“Better Days” is copyright © 2019 by Art Taylor. Originally published in Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, May/June 2019. Reprinted by permission of the author.

Same Old Song” is copyright © 2024 by Billie Livingston and appears here for the first time.

The Brooklyn Murders, by G.D.H. Cole was originally published in 1924.

“An Enemy of Peace” by Robert Silverberg, was originally published in Fantastic, February 1957, under the pseudonym “Ralph Burke.”

“Excitement for Sale,” by Stephen Marlowe, was originally published in Fantastic, January 1958.

“A Trick of the Mind,” by William P. Salton, was originally published in Fantastic, January 1958.

“Thirsty Blades,” by Otis Adelbert Kline and E. Hoffmann Price, was originally published in Weird Tales, February 1930.

“The Devil Downstairs,” by P.F. Costello, was originally published in Fantastic, January 1958.


[image: ]

TEAM BLACK CAT

EDITOR

John Betancourt

ART DIRECTOR

Ron Miller

ASSOCIATE EDITORS

Barb Goffman

Michael Bracken

Paul Di Filippo

Darrell Schweitzer

Cynthia M. Ward

PRODUCTION

Sam Hogan

Enid North

Karl Wurf


[image: ]

THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly.

This time, we have original mysteries from Wil A. Emerson (thanks to Acquiring Editor Michael Bracken) and Billie Livingston, plus a great tale by Art Taylor (thanks to Acquiring editor Barb Goffman). Our mystery novel is by Golden Age British author G.D.H. Cole. Plus, of course, there’s a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles.

On the science fiction and fantasy end, we have tales by Grand Master Robert Silverberg, plus classics by Stephen Marlowe, William P. Salton, and a novelet by P.F. Costello. A historical fantasy from Weird Tales by Otis Adelbert Kline and E. Hoffmann Price rounds things out.

Here’s the complete lineup—

Cover Art: Ron Miller

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“Under Cover,” by Wil A. Emerson [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“Something Fishy’s Going On,” by Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Better Days,” by Art Taylor [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

Same Old Song,” by Billie Livingston [short story]

The Brooklyn Murders, by G.D.H. Cole [novel]

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“An Enemy of Peace,” by Robert Silverberg [short story]

“Excitement for Sale,” by Stephen Marlowe [short story]

“A Trick of the Mind,” by William P. Salton [short story]

“Thirsty Blades,” by Otis Adelbert Kline and E. Hoffmann Price [novelet]

“The Devil Downstairs,” by P.F. Costello [novelet]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly
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UNDER COVER,
by Wil A. Emerson

I sprang out of bed like a cat on fire. The distinct crackle, tinkle of shattered glass and then the rustle of paper. Not close, but not far, either. The sound came from within my house. Feet on the floor, eyes adjusting to the darkness, I pulled my sidearm from the shelf in the bedside table. Loaded, ready. My heart rate dropped from accelerated, tacking like a race car, to trained, a controlled alert. My senses heightened. I was on the curve, ready for action. Ear to the interior of the house, I heard a shuffle of feet. Soft. Shoeless?

Towering trees, a mix of Colorado blue spruce, massive oaks, and Northern pines surrounded the isolated cabin and left the master bedroom, which I was in, as dark as a mountain tunnel. Exactly what I intended when I built the place. But, if there were only a glimmer of moonlight now, my nerves might not be so edgy. One lone intruder or more?

My diminished night vision and an uncanny eye disorder that had surfaced after the last special assignment had me at an extreme disadvantage. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why I left my prescription night glasses in my overnight bag. And it was tucked away in a far closet.

Another rustle of papers, tinkle of glass on glass. Not the sound that comes when a window is shattered. No, could be ice on ice. Someone shaking a container? A cocktail. No. Impossible. Teetotaler that I am, there’s not a drop of alcohol to be found in the house nor is there a cocktail shaker to accommodate a thirsty drinker even if one yearned for a mixed beverage. Martinis and I parted ways when I got the damaging diagnosis that my occipital nerves were acting like a kid having a tantrum.

I edged to the closed door and, as suspected, saw a faint glimmer of light coming from the other side of the house. There appeared a distinct but faint line between the door frame and floor as if drawn precisely by the architect. A minor flaw but one that couldn’t be seen unless you stood near the bedroom door. Refrigerator door open, maybe the oven light? A beacon for me now. No one could navigate the wide-open room without the aid of a light unless they knew every aspect of furniture placement, tables and footstools. Forbidden by the canopy of the forest.

But if I opened the door, even the lowest light might render me an easy target.

I had to assume the person, persons on the other side had a weapon. If not, someone’s presence in my house still had to be considered an act of aggression. I knew well there were several ways one could carry out a harmful act without firing a gun. A knife-wielding opponent could move thirty feet in a matter of seconds. Less time for even an experienced gunman to focus, aim, fire.

Beth? My housemate, partner, best friend with benefits, had she heard the intruder? A heavy sleeper, never one to wander during the night, she’d returned from the trip to the city in the same frame of mind as I had. Drop everything, dive into bed, worry about unpacking tomorrow. She’d acquired the makings of a nasty headache and scurried to the guest room on the opposite side of the open living area. Homer followed right behind her. Loyal, steadfast, we shared our four-legged second-best friend.

Beth and I are one hundred percent on board with sharing Homer. I had no problem with him taking over night duty after four nights in Chicago. I’d had my fair share of Beth’s undivided attention. Her charming ways make a man smile and eager to keep her feet warm. Of course, it’s all a selfish pleasure.

Other than being a purveyor of love, Homer is as useless as a stuffed puppy. He’s not a robotic, manufactured kind of a dog, but one with breathing cells. He’s a full-grown rag of a mutt, five or six years old. Labrador, poodle mix but mostly the street pick-up variety. The poodle part of his genetics is the only reason we’ve kept him so long. He doesn’t shed. He’s stupid as a log and yet, he’ll do exactly as you tell him if you say it in three words. ‘Go outside’ counts as three words. ‘Homer, no’—not enough of a command to penetrate those faulty neurons.

But then again, a break from routine of sleeping in the master bedroom prepares a dog for another opportunity. Had Homer left Beth’s side, wondered into the kitchen for water, found a toy, knocked over a planter on the floor?

Could it be Beth had awoken? Followed Homer in? If not her, would she remain silent, tucked away in the guest bedroom?

My quick summation, as I pressed my head to the door, was that Beth and Homer had not ventured into the living area, had not heard the sounds an intruder would make. It left me with only one logical conclusion. A purposeful invasion.

Robbery, assault, revenge seeker?

Dangerous no matter the reason. Would I be able to contain the situation and let Beth and Homer sleep safely through the night? Plotter that I am, coward I am not, I decided my mission would be to eradicate the intruder and let my roommates lull away the night in peaceful slumber. Whoever awaited me on the other side of the door would rue the night he/she invaded my home.

I stealthily slipped on a pair of black Lycra pants, a matching long sleeve shirt, black Nikes, and a skull cap and tucked my round-butt Smith and Weston in the back of my pants. It would serve me well if the invader expected to be confronted by a no-guns allowed homeowner.

Slipping through the French double door as quietly as a whisper, my plan was to slink low by the hedges planted around the patio, slip behind the fireplace, and then dodge across to the kitchen area where a low service window to the outdoor grill would easily slide open. Beth and I cooked out often and, reckless or not, seldom thought about locking that window. Someone who dared entry would have to be limber and lean if they wanted to hop up and slip through the opening.

I’d never had the occasion to slide through it; knew I could, though, at one time. I’d added ounces to my well-developed mass when I binged on a half-pound burger and onion rings during our get away. Reparation would come grazing over greens for the next ten days, which I did faithfully after every backslide. The rest of my shadowy stature came from genetics and fast runs three times a week. For the first time in many months, a sense of accomplishing a job, and well-done, swelled within.

I’d been on leave from the agency for over a year. The eyes growing worse, and a bad case of doubt developed after my cover was blown. I’d been fending off a Russian intelligence officer who had a knack for placing fentanyl in cigarettes of those he suspected of counter-intelligence. I was one puff away from being the honored guest at a memorial where colleagues would say I’d served my country well. A few would nod amongst themselves, to protect the agency, that I’d developed a drug addiction.

My last assignment had taken place in a dirty, rat-infested hole where a Russian and two of his comrades died. I made a daring escape. Dark alleys, truck rides, a long walk across an icy terrain and finally rescue in a train terminal by fellow agents. After dodging multiple foreigners who were equally talented at sleuthing, they put me on a flight to the States. But shadows lingered and I couldn’t shake the tremors that followed. Even the flight attendant on the last leg home seemed too eager to serve me. Two offers of drinks or coffee not unusual. The third raised a red flag and I wouldn’t even take water from her. Thereafter, I couldn’t stop looking over my shoulder even while working in the confines of Langley’s fortified walls.

The extended break from the job I loved gave Beth, Homer, and me an opportunity to reconnect. We’d been in my hide-away for ten days straight and then decided to go into Chicago, stay until we were sated. Lights, people, food. No plan, we’d return at our leisure. Far from city life, this log cabin had become a sanctuary.

No one but my immediate supervisor, the station chief, knew about it. And in all of seven years, he’d never had reason to contact me, nor had I informed him of when I would be in or out of this illusive place. A short walk through the woods to Lake Michigan, a two-hour drive southwest to Chicago for fine meals or the airport, provided the best of all worlds. I dreamt of it when working in hell. The secluded interludes under the canopy of trees, where in the near distance waves rolled endlessly, I was as free as any man dreamed of being.

That is, until this neurosis, the fatigue, the worthlessness set in.

But nothing would stop me from protecting my loved ones, my home. Die trying wasn’t an option.

Like a spider on the wall, I edged close to the window frame and pulled the latch to the left. Designed for one smooth move and a large twenty-inch tray could pass through it. Would it now accommodate my body? I momentarily studied the opening. My shoulder girth, with a slight twist, obviously had been engineered for this particular entry. I glided through as though laced with silicon and marveled at my intuitiveness for details.

My bone structure had worked well for an easy birth, let those adult bones not provide an early death. If anyone sensed my action, they be at the counter, inches from my hands, my head. Would I face the intruder’s angry glare or a much more frightening gun?

I found a resting place for my fingers and cake-walked them on the counter; my body followed. In and over, I pounced on the floor. Cat-like form, my size diminished, the black clothes melded into the dark wood cabinets.

My eyes were slow to adjust but a flicker of movement in the far corner of the living area caught my attention. A shadow? A body? I strained for my eyes to focus, for the pupils to widen, for light to enter. I bent lower, my knees nearly on the hardwood floor, and slunk forward, head low, shoulders folded in. As tight as I could bend my body without losing flexibility, I eased closer to the dusky, gray like mass on my chaise lounge.

Movement. I startled. And then a rush of air, exhaling. A fluttered snore. Soft, though. Beth? Homer not at her feet. Had she left him in the bedroom? Had all this cloak and dagger been one rush to judgement, my history torturing me? This wasn’t Moscow or Tehran. No dark alleys, no threat at every corner.

Where did she get that cover? A blanket? Not from our closet.

On the floor, by the chaise, I spied a paper sack. Not large enough to carry much more than a few items. No. More like a carry-out bag.

Suddenly the room was flooded with light. The ceiling lights ablaze. I spun around, then covered my back, my eyes to the form on my chaise. Smith & Wesson in defense mode, broad stance. Aim—my finger on the trigger. Ready.

“Jonathan Lopez, what are you doing?” Beth called out to me.

Homer waddled over and nudged me with his head. Not the time for a rub, I ignored him and knew that momentarily he would start to whine. This was the time I needed Homer to growl. Beth took a stance between me and the chaise lounge. The mass on the lounge also sprung to action.

If the gray mass attacked, I couldn’t fire.

The blanket fell to the floor and there stood a girl, a teenager. Her hair mangled, her eyes red, tattered black sweatpants and a cotton navy T-shirt. Her body as lean as a willow tree.

“Shit, you’ve got a dog. Hell, don’t let him attack me.”

The sunken cheeks struck me. Malnourished like so many kids I’d seen in places they shouldn’t have been.

Beth went to the end of the chaise, “How did you get in? Why are you here?” No fear in her voice.

I waved her away with my weapon, “No, Beth. Stand aside.”

Young kids, not innocent, had run away from a death scene after they threw a grenade at a group of people. The bloody scene I’d witnessed never left me. I eyed the brown bag again. Its contents a lethal weapon?

My eyes began to flicker. My balance off. I felt my head spinning. Not now. Please stop. Beth and Homer my only concerns. “Beth, take Homer out. Homer, outside.”

Homer walked to the door. Beth stood her ground.

“Tell us why you are here,” Beth said.

I tried to stop the buzz in my head; looked at Beth’s calm eyes. She had never faced real danger. Naivety written all over her face.

But there she stood. Like a rock. Fearless. Bless her, she had that same look on her face when she found Homer on the street. The dirty, matted dog had charmed her. What was the appeal?

The girl began to shake, tears washed down her face. “We were in a truck. The sign said I96 at the rest stop.”

I moved in closer. If she reached for the bag, I would have no choice but to prevent her action. My finger held steady on the trigger. Homer whined at the door.

Beth went to the door and opened it for Homer. At least if things went wrong, our faithful friend would be spared. “Beth, go with Homer. Down the trail as far as you can go.”

She turned; her eyes steady on mine but, she didn’t follow my directions.

“When was the last time you ate,” Beth asked the girl.

“Sign said Union Pier. MacDonalds. They threw the bag in the back of the truck. I couldn’t eat it then. Carried it. Thought maybe…if…”

“Would you like some water?” Beth motioned to the fridge, “Coke, orange juice?”

“Yes, please. I found a small glass, but it fell out of my hands. Sorry. My feet are sore. I’ve been walking a long time.” Her tear-stained cheeks glistened.

“Beth, careful, pick up the brown bag. Hand it to me.” I spoke with force and, this time, Beth responded. She stretched, ready to hand me the bag but, before it reached my hand, she paused.

I shuddered as she unfolded the top edges. Sweat ran down my back.

“Looks like a half-eaten McDonald’s.”

The girl sank back on the chaise. “I was in their truck for a long time. Maybe eight hours. Hiding in the woods for two days. No one in this house. Had to sleep. Window unlocked.”

“Where did you come from,” Beth asked, her voice so soft, the tension in my back eased away. The warnings in my head went into slow motion.

“Illinois. I think they drove through a large city. Heard horns and sirens. Then on a smooth highway for a long time until the rest stop. I asked for the cover before I got out. I couldn’t stop shaking. He stood by the back of the truck, watched us go into the bathroom. He turned one time to smack another girl who was crying loud. Then I ran. Ran so hard. But I don’t know where I am now.”

My eyes scanned hers. Truth in those tears? The buzz and fluttering in my head simmered but my vision struggled from the intense bright lights. A flashback. I reached for the dimmer.

Beth handed the girl a glass of orange juice. “Take it slow. I’ll fix some warm food for you. We’re in Michigan. Near Lake Michigan but deep in the woods. Not easy to find. The closest town is South Haven.”

“I ran as far away from the highway as I could. Couldn’t see where I was going. Trying to hide in the trees and brush. Dragged the blanket behind. Heard them a couple of times,” she shook as the story spilled out. “They walked by. Maybe ten feet away. I hid under cover.”

Anger took hold of me. My head took a turn for the better.

I knew how to get rid of an enemy. I wanted to do it again. For some unknown, primal reason, the thought of murder overtook the clutter in my mind. Freed me of the worry. A sense of duty came like a wave, washed over me. Left me feeling in control. Those scenes that had me living in fear faded and suddenly I felt a force that took away the ugliness I’d experienced.

I sorted through the girl’s story without the deep-seated shame that I had failed.

“Good choice for cover,” I said. “Gray, weathered, from a distance one might think it’s a large stone, a rock. A trucker’s wrap, used to wrap furniture or goods. Sounds like it saved you.” I made a mental note to have a colleague test it out if and when I got back into action.

Beth and I sat beside her. Sentinels, we were. A sense of calm held us together.

She’d been snatched outside of Beardstown, Illinois, her hometown. On a bike lane near the Illinois River bank. Small town, early morning ride, no one gave it a second thought that Jessica Kenney could become a bargaining chip or payday for human traffickers. Hours later, parents moderately concerned, started calling her friends. By evening, they and the police were on high alert. Nearly three days and no information on her whereabouts.

* * * *

Jessica’s parents were awoken from their fitful sleep with the good news. A county sheriff was the first to arrive on my lane. I flashed the lights for him to follow the path. Then a larger team came in from Grand Rapids. The authorities allowed Jessica to remain with us for the night. Her parents would drive north and arrive in daylight.

Hours later, after my stealthy re-entry into my own home, the young victim safe and secure, Beth and I huddled in our king-size bed. Homer now at our feet. I said, “You’re a calm breeze under stress, Beth. Thanks for helping me see the light.”

“Good deeds, Jonathan, on your part. I felt completely safe. There’s more work left for you to do. Use your talents with intelligence gathering.”

“But not the job I want.”

“Jessica gave you enough incidentals for the FBI to set up tracking points. They won’t get across the Canadian border on this route again.”

“My career as an operative is over, Beth. This condition puts me on a slow walk. But I have to work.”

I’d followed all the rules and now felt helpless. Their rules would keep me from retaliating, doing what needed to be done.

“A plan? It’s good to think about the future.” Beth sighed.

Would she object when I told her what I intended to do? Track the bastards myself. I had the skills. Strength in action.

“Life isn’t all undercover work, Jonathan. The agency has a place for you.”

“That I know. Leave DC out of the picture. I’m going after the scum that took that little girl. Find the others and set them free. Kill the abductors? If they resist, it’s an opportunity for justice.”

Homer roused, inched closer to us and then squirmed like a child to get between us. He lapped Beth’s face, then mine.

I said, “Homer, no.” Then smiled. Much like my dog, I liked a reward now and then. Back in action was where I belonged.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Wil A. Emerson found a host of characters for stories while traveling the U.S. and Europe. Now grounded in North Carolina, her stories appear in Black Cat Weekly, Thrill Ride Magazine, Murderous Ink, and other publications. Currently polishing a novel, her Property Rights looks at murder from a different angle.
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SOMETHING FISHY’S GOING ON,
by Hal Charles

“Why is my BB rifle empty?” cried out Krissy Taylor as the crows invading her vegetable garden flew away before she could get off a shot.

“Because guns need to be reloaded,” said her sister, State Police Detective Kelly Stone. “Now, what’s so important that you told me I had to come right over to your house on my day off?”

Placing the rifle on a rack in her garden shed, Krissy said, “Take a walk with me.”

“I expected at least a free meal, perhaps some of your husband’s famous grilled cheeseburgers, so where are we going?” said the detective.

They turned onto a trail Kelly knew well.

“Today is the subdivision’s annual Sunfish Derby,” said her sister. “As you know, our little lake has been overrun by the exploding population of those little buggers.”

“Maybe the problem is that anglers catch all the large fish that prey on the sunfish.”

“True, but that issue we can’t control unless we put up NO FISHING signs, and then what’s the point of having fish at all?”

“Okay, but hasn’t the subdivision been holding this event for the kids as long as you’ve lived here?”

“And it seems we still haven’t made much of a dent in the invasive fish. They multiply like rabbits. Anyway, we’ve got a new method of judging.”

“Last year didn’t you tell me that the kid with the most fish won?” said Kelly.

“But that didn’t seem right,” said her sister.

“Seems fair to me.”

“Some kids got to using nets to catch hundreds of minnows, while other kids would use the traditional rods, hooks, and worms. The latter would catch fewer fish, but the weight would be so much greater.”

“I admire those kids for their cleverness.”

“You would,” said Krissy. “You were the one Dad kept telling, ‘Kelly, why don’t you try to win the game rather than trying to beat it?’”

“As I told Dad, ‘beating’ the game takes more brainpower,” said Kelly.

“Sometimes I think my kids take more after you than me.”

As they walked out onto the subdivision’s dock on the little lake, Krissy said, “Well, Ms. Creativity, what do you think of our solution to the problem posed by last-year’s game-beaters?”

“A scale?”

“Mr. Diggle down the street had an old scale in his butcher shop that he donated for the event.”

“So you are going to weigh each kid’s catch.”

“Clever deduction, Sis. Did you also figure out that I volunteered my famous detective sister to be the judge of this year’s Sunfish Derby?”

“Ugh!” said Kelly. “You know I hate to touch those slimy things.”

“I’ll be the toucher, Sis, and you be the impartial judge.”

“Wait a minute,” said Kelly. “Are your two kids entering the Derby?”

“Just Bobby,” said Krissy. “Otherwise, he’d spend his whole summer inside reading Mark Twain.”

Soon the whistle blew, and the kids had to bring their catch to the scales. In all, twelve neighborhood kids had participated.

“Bobby is at the end of the line,” said Krissy, taking each kid’s pail and dumping it into the weighing bin. “I’m sure my son waited until the last possible moment to pull his pole from the water.”

“I think I would have won under last year’s rules, Mrs. Taylor,” said Mac Minster to Krissy. “The little ones next to the shore are the easiest to catch.”

“Well, Mac,” said Krissy, “rules are rules.”

Molly Acton trudged up to the scale with two buckets of sunfish. “I hope I win this time,” she said. “Not selling as many cookies last spring as Donna Delano really hurt.”

“I’d say you’re in first place,” said Kelly, reading the scales.

“But not for long,” bragged Bobby Taylor, bypassing his mother and gently placing each hefty fish into the weighing bin.

Kelly took one look at the tilted scales that pronounced Bobby the winner and said, “Krissy, I want you to talk your son into disqualifying himself.”

SOLUTION

Krissy was right about Bobby exhibiting “creativity.” Kelly noticed him gently placing “hefty” sunfish on the scales and immediately figured out why. Bobby had increased their weight by loading them with BBs found in his mother’s garden shed and rifle. Bobby’s creativity cost him a month-long grounding and a loss in the Sunfish Derby.
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The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases
the best in modern mystery and crime stories,

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed

short stories authors and editors in the mystery

field, Barb Goffman, forBlack Cat Weekly.

BETTER DAYS,
by Art Taylor

Maybe I wasn’t the only one on our stretch of the North Carolina coast who picked up the Washington Post on a regular basis, but I doubt anyone else read it like I did—scanning the bylines, measuring the thickness of the paper and the heft of it, stifling the envy.

The new boom in journalism. Who’d have thought it?

“You want to go back, go back,” Dad said one morning, breakfast on the rear deck of his boat, the sun still low enough that things weren’t yet unbearable.

Well, the heat at least.

“I’ve got a job here now,” I said—evasion better than lying. I edged the Post an inch higher between us. Tucked under the edge of my plate was the Wednesday edition of the paper I worked for now, unopened.

“Easy to imagine how that would keep you tied down.” The sound Dad made was half snort, half laugh. “Who else is going to report on the latest garden tour, right? Or some petty little zoning change?”

The Post partly blocked him, but Dad stared steadily anyway, fork and knife idle in his hands. It was a small table on the stern of his thirty-two-foot Back Cove, no room to maneuver away from the conversation.

The boat rocked gently, waves lapping at the hull. Even here on the sound, shielded from the wind off the Atlantic, the waterway was choppy. In the morning sun, whitecaps shimmered and glistened. Was that where the phrase Crystal Coast came from?

Potential feature, I thought, already planning to pitch my editor—then immediately dismissed the idea. Even now, a year after moving down for good, I remained an outsider. The locals, they probably already knew.

A gull landed about an arm’s length away. Dad shooed it off, his gnarled fingers still holding the fork, then dove back into his sausage and eggs with an irritation that reminded me I hadn’t bothered to answer his question. But really, had I needed to? He’d made it clear more than once that I was selling myself short.

He only wants the best for you—my mother’s words, echoing.

But she wasn’t around anymore to advise me how to navigate those best interests.

Sometimes when he was dismissive of the local paper, I made a joke of it: “Breaking news, three issues a week.” Sometimes I got defensive. Other times—now—I simply went silent.

Should I have told him that he was the reason I stayed? Him in his early seventies, here on his own aboard I Dream of Doris, the boat he’d bought after Mom died. Was I indeed selling myself short by relocating here, taking this job after mine got cut at the Post, me just another victim of the economic downturn in journalism? Or was it a noble sacrifice to be the dutiful son, to sideline my own ambitions while trying to mend things between us?

Dad pushed his plate aside while my own breakfast grew cold. Age spots mottled those knobby hands, his forearms, his face. His hair seemed to grow wispier by the day.

But saying that his age was what held me back—it wouldn’t be fair.

Or entirely true.

* * * *

Another factor tying me here lately was Charlene Ramsey—Charley to her friends, and more and more I hoped to become a better one.

Just past eight p.m. that same Wednesday, Bar Charley didn’t have any more customers than usual, the same mix of locals and tourists, of AB Surf Shop T-shirts and jeans against Vineyard Vine Polos and seersucker shorts. But beach music blasted through the speakers instead of the usual background jazz, and then a small group crowded the bar, loud and raucous. At the center of it, this guy with slicked-down hair—Randy Backus—raised his hands high like he was leading a cheer.

“This here, it’s a friggin’ gift. It’s like…It’s like heaven opened up”—lifting his arms again—“and oh, yeah! It let down its light and put it in a glass and…”

Randy wore a rumpled linen jacket, cuffs rolled loosely, and khaki cargo shorts. Charley faced him from the other side of the bar—long blond hair tucked up in a tortoise-shell clip, a cocktail shaker in her hand, a blush on her face. She generally shied away from too much attention.

Randy leaned down—bowed really—then took another drink of the pale-green liquid. He smacked his lips, almost like a kiss. “This is the bomb,” he said. “A round for everyone.” Cheers from the crowd, locals and tourists both, no matter who knew him.

Truth was, none of us really did.

Charley put down the cocktail shaker, leveled her chin at him. “You know how much that’ll cost?”

“The money? You think that matters?” He made another gesture at the glass. “This—this is worth every dollar.”

From his grin, the way his eyes drank in Charley herself, I caught the message underneath: she was worth it too.

But it wasn’t his look that had me stumbling. It was hers—her unlikely giggle, that half-turned-up smile, the flicker of mischief in her eyes.

I don’t own her, I reminded myself as I settled onto a barstool. Neither of us has committed to the other. Hell, we weren’t even dating.

Still, it stung.

Randy Backus had been in town only about a week. Pulled up to the boardwalk on about a sixty-foot Hatteras named Better Days, Florida registration numbers on the hull. Had a two-man crew running it—the same burly guys flanking him at the bar now, drinking off the credit card he’d just tossed down onto the counter. It was a platinum card, and he’d been waving it all around town, I’d heard, lavish dinners at those waterfront restaurants, late nights at the bars, and then more drinking on the yacht, music and laughter echoing along the waterfront.

Not that I’d been paying any attention.

Charley didn’t notice me until she and her barback served up that round of drinks for the house—twenty coupe glasses or so, probably twelve to fifteen dollars a pop.

“Hey,” Charley said, a flash of surprise as she handed a glass my way.

I waved off the drink. “I’ll order something in a minute.”

She narrowed her blue eyes, confusion in place of mischief, started to say something. Randy spoke first.

“I wouldn’t turn down a Midnight Tryst.”

I glanced his way. “What did you say?”

“It’s the name of the cocktail,” Charley said, passing my glass and another to a couple who’d taken up residence at the end of the bar.

Randy raised his drink in my direction. “Gin, crème de cocoa—”

“Cacao,” Charley called over her shoulder.

“Excusez me.” Randy purposefully mangled a French accent. “And what else?”

“Fernet-Branca,” Charley said, “plus a couple of secret ingredients.”

“Right there when I need you.” Randy winked. I’m not sure Charley saw it. “And a little bit of mystery? She knows how to play the game.” He pointed at me, fingers shaped like a gun, his thumb wagging a couple of times—trigger pulled. “You don’t know what you’re missing, friend.”

We’d never been introduced. He didn’t ask my name now, just turned to watch Charley again, the curves of her, delivering the last of the drinks.

I watched too. I did know what I might be missing.

Randy reached across the bar and grabbed one of the glasses that Charley hadn’t served yet. She caught him doing it. Anyone else, she’d have bit the guy’s head off. But she just shook her own.

“A toast.” Randy stumbled climbing his barstool, one of his crewmembers leaning in to support him. “To the best bartender—whoa, no—best mixologist on the East Coast.”

Charley blushed again—embarrassed at the attention.

But then I realized it wasn’t embarrassment. It was pride.

* * * *

“That guy’s unreal,” I told her later that night.

“Yeah, he’s over the top, isn’t he?” Charley had been corking some of the homemade mixers, cleaning up the counters. Swabbing the deck, she called it. She’d already sent her barback home, which I took to be a good sign. The two of us alone.

Stifling some other instincts, I’d stayed at the bar for hours. Trying to prove what? Backbone. Dedication. Or was I keeping an eye on the situation? On Charley herself?

Either way, I’d kept my seat, paced my drinks, declined another free one when Randy bought a second round, kept up a smile when anyone glanced my way. I chatted with another woman who’d come in—a woman I’d dated briefly, still friendly with me even though things hadn’t worked out. At least it had been a distraction from Randy and his antics.

“Throwing money around. Everything high energy, high volume.” I shifted my drink in a circle. It was half-full—still pacing myself. “It’s all so…performative.”

“Ten-dollar words.” Charley waggled a cocktail strainer my way—playful, another good sign. “Think of the little people.”

“This whole big-money thing. Showing off. But just listen to him—he sounds like he fell off the back of a hay wagon.”

“Rich people only talk certain ways?” She tossed the strainer on the counter. “In these parts, a lot of good old boys earn a lot of money—not that you could tell it listening to them.”

“Understood,” I said. “But it’s not just the way he talks. It’s… Well, look at those two gorillas having to prop him up at the end, carry him out.” Randy had been babbling as they helped him weave through the door: Charley was a great mixer, she needed to come out on his boat, she needed to mix it up there.

She laughed. “He’ll be feeling it tomorrow.”

“Maybe that’s what I mean. He doesn’t seem like a guy who even thinks about tomorrow.”

Charley pulled out a short stepladder, stepped up on it. She was wearing a loose skirt, and her calves tightened as she stretched to return some liquor bottles to their shelves.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never been hungover,” she said. “After some big night on the town. Your wild dates.”

An edge to those last words?

Maybe.

As proprietor of the nicest cocktail spot in town, Charley had been front and center to too much of my dating over the last year—one of the potential stumbling blocks between us. There’d been a number of women after I’d moved down, more than I’d like to count. I’d felt like a hot commodity for a while—fresh on the scene, a little worldly with my big-paper, big-city experiences, charming enough with a little bit of effort, vaguely handsome too, I guess, at least that what others had told me.

Or maybe it was some deeper truth about me they found attractive. After all, some women like a project.

Either way, it wasn’t just Charlie being cautious about dating me. Too many relationships over the last year, too many that had gone wrong. I liked Charlie too much to be cavalier about adding her to those lists.

“Those days are behind me,” I said. When she turned to roll her eyes, she caught me staring at her legs. I feigned ignorance, innocence. “What?”

“I’m just saying”—stepping down from the ladder—“some people are work hard, play hard.”

But she’d hit my point again. I didn’t see Randy—that recklessness, that over-the-top, nothing-to-lose attitude—as someone who’d ever put in enough effort to buy a boat like that. “Work hard?” I said. “Randy doesn’t have what it takes.”

Something stopped then—Charley stopped, I mean, but something bigger too. The look she gave me was chilly enough that it felt like the temperature dropped ten degrees. She propped her hands on her hips, fists tightening. The quiet was sudden, deep.

“You know,” she said finally, “that’s what my mom used to say about me.”

Charley had grown up poor, tended bar in some rough spots before saving enough to build her own business, to be her own woman. Late nights recently, she’d been telling me more about it—both of us sharing things, about ambitions and frustrations, about family, about each other.

I didn’t want her to stop telling me things.

“Hey, hey,” I said. “This isn’t about you.” Not that way at least. I ran my fingers through my hair. “It’s just—I mean, I don’t understand why you’re defending him.”

Long pause, deep breath. Her fists loosened. The room felt no warmer.

“Whether he works, doesn’t work—who cares?” She gestured at the credit card machine behind the bar. “Card went through, right? That’s all that matters to me.”

“Is it?”

Another deep breath, this one not a release. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I saw the way you laughed at his jokes, the way he reached out and brushed your hand, the way you didn’t pull away quick enough.

“Look,” I said. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Because you’re looking out for my best interests, is that it?”

“Because you’re a friend—”

“Glad we clarified that.”

“—and I think your head’s getting turned by the new guy.”

Her snort of laughter sounded like my dad’s. “I’m not dumb enough to have my head turned by the new guy.”

Definitely an edge this time.

“Speaking of turning heads,” she said, “I saw you and your old flame talking. Rekindling something there?”

“Not hardly.” My turn to laugh, to break the mood. “She’s—”

“I wouldn’t rule her out, if I were you. Just saying.”

No laughter from Charley. Not even half a smile. Nothing mischievous.

I swirled the glass again, pretended I was musing over something instead of kicking myself.

“Closing up.” She gave the counter a sharp wipe, shot a quick nod toward my drink. “You’ll need to finish that.”

She went to the back room without another word. I waited a few minutes, listening to the lonely hum of the ice machine behind the bar, then left the dregs in the glass before heading out myself.

* * * *

I steered clear of all of it for a few days. The Sunday edition was the biggest of the week, and even though I wasn’t working on any important stories (did I ever?), I kept my attention directed anywhere I could.

While the major papers had found themselves on more solid footing, small markets like ours still struggled, and our editor, Bruce Hensley, big-boned, big-voiced, big personality, tried every trick he could to boost readership and revenues.

“You find your audience by meeting them on their turf,” he said—which meant lots of social media, an occasional podcast (which didn’t bring any traffic), some live video (which did). So I interviewed fans on camera before a country-western variety show, then wrote a review after the fact—keeping a running log on both Facebook and Twitter, with a quick clip from the show itself. I covered a house-and-garden tour, pics and videos both. I got a head start compiling next week’s events calendar, huddled at my desk, then wrote up a brief on a zoning challenge.

Through it all Dad’s words echoed, as did the memories of the Post.

Maybe the only thing holding me back was me.

Try as I might to forget him, Randy Backus nagged at me, and not just because of Charlie. None of it sat right—the clash between the drunk, boisterous guy and the sleek yacht by the boardwalk, between his reckless lack of control and whatever it would take to buy that boat.

Maybe I was just naive. Many ways to earn cash, and the Florida registration on the boat suggested too many images. Running drugs from the Caribbean? Mafia ties in South Florida? Easier to picture Randy lording it over some Miami nightclub than in a tucked-away NC bar.

And then second-guessing myself, third-guessing maybe, because what the hell did I know about Florida? Randy’s jacket reminded me of Don Johnson’s in Miami Vice. Drunk Randy had Al Pacino’s glazed look in Scarface, slumped in front of a mound of cocaine.

I needed to find out more about the real Randy.

Google was my first stop—and what seemed like pay dirt on my first dig, because the Randall Backus in Jupiter Island, Florida, looked a good thirty years older than the man waving his credit card around Bar Charley.

The real Randall Backus was balding, a circle of gray hair bushed over his ears like a monk. Bags swelled under his eyes, his jaw clenched sternly, his cleft chin jutted. He’d recently retired as head of a big energy group, shipping and distributing fuel throughout the Southeast. The company website carried a press release about his service over four decades. A longtime secretary called the moment bittersweet, praised him as ambitious and generous in equal measure. Former Governor Charlie Crist talked about his service to state and country.

“Identity theft.”

I didn’t realize I’d said it aloud until my editor, passing behind me, said, “Got something?”

My embarrassment was probably obvious—following something personal like this on work time.

I told him what I was working on, skipping the why.

Bruce leaned over me, added a “Jr.” to Randall Backus’s name, and hit enter—and there was Randy, smirk and all, staring back at me.

“Big-city reporter, yeah?” He gave me a wink.

“It would’ve been my own next move.”

I scanned quickly through the images on the screen: Randy with cocktail in hand at some West Palm Beach high-society blog; Randy’s Facebook profile picture; Randy leaning against that stern father of his, both of them in dark suits—pictures from some corporate function, I figured, then saw it had been snapped at a breast-cancer fundraiser.

Either way, riding his father’s coattails, and he sure fit the type: entitled, spoiled, irresponsible.

“Anything else I can help with?” Bruce asked. I’d forgotten he was there.

“You know how to find who a boat is registered to?”

He shrugged. “Live here as long as I have, you make friends with the Wildlife Commission. I’m sure they could reach across the border.”

Half an hour later, Bruce confirmed it. Randall Sr. owned that yacht. Randy was indeed living off his daddy’s money.

But nothing illegal about that. Nothing worth writing about. Nothing to tell Charley.

* * * *

On Sunday afternoon—that day’s edition behind me and most of a reclusive weekend too, binge-watching bad TV alone at my place—I leaned on the boardwalk railing and stared at that sixty-footer. Along the docks, other boats were coming in, windows caked with sea spray, couples tanned and languid, families tuckered out after day trips over on Shackleford Banks. People were already spraying down their boats, calling it a day. But on the big boat at the end of the dock, no one worked. One of the crewmembers sunned himself on the bow of Better Days; on the stern, the other hoisted back beers with a woman in a bikini. And where was Randy? Recovering from another bender? From another night at Bar Charley? Worse, was Charley there with him?

That imagination again.

That’s what I was telling myself when I felt a clap on my shoulder.

“Friend.” Randy’s voice. “Looking for me?”

I turned. Tried to keep a straight face.

“Sleek boat,” I said. “How long have you had it?”

The sun reflected hard in Randy’s mirrored sunglasses, blinding my eyes.

“Few years now. The time blurs a little, you know.”

That image again of him stumbling out of the bar, slurring, stammering about getting Charley on his yacht, mixing things up with her.

“You spend most of it out on the water? Traveling?”

“It’s the life.” A glance at the yacht. “Come aboard?”

Never turn down an invitation? Know your enemy?

Maybe sometimes we simply do the things that hurt us.

Neither of Randy’s crew got up when we stepped on board, though the guy in front raised his beer in greeting. A bulging bag of trash was propped against the inside of the hull, a trail of fluid leaking onto the fiberglass. It smelled sour—like sweat or vinegar or worse. Randy guided me through a hatch into a room that was all teak and windows—a circle of them, flooding the room, sunlight from all angles, as blindingly bright as those mirrored sunglasses.

“It’s pronounced salon,” Randy explained, “even though it’s spelled with two o’s: s-a-l-o-o-n. I actually like saloon better. A drinking spot. That Wild West feel too.” He held his fingers in little guns like that night at Charley’s, then took a couple of steps up to the galley. “Wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Wasn’t expecting to be here,” I said.

“Funny how things work, ain’t it?” He was pouring a drink, standing by a granite countertop crowded with liquor bottles and crusty glasses. As he rattled on about one thing or another—how much he liked the area, the best meals on the waterfront, best tuna, best swordfish—I studied the room, looking maybe for a Scarface mound of cocaine behind all that liquor.

In the sunlight streaming through those wraparound windows, the saloon offered the same odd mix of sleekness and frat-boy sensibility that Randy seemed to embody. Cushions sat askew on contoured seating areas, covered with blankets and beach towels—one blazoned with “My Boat, My Rules.” A big beer stain marred the floor, like somebody had emptied a full can and walked off. At least it smelled cleaner inside—but hardly good. Fragrance spray layered over bleach. A frat boy’s idea of cleaning.

“Here’s to you,” Randy said, handing me a tumbler, some kind of whiskey over ice. I took it by reflex, then immediately regretted it when he added, “Glad to see you taking a free drink from me this time, hey, buddy?” He plopped down on one of the beach towels—smug and smirking as always.

I leaned against a wall, made a point of not sitting—then paid for it, snagging my shirt on a nail jutting out of the teak. Two of them, I saw when I turned, maybe where pictures had once hung.

“Sorry,” Randy said. “You caught us in the middle of redecorating.”

“Barging in at the wrong time.”

“No worries, man. I invited you. And maybe I’m the one that should apologize for barging in.”

“How’s that?” I stood awkwardly now, middle of the room.

“You and the little señorita at the bar.” He raised his tumbler. Sunlight glinted like a wink off his sunglasses. “Maybe there’s been something there?”

“What gave you that idea?”

“The only skill I have—measuring people up, what gets them going.” He scratched his chin. “What they want, what they’re afraid of, where they’re weak. Seems to get the job done.”

I started to disagree, but then…he’d hit the mark pushing my own buttons. Was I underestimating him again?

“What is your job exactly?”

Randy spread his arms across the cushions. His drink sloshed, another stain for the floor. “Living the life.”

A knock at the door. One of the crew stepped in, his beer still in his hand. “Your visitor, boss.”

I didn’t need to turn to see who it was. Randy’s face said it all—his smirk widening and the image reflected in those damned glasses.

Charley, easing her way through the hatch.

* * * *

Dad called me at the paper mid-morning Monday. What was I doing for lunch?

Fuming, I could’ve said. Kicking myself. I couldn’t concentrate, reliving everything I’d said to Charley—Fancy meeting you here and Didn’t know you two had a date and No worries, won’t stand in your way. Everything I shouldn’t have said, everything I maybe should’ve.

And everything Charley had said too. It’s business, with the clear implication that it was none of my business, and then I’m not sure what you’re assuming, but you’re dead wrong—again.

“I’m free,” I told him. The word suddenly took on new meaning.

“Meet me at the marina.”

I figured lunch on the back of the boat, but once I was aboard, he started the engine and cast off the line.

“Nice day for a cruise,” he told me.

Actually the heat was a like an oven, and the humidity like a shower of sweat, but that wasn’t my main concern. “Paper’s on deadline, you know.”

“Deadline’s tomorrow,” he said, raising his voice over the motor. “Everybody needs to slow down sometimes. A shift in perspective every once in a while, don’t you think?”

He probably took my lack of an answer as agreement. Maybe it was. I was grateful at least for another distraction.

Usually, Dad stuck to the sound side, short rides up and down the waterway, but soon he was turning toward the inlet, taking us out into the ocean.

“We heading somewhere specific?” I asked.

“A destination isn’t always a place.” He pushed the throttle further, cutting through the waves, riding the swells.

I tried not to be baited by his sudden crypticness. “Well, even if I’m missing work, you think we’ll be back before evening? I might have dinner plans.”

“You don’t.” Never took his eyes off the horizon.

Mom’s voice again, echoing: He has his ways, I know, but he cares, he does.

How far did we go out? A mile? Two?

Nautical miles, Dad would’ve corrected. I still didn’t know the difference.

My mind roamed elsewhere—more missteps, more mistakes. No, you know what, I’m not leaving yet. Because I’m curious. Is this why you asked me aboard, Randy? Because this kind of scene amuses you? And don’t “wait a minute” me, Charley, because whatever you think this “business” here is about, he—

My head was clouded with anger at the time, my memories clouded now by wondering what happened between them after I’d gotten the hell out.

Finally, Dad curved the boat around, faced us toward shore, throttled back.

“Can you see your house from here?” he asked.

“My house is in the middle of town,” I said.

“OK. Any of those houses? Or the people out on the beach?”

I looked at the coast—the beach a stretch of tan, a swath of green above, lots of blue sky.

“What’s this about, Dad?”

“How about that big yacht you’re so worried about?”

I hadn’t seen him since our breakfast the Wednesday before, hadn’t talked to him.

Easy enough to point out that the waterfront was soundside, blocked from view same as my house, but that would’ve missed the point.

“That yacht may be sixty feet on the waterfront, son,” he said, “but from here…” He held his hand up like a magician—poof! Gone.

“How do you know anything about that yacht?”

He sat down on the captain’s chair. “Charley’s a charming woman, wouldn’t you agree? Makes a fine old-fashioned, and if you stopped by as soon as she opened instead of eight or nine o’clock at night…well, the bar’s pretty quiet then.”

I’ve got a job. That’s what I started to say, but that would’ve circled us back into a whole nother conversation.

“She told me about you and this Randy fellow,” he said. “Told me you think she’s got an interest in him. Told me you think that interest is mainly in his money, and—”

“What? I never said that.”

“You didn’t ask her if all she cared about was his credit card?”

I thought back to the fight on Randy’s yacht, then further back to Wednesday night. My shirt clung to the sweat beading on my back—and it wasn’t just the sun boring down on our little patch of boat.

“No, what I meant was—”

“She’s got a business to run, and that fellow, she says he asked her about working a private party.”

“Private party, yeah, I’ll bet.”

“She likes you, son. She likes you a lot.” His eyes stared hard at me. “Whatever his intentions may have been—well…” Another flutter of fingers, another poof. “Sometimes you need to have a little faith in people.”

Out near the horizon, a cargo ship headed out to sea—or was coming into port? Hard to tell from this distance. Dad’s shoulder and head framed the ship. The wind pushed through his wispy hair, strands of it dancing. I caught a sudden image of him not just as old man but as old man on a hill, philosopher, sage.

Talk to him, Mom had said—time and again.

And again: How much time did he and I have left? How quickly could things change?

So with the boat swaying and the world seeming like it was unsettled under me in even more ways, I bit back my usual instincts and I talked—about my interest in Charley, and my jealousy, and about my trying to find out something about Randy. My concerns, my suspicions, everything.

Dad’s eyes narrowed as I went on. He stared toward the shore, like he was looking for that yacht himself. His forehead furrowed, some worry tightening the wrinkles around his eyes. I could see it brewing. Son, you’re being a fool. Son, how many mistakes can a boy like you make?

But when he spoke, he surprised me. “The boat is registered in the father’s name?”

“Randy’s boat? Yeah.”

“Smells like bleach? And you said nail holes in the saloon?”

“Not holes. Actual nails.”

“And the crew, they’re not cleaning anything?”

“It’s a frat house,” I said. “An insult to the boat.”

Dad turned slowly and laid both hands on the wheel. He brought the boat alee, headed us toward shore.

He throttled the engine so loud, I could barely hear him when he said, “Poor guy.”

I bristled, thinking at the time he was talking about Randy.

* * * *

Dad borrowed the office at the marina when we got back—two chairs and a battered metal desk piled with invoices and waterway guides and a green tackle box. It had a landline—that was the main thing. A clearer connection, more professional. Both of us leaned on the corner of the desk, the receiver perched between us.

Erma Wiggins was her name—that longtime secretary who praised Randall Sr.’s ambition and generosity. She was still with the company and glad to talk about her much-loved boss.

“We’re doing a feature about Mr. Backus and his son,” I explained, after introducing myself as a reporter. “Part of a series called Starboard Spotlight on visitors to the area.” The title was off the cuff, but as I said it, I thought it might indeed be a good series to pitch Bruce.

“Oh, what a precious idea.” Erma’s voice came through crisp and chipper. I could almost picture her—a bright smile younger than her gray hair, her own phone held at precisely the right angle. “I was so terribly sorry that Mr. Backus retired, but he certainly deserves it. All those years of work, and then losing his wife just when they were planning this next stage of their lives.”

Bittersweet, she’d said in the press release. And then that photo of Randall and Randy at the cancer-awareness fundraiser.

“Is that why they named the boat Better Days?”

“That’s one of Mr. Backus’s favorite sayings. Always a better day ahead. He’d counted on it, he and Mrs. Backus both.”

Dad stepped away from the phone then, took one of the chairs.

I wanted to reach out to him, but I was still on script, following through on what Dad had suggested, following up on what he’d told me must have happened.

“Maybe better days for him and his son instead, right?”

“I so hope that will be the case.” Erma’s voice brightened again. “They’ve had such a long…struggle, the two of them. And you say they’re doing well?”

“You haven’t talked with Mr. Backus lately?”

“Oh, no. Mr. Backus took his retirement very seriously. No phone calls, no emails. He wanted to focus on his son. He didn’t want to put off those better days he and Mrs. Backus…”

But I’d stopped listening at that point. I’d heard enough to sketch out the rest.

Dad slumped in the metal chair, uncomfortably it looked like. What thoughts rushed through his head? What memories? Barely three feet between us, but he was miles and miles away.

And where was I?

Maybe a better question: Where did I want to be?

I pulled the phone to my ear.

“It’s heartwarming, don’t you think?” Erma was saying. “Just the two of them these days. I can’t wait to hear about it when they return home. And you’ll mail me your story in the meanwhile, yes?”

* * * *

The front page of Wednesday’s edition carried the headline “MURDER AT SEA?” and a collage of photos: a headshot of Randall Backus Sr., suspected dead; the Better Days cordoned off with yellow police tape; Randy in handcuffs being escorted from his boat, those crewmen shackled behind him. I’d stood nearby when our photographer caught the shot. As he passed, Randy had called out “Hello again, friend,” a wild grin on his face. Then he’d spit at me.

There was another picture of gawkers gathered along the boardwalk railing. I’d scanned all the ones our photographer took, looking for Charley, same as I’d looked for her at the scene. I hadn’t found her.

The police were still working out the details—the crewman not only contradicting Randy but Randy contradicting himself. What seemed certain: there had been an argument somewhere in the Gulf Stream between Jupiter and Jacksonville, an altercation in that saloon, a fight, a shove, a fall—no guns blazing, but a dead body just the same. An accident, Randy claimed, and him panicking in the aftermath. But it didn’t look good that he’d bribed the crew to dispose of the evidence—or that he’d hired that crew himself when he and his father first planned the trip.

No body had been found. The Gulf Stream would’ve carried it deep into the Atlantic, if the sharks hadn’t taken care of it first. But despite the bleach, forensics experts had already found evidence of blood in that stain on the floor and others on the cushions beneath those towels and blankets.

What had kept Randy from heading to sea as well? Hightailing it to some foreign country?

Boldness? Ballsiness?

Maybe he knew his luck would run out, and he just wanted to burn through the fortune first, best he could. He himself claimed that grief made him senseless—horror at what he’d done, hysteria. He wasn’t thinking straight, he said, wasn’t in his right mind.

“Quite a story,” Dad said, folding the paper beside a platter of scrambled eggs—our regular Wednesday morning breakfast. This time, the Post sat unread.

“Should’ve been your name there on the byline too.” I took a forkful of eggs.

“You did the writing.”

Dad kept glancing up the dock, his mind elsewhere, same as in the marina office two days before, but more distracted than worried now. I followed his gaze. The dock was empty, but at the ramp, a man was loosening a ski boat onto a trailer, struggling with it here at low tide. Dad was probably itching to help him.

“Still don’t want to tell me how you figured it out?” I asked, and then that grim look came back.

I hadn’t pressed before, hustling to get the story, and didn’t now either. A reporter’s trick I too often forgot in my personal life: leave some silence and the other person will speak. Meanwhile, I could hang out there on the back of the boat, feel that sun on my face and the water under us. For a change, breakfast felt comfortable.

Dad glanced up the dock again, then out at the ocean. When he finally spoke, he stared down at his hands.

“Mostly,” he said, “it was those nails.”

“Nails?” I asked.

“And you.”

“Me?”

His gnarled fingers intertwined, wrung against one another. I waited.

“When you were about twelve years old, thirteen maybe, you got mad at me one day—I don’t remember what it was about, me telling you to do your homework probably or clean your room or… I’m sure I was just trying to help you grow up right, but I didn’t always think through how to do it. I got loud and you got loud and… You, you said some things you shouldn’t have—about wishing I…wasn’t there. Both of us said things wrong.”

I’d been a shaggy-haired teen, sullen and moody. He and I had fought a lot. But I didn’t remember this story in particular, whatever words I’d said, clearly worse than he was telling me. He struggled to get his own words out.

“You went off to school, I went to work—figuring it would blow over, same as it usually did. But when I got home, you’d taken down photos of me all through the house. You kept up the ones of your mother and you, but anything with me in it…” His lips trembled, twisted a little—disgust or pain, I couldn’t tell. “You’d cut me out of a few even, jagged cuts, put half a photo back in the frame. Then you’d taken down the ones of me alone, piled them up by the trash can, left the nails sticking out of the bare wall.”

I felt far away from whoever I’d been then—so far that none of this rang a bell. Something I’d blocked? Or just forgotten? The weight of mistakes sometimes seemed heavier from an adult perspective—things a kid, some dumb kid, would bounce back from.

“I’m sorry,” I said—and I meant it. Whether I remembered it or not didn’t matter.

“I appreciate it, son, I do.” His mouth relaxed, untwisted at least. He loosened his hands, reached toward me, patted the top of the small table. “But it’s not necessary. Everyone does things they regret. Forgive and forget, right?”

“But you didn’t forget,” I said.

Dad glanced up the dock again, and this time the smile came, a broad one lighting up his face. He raised his hand in a quick wave, called out, “I was expecting you a half hour ago.”

When I turned, there was Charley—stepping down the walkway, waving herself.

“Some of us work late,” she called back.

Her blond hair glistened in the morning sun, a ponytail today. She wore a T-shirt and khaki shorts—more casual than the bar, some easiness in her step.

An unexpected easiness? Forced maybe? A vision of loveliness, that’s what she should’ve been, but darker thoughts sprang up—my memories of the last conversation at the bar, the argument on Randy’s boat. Resentment, guilt, both in equal measure, and—I hate to admit it—some lingering distrust.

“Forgiveness.” Dad leaned in, whispering. “That’s the more important step anyway. Appreciate what you’ve got, who you are. Have a little faith. In her. In yourself.”

He tapped the table again with his hand to emphasize his point. Those knobby bones, those age spots. An opportunity there as well.

I put my own hand over his fingers, squeezed, just as Charley climbed aboard.
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SAME OLD SONG,
by Billie Livingston

Jack had been practicing law for about three years when he came home one afternoon and flopped on the couch. Beside him, Maisy pecked at her laptop, hunting for light at the end of the teaching tunnel. In her two years as a substitute in the Los Angeles public school system, she’d been punched, groped, shoved, and locked in a closet. The day the kid threw a chair was the day she decided she’d rather wait tables. Pay couldn’t be any worse.

“You’re home early.” Eyes on her computer screen, she skimmed an article titled: What Else Can I Do With a Teaching Degree?

“I, uh…” Silence. He picked at a hangnail. “I got disbarred.”

“What?!” Maisy slapped her laptop shut. “What did you do?”

“Nothing, baby.” When they were first together, they made fun of couples who called each other baby. Now they do it too—reserved for deep cuts and white lies. Sometimes it just feels better when someone you love calls you baby.

She scoffs. “Come on, Jack. They don’t just suddenly disbar you.”

“Suspended technically. But they’re talking two years. Failure to make reasonable inquiries of clients in the face of overwhelming, objectively suspicious circumstances.”

“What does that mean?”

Jack considered for a moment. “Apparently, helping clients buy property with suitcases of cash is frowned upon. In particular if said client is found guilty of running an illegal gambling operation. And I may have changed a couple pertinent client details on a contract.”

“So, money-laundering and fraud.” She closed her eyes and took a breath.

“That’s putting it a little harshly.”

Harsh but not entirely false. Jack liked to take an edge where he could. He passed the bar exam without spending a day in law school. Perfectly legal in California. But she should have known something was off when he made so much money his first year. Maisy convinced him to park the cash somewhere safe. Put it into a waterfront condo. Santa Monica high rise: two bedrooms, two baths. They’d have the mortgage paid off in no time. Maybe she was just as bad.

“We’ll be fine,” Jack said and gave her neck a rub. “I’ll write the real estate exam. Easy peasy.” Probably would be. Jack Adams knew how to hustle. It’s how he was raised.

* * * *

It is about thirteen months later when Maisy stands in the bank arguing with the teller. “What happened to the deposit I made?” These days she works at El Jardin in the Casa del Cielo. The restaurant is in a five-star hotel so most shifts are decent for tips. But now the mortgage payment’s due, the dishwasher is broken again, the joint account is gasping and here’s this pinch-faced weasel giving her the run-around.

“You were overdrawn,” the teller says. Louder this time. “If you transfer funds by end-of-day, you’ll avoid an arrears penalty. All this information is on the app.”

She wants to tell him to shove the app up his arrears. Instead she takes her readers out to look at the receipt. Maisy’s prescription glasses got crushed when she sat on them last week.

Shit. Jack used their joint account to pay the vet. She feels her face getting hot. “Can’t you just transfer funds from the other account?” The teller asks what name is on the other account. “My husband’s. Jack—I mean John—John Adams Jr.”

One station over, a man turns his head suddenly. Tan skin, silver-hair, he wears a pale blue overcoat. Probably cashmere. Unusual to see a coat like that in Southern California, but this is one cold January. The man looks back as his teller lays rows of bills in front of him: “Fifty, one hundred, one-fifty…”

“I can’t do that, ma’am.” Maisy’s teller pulls her attention back.

“Do you guys want your money or not?” Maisy’s in a mood. Worked a breakfast shift today. They had guests in for an engineering conference. Wall-to-wall math dorks demanding bacon and Bloody Mary’s for their hangovers. When the check came, half of them opened their calculators and argued the charges.

The teller gives her a tired stare. “Unless your name is on the account—”

“Fine. Forget it.” Wrestling her purse strap to her shoulder, she hustles for the exit. The silver-haired man is just ahead now. She slips through the open door behind him. Standing on the sidewalk, her breath clouds the air. Her reading glasses fog and she snatches them off her face. The man looks east on Wilshire, turns west and walks smack into Maisy. She drops her glasses.

“Excuse me!” He has a slight accent. Mid-sixties, large bony nose and a square jaw. His eyes are an unusual golden brown. “I am very sorry.”

She sees her readers under the sole of his polished oxfords. The man lifts his foot. Crouching, he picks up the mangled frames. Tears well in her eyes. It’s not the glasses. It is the glasses. And the cat, the dishwasher, Jack, her job and her lousy education choices.

The man peers at her. “What are they worth?” He reaches inside his exquisite blue coat. “Let me make it right.” He takes out his bank envelope.

“No.” She shakes her head, thinking of the glasses she sat on. The ones she got with Jack’s new health insurance. Another job that he’ll probably burn. Looking at the man’s soft lapels, she mutters, “Three hundred dollars.” The lie sends a bolt of adrenalin through her veins.

“You look familiar.” Keeping his eyes on her, the man goes into his envelope, takes out six fifties. “Perhaps I only wish I knew you.” Holding out the cash, he says, “Why don’t we have lunch? I am staying at Shutters on the Beach. A magnificent hotel.”

“I’m married.” Maisy takes the cash. “Thank you,” she says and turns on her heel.

The man watches her hurry west on Wilshire. He smiles softly and heads her way.

* * * *

He cracks open a bottle and fills two glasses. “This comes from the glaciers of—”

“Jack, you can’t keep blowing this kind of money on water.” He once brought home a case of spring water from Slovenia. Slovenia! Sixty bucks per liter. Claimed he got a deal on it.

“Stop thinking like a poor person, Maisy-May. Think poor, you’ll be poor.” As he takes a slice of gourmet pizza from the box and sets it on her plate, Cyril saunters across his lap and settles on the couch between them. He yawns, his white fangs iridescent against black fur.

“That why you spent fifteen hundred bucks to get the cat’s teeth cleaned?”

“He had gingivitis,” Jack says. “It’s the anesthesia. They had to put him out.”

“Someone should put you out.”

“Relax. I just got paid. Funds transferred. Mortgage secure.”

“We got to talk about the mortgage,” Maisy says. “We could have a whole house in Silverlake for way less than what we’re paying here.”

“Leave Santa Monica? This is our investment. Like you said, there’s a finite supply of ocean front property.”

Did she say that? Bigmouth. Slick and swanky is for people making bags of cash. That’s not Jack and Maisy anymore. Four months ago, Jack had his real estate license revoked for breaching client confidentiality and failing to disclose something or other. Now he’s the activities director in a nursing home. Never-say die. She had to give him that.

“At least I’m not into wine. Then you’d have something to bitch about.”

True. Jack’s not a drinker. His mother cured him of that potential. Died a few years back. Cirrhosis. He raises his glass of pricey water. “To my wife, Scam-Artist of the Week.”

“It wasn’t a scam.”

“You pulled off a perfectly executed Melon Drop. Also known as The Broken Glasses scam. You’re a natural!” He sighs as if he just fell in love all over again. “Sure paid up easy.” Jack picks up a fifty and examines it. “Probably up to something. What’d he look like?”

Maisy shrugs. “Older guy. Trippy amber eyes. And he was wearing this super luxe blue coat. I think he just wanted to dip his noodle.”

“As my dad used to say, a con works best when the mark’s got some larceny in him.”

“For a man with nothing good to say about his father… Anyway, he stepped on my glasses.”

He smirks. “Here I’m living like Señor Scrupulous and my wife’s out fleecing the sheep.”

“I am not.” She roots for an excuse and gives up. “You’re right. I’m always giving you shit, then I pull a stunt like this.” She looks into her glass a moment, then looks at him. “They say if you intentionally perform a bad deed, it leaves a metaphysical residue on you. Bad karma.”

Jack laughs. “You become a Hindu when I wasn’t looking?” He sees the anxiety in her eyes. She’s actually worried. “No, baby, you didn’t do anything wrong.” He puts his arm around her. “How about we find you something cause-y and altruistic to do with the money?”

She drops her head against his shoulder and nods.

* * * *

Morning light peeks saffron through the curtains as Maisy sits on the side of the bed and buttons a white work shirt. Jack’s in the ensuite toweling off. “I was thinking about your broken glasses cash,” he says. “Did I tell you about Miriam? Eighty-six. Sweet, but not all there. When she gets agitated, she takes off her clothes. Could be the middle of bingo—Next thing you know: starkers. Anyway, staff keep asking her son to buy her some anti-strip jumpsuits. Give her a little dignity. The guy’s been MIA for months. They cost about seventy bucks each. Whaddya think?”

Jack’s phone buzzes. Maisy looks at the nightstand. Call-display says UCLA Medical. He pads naked into the bedroom, drying his wet hair. Maisy hands him his phone. He wipes his ear, sits next to her. “Hello… Speaking… When? Is he… Yeah, I’ll be there.” He ends the call and exhales. “My dad had a stroke.”

“You’re dad?” She puts her hand on his arm. “He’s here?”

“They called him Jonathon Adams. It’s John.” He fidgets with the phone. “Last time I talked to him, he was heading to a prison in Pensacola.”

“Guess he’s out. But, why’s he here?”

Jack looks at the floor. “I’ve done some things, not strictly above board. But he’s… The Granny Scam is about as low as you go. And all he did was twenty-two months.”

She watches him. His tone is bruised. “Is he asking for you?”

* * * *

Four years ago in Sarasota: a patio just off The Circle. John Adams Sr waited at a table for two. Spotting his son, Adams rose to his feet, tanned and dapper in beige chinos and a navy blazer. “Started to think you weren’t coming!” He clapped hold of Jack’s hand and patted his back.

“Sorry. There was a pile-up outside Fort Myers.”

They sat. Adams gave him an admiring look. “My son, the legal eagle. Let’s get some champagne, make a toast!”

Jack grinned. He’d just passed the bar four months ago. “Not for me. You go ahead.”

Adams butchered an 80s tune as he sang: “You don’t drink, don’t dope, what do you do?”

Polite smile. Same old joke.

“Just razzing you, pal.” Adams sipped his scotch. “Property law. I was bragging to Armen how my lawyer-son flew all the way to Florida just to see his old man.”

“Yeah, well, that and Maisy’s grandmother broke her hip. Who’s Armen?”

“She in Naples? Some money in that town. Grandma single?”
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