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To the homefolks of Burrel-Wingate Road 
and points beyond— 
the Tullys, Hidalgos, Joostens, and Kikers . . . 
Thank you for wonderful memories of 
hours spent along the coast. 
And to 
The determined, resilient folks of the Texas Gulf Coast, 
Still rebuilding after Rita, Dolly, and Ike . . . 
I wish you fair skies and gentle winds.
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When thou passest through the waters, 
I will be with thee; and through the rivers, 
they shall not overflow thee.
Isaiah 43:2 
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Donetta Bradford 

You’d imagine, livin’ high and dry in the middle of Texas, with the jackrabbits and the prickly pears, you wouldn’t close your eyes at night and feel the water. In this country, people think of water like the narrow string that runs over the rocks in Caney Creek, or drifts long, and slow, and lazy down the Brazos or the Guadalupe. But when I close my eyes, I feel the kind of water that surrounds you and seeps into your mind and soul, until you breathe in and out with the tides.

Where, in heaven’s name, would a person get a dream like that in Daily, Texas, where the caliche-rock ground’s so hard the county’s got no need to pave roads—they just clear a trail and let folks drive on it. It’ll harden up quick enough and stay that way three quarters of the year while the farmers and the ranchers watch the sky and hope for rain. Life here hasn’t got much to do with water, except in the waiting for it. But every night when I close my eyes, I feel a tide, rockin’ back and forth under my body. I been feeling it for sixty-nine and a half years now, long as I can remember. I never did anything about it, nor told anybody. They’d think I was nutty as a bullbat, and when you’re a businesswoman in a small town, well, you got to protect your reputation. That goes double if you’re the hairdresser, and a redhead. We all know what kind of reputation hairdressers and redheads got.

All that’s even more important for someone whose people, historically speaking, ain’t from Daily. In a little town, even if you been there all your life, you’re not native unless you can trace your roots back generations. There’s still folks that’ll point out (in a backhanded way mostly, because they’re all gonna need a haircut sooner or later) that I’m only a Daily girl by half, on my father’s side. On the other side, there’s a bit of scandal the biddies still cluck about.

My daddy was what you’d call a prodigal. After leaving behind his fine, upstandin’ family and a half-dozen brokenhearted girls of marriageable age in Daily, he wandered the world for so long everyone thought he’d either landed in jail or got hisself killed in a barroom fight. Then one day, he showed up at my grandparents’ hotel building on Main Street, as mysterious as he left. He wasn’t alone, either. He was driving a 1937 Chevy folks thought he musta got in a bank robbery, and he had a girl in the passenger seat. When she stepped out, my grandma Eldridge fainted right there on the spot. The girl was pregnant, and she was Cajun, and a Catholic. She was thumbin’ a rosary ninety-to-nothin’.

It’s hard to say which one of them three things Grandma Eldridge fainted over, but it took her two full weeks to get over the shock and humiliation, and welcome my mama into the family. By then, I guess there wasn’t much choice. My daddy was married to the girl, and I was on the way. Grandma Eldridge was happy as a boardin’ house pup when I come out with the Eldridge bluish-gray eyes and light-colored skin.

When she’d tell me that story, years after my mama’d passed on, I never understood it. My mama, with her hair the deep auburn of fall leaves, and her olive skin, and her eyes so dark you couldn’t see the centers, was beautiful, exotic like a movie star. When she talked, the words fell from her mouth with a lilt that made her voice ebb and flow like the currents in the bayou. Mama’s people knew the water. They lived on it, and farmed rice alongside it, and felt it in their very souls.

Every summer, Mama gathered me and my little brother, Frank, and carried us on the train to southeast Texas to see her people. I’d come back afterward and tell everyone in Daily that Mama’s family lived on a plain old farm, just like folks in Daily. That was as far from true as the east is from the west. Those trips to see the Chiassons were like going to a whole other world.

After my mama passed on, there weren’t any more lies to tell. Daddy never sent us back to her people, and I didn’t hear from them, and the secrets from that final summer, when I turned fifteen on the bayou—the biggest secrets of all—never got told.

I thought I’d take the secrets to my grave. And maybe I would’ve if Imagene Doll, my best friend since we started school together at Daily Primary, hadn’t got a wild hair to celebrate her seventieth birthday by catching a cruise ship out of the harbor near Perdida, Texas.

It’s funny how from seventeen to seventy can be the blink of an eye, all of a sudden. Every time we talked about that cruise, I had a little shiver up my spine. I tried not to think too hard about it, but I had a strange feeling this trip was gonna change everything. That feeling hung on me like a polyester shirt straight out of the clothes dryer, all clingy and itchy.

The day we sat looking at the map, using a highlighter to draw the path we’d take to the coast, static crackled on my skin, popping up gooseflesh. I imagined them east-Texas roads, the piney woods growin’ high and thick, towering over the lumber trucks as they crawled with their heavy loads. I followed the line down to the bayou country, where the rice farmers worked their flooded fields and the gators came up on the levies to gather the noonday sun. Where the secret I’d kept all these years lay buried, even yet.

“Are we really gonna do this?” Imagene asked, tracing the road with her finger. A little shimmy ran across her shoulders. Imagene’d never got out in a boat on anything bigger than a farm pond in her life. Even though we’d already booked the trip and paid our money, she was trying to wriggle off like a worm on a hook. Sometimes what looks like a wild hair at first looks harebrained later on.

Across the table, Lucy, who came from Japan originally (so she ain’t afraid of water), had her eyebrows up, like two big question marks in her forehead. Her mind was set on taking the cruise. After all these years away from the island country where she was born, she wanted to see the ocean again.

They were both looking at me, waiting to see what I’d say, since right now the vote was one for and one against. I knew they’d probably go for it if I told them, Oh hang, let’s just go to Six Flags instead. It’d be lots easier. We can ride the loop-de-loop and say we done somethin’  adventuresome before we turned seventy.

I sat there, staring out the window of my beauty shop, where the wavy old glass still read DAILY HOTEL—from back in the day when wool, cotton, and mohair kept the town hoppin’—and it come to my mind that I’d been staring at that same window almost every day of my whole, entire life. How many times over the years had Imagene and me hatched an idea to do something different, then sat there and talked ourselves right back into the same old chairs?

Imagene swished a fly away from her cup. Early September like this, the flies hung thick as molasses under the awnings on Main Street.

“You know, it’s maybe not the smartest thing to be headin’ down to the coast when there’s a hurricane coming in,” Imagene pointed out.

Lucy frowned, her eyebrows falling flat. “I hear it on TV the storm is head to Mec-i-co." That was Lucy’s way of saying she thought we ought to go ahead with the cruise, but she wasn’t gonna be pushy. If Lucy had a disagreeable bone in her body, it hadn’t poked through the skin in the forty years she’d been in the beauty shop with me.

Imagene’s lips moved like she had something stuck in her teeth and couldn’t get it out. She did that when she was nervous. If I let her cogitate long enough, she’d spit out our adventure like a bone in the sausage. She’d decide it was safer for us to stay home, because that’s Imagene—careful as the day is long. She was already in a fret about packing all the right things, and asking my brother, Frank, to water her flowers and feed her cat. She was even worried about whether the cat (which was a stray she didn’t want to begin with) might get lonely and run off.

Last night, she’d sat down and wrote letters to all of her kids and grandkids. She left them on the kitchen table—just in case we, and the whole cruise boat, got shipwrecked on a desert island and never come back.

“We’re goin’ on this trip,” I told her, and Imagene sunk in her chair a little. She was hoping for Six Flags. “I checked on the intra-net this mornin’, and it said the boat was leavin’ at four p.m. tomorrow out of Perdida, right on schedule. I even called the toll-free number, and they told me once we get on the boat, it’ll sail right around the storm, and there’s not a thing to worry about.”

“That’s just what people say when there is somethin’ to worry about.” Imagene took a sip of her coffee, her lips working again. “Hurricane Glorietta’s somethin’ to worry about. She’s a whopper. A person hadn’t ought to be goin’ out on the ocean when there’s a storm like that around, Donetta. It’s . . . silly . . . reckless, even.”

Reckless. The word felt good in my mind. “We’re near seventy years old, Imagene. If we’re ever gonna get reckless, we better start now.” 

“I hadn’t got any desire to turn reckless.” Imagene tipped her nose up and squinted through her bifocals. She looked a hundred years old when she did that.

“The lady from the cruise line said boats sail around storms all the time. They got to durin’ hurricane season.”

Imagene’s eyes went wide, and I knew right away hurricane season was the wrong thing to say. I got that All-timer’s disease, I think, on account of I’m all the time saying things I didn’t even know were in my brain yet. I don’t lie much because mostly these days, there ain’t time for it.

“We ought not to of booked a cruise durin’ hurricane season.” Imagene’s voice was shaky, and she had worry lines big as corn furrows around her mouth. “Someone shoulda thought of that.” By someone, she meant me. It was me that finally (after weeks of idle yappin’ about how we were gonna do this big thing) got on the intra-net, looked at prices, and found us a cruise.

“They’re cheaper right now. We saved almost half.” I didn’t mention it, but without the savings, Lucy never coulda come up with the money to go in the first place.

“Well, that right there oughta tell you somethin’.” Imagene was headed into a nervous rigor now, for sure.

“What oughta?”

“That it’s cheaper by half. Of course it’s cheap when you might get sucked up in a hurricane and never come back.”

“Like Gilligan I-lans,” Lucy popped off, and grinned. It was hard to say whether the joke was helpful or not.

“Those ships hit things sometimes.” Imagene stared hard at the pecan pie she’d barely touched. “They hit a rock, or a iceberg, and next thing you know, you’re in the drink.”

I leveled a finger at her. “You turned on Titanic last night, didn’t you?” The minute I saw that movie was on, I’d called Imagene’s house and told her not to go to channel 136. She musta clicked it right away.

She tipped her chin up, like a kid turning away a spoonful of green peas. “I just saw a minute’s worth.”

“I watch it all,” Lucy chimed in.

“For heaven’s sake, you two! There’s no icebergs in the Gulf a’ Mexico.” I stood up and started gathering coffee cups, because if we sat there any longer, our trip would be ruined. “If we don’t go like we planned, every last soul in town’s gonna know about it, and we’ll be the laughingstock. Just think what Betty Prine and her snooty bunch’ll say.” I pictured the next meeting of the Daily Literary Society. They’d be happy as cows on clover, havin’ us for lunch right along with the finger sandwiches. Betty’d been thumbing her nose at me and whispering for weeks about how three ladies our age didn’t have any business driving all the way to the coast alone. “Come wild horses or high water, we’re going on this cruise. We’re getting up in the mornin’ and we’re headin’ for the water, and that’s it. I’ll be over to your house at seven a.m. to help load the cooler, Imagene, then we go after Lucy and we’re off.”

“We’re off, all right.” Imagene looked like her dog’d just died, instead of like a gal headed on vacation. “Frank said he’d take my van tonight and gas it up, then check all the belts and hoses one more time, just to be sure. He thinks we hadn’t ought to be driving to the coast by ourselves, though. And especially with a hurricane comin’ in.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Imagene, you and my brother act like we’re about to get the roll call up yonder. We’re grown women. It’s six hours’ drive—if that. And Kemp’s got me fixed up with a special page on my new little laptop computer. It tells everything about the cruise. I’ve had the computer going all day long, and nothin’s changed with the weather or the boardin’ time. I tried to tell Frank that, but you know how he feels about computers.”

“Frank’s only looking after us.” Imagene was defending Frank, of course.

Lately, when Frank and I had the kind of disagreements brothers and sisters have, Imagene took Frank’s side. My brother’d been over at Imagene’s even more than usual—mowing the lawn, helping her with her garden, stopping by to get a sample when she was baking pies for the Daily Café. Once or twice, I’d looked at the two of them and wondered . . . well . . . him being a widower, and her a widow, and all . . .

I slapped a hand on the table to knock Imagene out of her funk. “Come on, y’all. Take off them long faces. We’re gonna have an adventure bigger than our wildest dreams. I can feel it in my bones!”

That night, what I felt in my bones was the water. Ronald was down the hall snoring in his easy chair, the sound rushing in and out like the tide. I closed my eyes and let the waves seep under my bed, lifting the mattress, floating me away to that secret place I’d never told anyone about. Imagene and Lucy didn’t know it, but this trip to Perdida was gonna take us within a whisper of the mystery I’d been wondering about since my last summer on the bayou.



Chapter 2 
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Kai Miller 

I’ve often walked the shore and wondered if all things drift according to a larger plan. For each message in a bottle, each straw hat blown from the hand of a strolling lover, each sailor far from home, all the lost coins from all the ancient ships, is there a designated landing place? I’ve marveled at the seeming randomness of the treasures pushed up on the tides, corroded by salt, encrusted with barnacles, at home in the ocean, now tossed back to the land.

A street preacher on the pier told me once that God stirs the currents with His fingertip, the winds with His breath, and that even in the vastness of the sea He knows each ship at sail, each tiny creature beneath the water, each shifting patch of sand. Nothing lost, said the preacher, is ever lost to God. A homeless man, begging for change from tourists, took a free sack lunch from the preacher and held it in his blackened hands and agreed that nothing adrift is meant to stay adrift forever.

The homeless man had eyes as dark as coal, as deep as the waves on moonless nights. I gave him a dollar that had been washed and dried in my pocket. He smiled as he unfolded it and straightened the crisp paper. 

His hands reminded me of Grandmother Miller’s hands, but I knew Grandmother Miller would have said I was a fool for giving the man anything. She would have talked about shiftlessness, the results of it, and the fact that those who find themselves destitute have caused their own misery. Teach a man to fish, she’d say, and then, if my father were in the room, she’d give him a narrow-eyed look. My father would put up with what he called the sermon for whatever amount of time was necessary. He’d play Grandmother Miller’s game—pretend he wanted to get a real job and keep it, promise to start going to church again, agree that a family needed stability. He’d vow that if Grandmother Miller would just help us out one more time, he’d give up his dream of making it in the music business. He’d promise to become normal, conventional, faithful, devoted. To comply with her wishes. Then, once we had what we needed—usually money—we’d leave. We wouldn’t come back to Grandmother Miller’s big house in McGregor, Texas, for another year, or two, or five, depending on how soon we were destitute again.

Maybe I gave the dollar to the homeless man because I knew that Grandmother Miller—wherever she was by now—wouldn’t like it, and even at twenty-seven years old, I was still trying to prove she wasn’t right about everything. She wasn’t right about me. I was nothing like my mother or my father, and I never would be. Or maybe handing over the dollar seemed like a good thing to do, because, when a storm the size of Texas is just over the horizon, it’s probably smart to get some good karma going. Even though weather forecasters had predicted she’d stay south and make landfall somewhere below Brownsville, I could feel Glorietta swirling across the Gulf of Mexico, closing in. The sky was as blue as a baby’s eye today, but Glorietta was coming. Three nights in a row, I’d dreamed she hooked north and headed our way.

My landlord, Don, was sure there was nothing to worry about, but then that was Don. A few quick looks at the weather reports and he was chillin’ like a tall glass of iced tea with a little paper umbrella on top. In his mind, Glorietta was already a non-event, an uninvited tourist wobbling across the Gulf. In the meantime, the surf shop was doing a brisk business in boogie boards, water bikes, and jet skis, with the waves up and tourists rushing to have a little fun, in case they had to cut their vacations short and run from the storm. Even though half of Perdida had already boarded up, Don didn’t want to mess with putting the storm shutters on the shop, or on our apartments upstairs, so I’d started doing the job myself.

Don finally gave in, after watching me single-handedly drag hunks of plywood from the storeroom. He grumbled about the unnecessary preparations as we covered apartment windows upstairs. The big apartment with the ocean view was his, and the little one around back was mine.

Don jokingly called my apartment the mother-in-law suite because he said I acted like someone’s mother. That was funny coming from Don, a surfer dude deluxe, who was forty-eight going on eighteen, with a long salt-and-pepper ponytail, skin like leather, and the weird idea that women found him sexy. He grew on you over time, and as a landlord, he was easygoing, which was why I’d kept the apartment for two years now. Living at the end of the strand, I’d become part of an odd little family of people like Don, who were happy enough to have someone to hang out with but didn’t require any strings. It was nice having a place to come home to when I wasn’t working entertainment and social staff contracts onboard one of Festivale’s cruise ships, teaching everything from ballroom dancing to crafts and jewelry making.

Don gave me a dirty look as he carted the last of the shutters upstairs. “What’n the world you worried about, anyway? In the morning, you’ll be headed out.” He motioned vaguely in the direction of the port, where the Liberation would be finished with one group of passengers and getting ready for departure with a new group at four p.m. tomorrow.

“I want my apartment to still be here when I get back.” For some reason, I could never resist arguing with Don. His laid-back, no-worries attitude reminded me of my father in some psychologically twisted way I didn’t really want to contemplate. The last time I saw my dad, we were living in a camp trailer and working the roller coaster at a carnival. I finished my final high-school correspondence lesson—an essay on the Cold War—dropped it on the table with the mail, then grabbed my stuff, walked out the door, and just kept going. Not the smartest decision for a seventeen-year-old, but at that point, I had to do something.

Right now, Don was looking at me like my father had those last few years—like he wished I’d buzz off and leave him alone so he could do what he wanted. “Glorietta’ll go south. Everyone says she’ll go south.”

“Everyone, who?” Even with the day bright and clear, I could feel the air growing heavy and the sea changing. Couldn’t Don sense it? “Maggie and Meredith boarded up this morning.” Across the street, Maggie and Meredith were operating their coffee shop with the shutters up, the stereo playing seventies music, and incense burning to attract benign weather spirits. “They’re heading for the airport this evening to fly to Maggie’s son’s place in Kansas. Maggie said the traffic’s already getting bad and she almost couldn’t find a flight.”

“People are stupid.” Spitting a stray hair out of his mouth, Don slipped a shutter into the brackets.

“No one wants to get stuck here if it comes.” Before sunrise, something instinctive had prompted me to pack all the things I’d normally take on ship. But while gathering the usual items, I’d slipped a hand under the mattress, the place I didn’t tell anyone about, and grabbed the mementos of my childhood—a family photo of my mother, my father, my brother Gil, and me; a ticket from a racetrack in Ruidoso, New Mexico; a birth certificate with a sticky note still attached; a heart-shaped drink coaster made from flowers pressed between two sheets of sticky plastic; and a smashed penny from the Tulsa State Fair. They were tucked inside a Bible Gil took from a motel nightstand in some town that was nameless in my memory. Gil had a thing for Bibles, though none of us could figure out why. Maybe he knew he’d be heading for heaven pretty early on.

Don’s mutt-slash-black Labradors came to the inside of my screen door and whimpered as Don revved up the drill to secure the shutters. 

“What’re they doin’ in there?” Don pointed the drill like a pistol and gave the dogs an irritated look.

“Getting hair in my bed, probably,” I muttered, holding out a box of self-tapping screws so Don could reach them. The dogs had chewed their way through my screen door and ended up in my bed sometime in the middle of the night.

“Well, kick ’em out,” Don ordered, like it was that easy. A hundred and forty pounds of combined Labrador went pretty much where it wanted to.

“If you’d fix the gate, I wouldn’t have to.” Technically, according to city codes and probably my lease agreement, Radar and Hawkeye were supposed to be locked in the little yard behind the shop. “Anyway, they can tell something’s wrong. That’s why they’re acting weird.”

“Pffff!” Don’s lip curled. “Don’t let ’em in and they’ll quit.”

“They ate a hole in my screen door.”

Holding the plywood with one hand, Don leaned back and checked out the mangled nylon netting that had been the only barrier between me and the host of Texas-sized mosquitoes that frequented Perdida at night. “Shut the door and turn on the air-condition, there, blondie.”

“I like to hear the water, and besides, the air-conditioner’s broken, remember?”

Don didn’t want to talk about the broken air-conditioner. “Just tell ’em to get out.” He shook the drill at Radar and Hawkeye again. “Get outta there!”

The dogs whined and retreated into my apartment.

“They’re all right,” I said. “They won’t stay outside. I’m telling you, they know something.” Radar and Hawkeye had been pacing the floor between the bed and the door for hours. “Maggie told me that when she was growing up, the animals always knew days ahead if a hurricane was coming. The cattle went to the hills, the horses were skittish in their stalls, and the barn cats moved their kittens to the loft. Animals can sense things.”

Don let the drill rip, then cussed a blue streak when the screw sheered off and the drill bit went skittering sideways. His arms strained as he struggled to hold the plywood in place, sweat dripping from beneath his Willie-Nelson-style bandanna headband. “This is ignorant.”

Leaning over the veranda railing, I gazed around the corner toward the beach. Today, it was full of sunbathers and swimmers ignoring the riptide warnings. “No it’s not. I have a feeling about this one.”

A chill ran over me, chasing away the sticky heat on my skin. Over the past two years, Perdida had become the closest thing to a home I’d ever known. After a lifetime of drifting, I was finding out what it felt like to spend time in one place, to put down roots. With Maggie and Meredith’s help, my jewelry-making business, Gifts From the Sea, was growing, and in a few months, I’d be able to quit the cruise ship contracts and spend my days combing the beaches in the early mornings after the tide and creating art jewelry from beach glass and other treasures the water had surrendered overnight. With more shops around Perdida showing and selling my pieces, I was slowly becoming an artisan working in a medium of found items. A soul at peace with the sea.

If Glorietta came this way, all of that could change.

Don raised the drill and drove another screw with one quick swipe. “Hand me the box,” he barked. “You worry too much.”

“You don’t worry enough.”

“Ffff,” Don scoffed, but his mouth was twitching upward at the corners. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about. You’ll be down in Mexico someplace, soaking up the sun.”

“Yeah, right.” Nobody here had any idea that working on a cruise ship wasn’t like an episode of The Love Boat. The hours were long, and the work was usually far from glamorous. Even the jewelry-making classes, where I helped passengers create lasting keepsakes from treasures discovered in distant ports, were usually less than inspiring.

Don tucked several screws into his pocket, and I moved around the porch turning over the plastic tables, bracing the tops against the wall of the building. Standing at the railing, I watched a flock of seagulls fly inland while Don finished the last of the shutters, then walked down the deck. “Guess I’ll do the door tomorrow morning after you leave . . . if it’s even headed this way. Which it won’t be.” He set the drill against the wall. It would stay there until tomorrow morning, or the next time he needed it.

“If it turns north, promise me you’ll evacuate, okay?” I pleaded, even though I knew what his answer would be. “Just go, all right?”

He pulled off the headband, wiped his neck with it, then put it on his head again. Gross. Don had the couth of a baboon.

“Go where? Where am I gonna go? Every motel from here to Oklahoma’s full of idiots runnin’ from a storm that’s not even coming here. Half of Houston’s gone on the run already. I’m not sleeping in some high-school gym with a bunch of screaming brats.”

Tears prickled in my throat—the desperate kind that wouldn’t be denied. “Just do this for me, okay? If they order an evac here, leave, okay? Take a . . . a little vacation.”

“A vacation?” His head fell to one side and his mouth hung open. “Darlin’, I live on vacation. Besides, how in the world am I gonna evacuate? No room for the boys on my bike.” He gazed lovingly at his Harley, lounging in the shade of a palm tree below.

“You can have my van. I’m taking the shuttle to the port. I’ll leave the keys tomorrow morning, and the van’ll be here in case you need it. If they call an evacuation, you can take Radar and Hawkeye, and go.”

“In that junker? We probably wouldn’t get ten miles.” From day one, Don had been vehemently opposed to the antique VW Microbus I’d been lovingly restoring as my official business vehicle since I’d started Gifts From the Sea, moved to Don’s building, and finally had a place to keep a car.

“Come on, Don. Just promise me you’ll leave if you need to.”

He threw his hands up, sighing. “Sheesh. All right. If I see it’s coming in, I’ll go.”

“When?”

“When I see it’s coming.”

Which meant never, of course. “You won’t be able to get out by then. Every road north will be stacked bumper to bumper. By tomorrow morning, if the storm turns, it’ll be stop and go. If I wasn’t headed out on the ship, I’d be hitting the road today, like Maggie and Meredith.”

Don shot a dirty look toward the coffee shop. No doubt Maggie and Meredith had already harassed him about his lack of evacuation plans. “I gotta get back to work. I’m a big boy, Kiwi.” At some point after I’d rented the apartment, Don had taken to calling me Kiwi, because he couldn’t remember my name, Kai.

“You don’t act like one.”

“Go make some jewelry. Your counter downstairs is getting low,” he grumbled, then headed for the steps, his gaze scanning the sky. “Glorietta’ll hit south. You can bet your big blue eyes on it. And that’ll just mean more people’ll come here for the end of the season. Big bucks, baby.”

“I’ll leave the van keys on my table. If you need them, take them,” I called after him.

He stopped momentarily at the top of the steps, his posture softening. “Take care ’a you.”

“I will. You too.”

Giving the thumbs-up, he started his descent. “Bonfire at Blowfish Billy’s tonight,” he called, motioning down the beach toward one of his favorite haunts. “Gonna boil some crawfish, pop open a keg, rock out to a little Cajun music.”

“I think I’ll pass.”

He waved me off. “Suit yourself. Peace out.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, rubbing my hands over my arms as the lonely, hollow feeling I’d known all my life came creeping in like an unwelcome relative. You gotta look out for yourself, Kai-bird, my father used to say. When it comes right down to it, you’re all you got.

I felt the loneliness closing in hard and fast. Before it could grab me, I opened the apartment door, took Radar down to the yard, then let Hawkeye follow me toward the street. Radar wasn’t allowed anywhere near Maggie and Meredith’s coffee shop, but Hawkeye heeled with the discipline of a professionally trained guide dog, which he may have been, for all anyone knew. Hawkeye’s past was a mystery. He’d been discovered hiding among the piers under the coffee shop, with a chain so tight around his neck the skin had grown over it. Don took him home, because, as he told the story, Maggie and Meredith would have made a sissy dog out of him.

Hawkeye stayed closer than usual as we headed across the street and climbed the stairs to the coffee shop.

Maggie and Meredith were in rare form when we walked in. “I see you convinced the bubblehead to board up,” Maggie observed, tucking her hair, glazed an unnatural red this week, behind her ear.

“He’s convinced it won’t hit here.”

“Meridee’s got a bad feeling about this one, and so do I.” Maggie leaned over to greet Hawkeye and scratch his ears. “This old fellow looks worried, too.”

“I tried to tell Don that.”

“Don-schmon.” Cupping Hawkeye’s head in her hands, Maggie gazed into his eyes. “I wish I could take you on the plane with me, big boy. Yes, I do.”

“Do the two of you need a ride to the airport tonight?” Anything would be better than sitting alone in my apartment, or going to the crawfish boil at Blowfish Billy’s, watching old hippies beat their chests and shake fists at the storm.

“Nope.” Standing up, Maggie flipped a towel over her shoulder. “We’re just leaving the car at the shuttle stop. If Glorietta sweeps it off to Timbuktu, then so be it.”

“Maggie!” Meredith protested from the back room.

“Well, you never know. This could be the big one.” Maggie grew serious. Bracing her hands on the waistline of her long cotton skirt, she peered out the door. I couldn’t help looking myself, thinking that far out on the horizon, the water was darker and choppier now.

Maggie chewed her lip. “If Don weren’t such an idiot, he’d pack up and go.”

“I tried to tell him that, but he won’t listen. He’s headed down to Blowfish Billy’s tonight. If the storm does turn before morning, he’ll probably be passed out somewhere.”

Tossing the towel onto the counter, Maggie snorted and rolled her eyes. “If he ends up being right, we’ll never hear the last of it.”

“I hope he is right.” But no matter how much I tried to tell myself that everything would be fine, the words were like a magician’s illusion—foggy, muted, ready to vanish at any moment. The image in my dream, the one in which the storm was coming and I couldn’t run fast enough, seemed real.



Chapter 3 
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Donetta Bradford 

In the mornin’, I was awake before the first glow of sunup pinked the horizon. It was too early to call Imagene, so I went to my sewin’ room and checked my new portable computer I’d got off QVC. The page about the Festivale Cruises was still there on the screen, same as the night before, and the Liberation was settin’ sail at four. Not a thing’d changed.

I jumped up and down and cheered all by myself, right there in the sewin’ room. “We’re goin’ on a cruise!” I, Donetta Bradford, was gonna sail the high seas of adventure, starting today. Who’da thought it, plain old Donetta from Daily, Texas, leaving behind the beauty shop for exotic ports a’ call. It just goes to show, you should never say never. Amazin’ things can happen in a regular life, if you let ’em.

I couldn’t hardly keep from dancing and singing Broadway songs in the halls while I dragged my suitcases to the porch. If it wouldn’ta been for Ronald there, sawin’ logs in his recliner, and that persnickety old Miss Peach probably watching our house from outside, I mighta just waltzed down the hall and into the yard to sing to the sunup. “California Here We Come” was runnin’ through my head, only in my mind, I’d rewrote the song, and I was singing “Liberation Here We Come.” I did a little dance right past Ronald’s chair, and he didn’t know anything about it. Liberation here we come. Gonna go and get some sun. Got to run to catch that boat. Then we’ll be . . . la la . . . somethin’ . . . afloat. . . .

By the time the last suitcase was on the porch, I was trying to think of what would rhyme with Thumb your nose at Betty Prine. Ever since word got around town that we gals were planning this trip, Betty’d started bragging how her and Harold were gonna take a cruise to Alaska. “Harold’s giving me the cruise for an anniversary present. Ten whole days in a luxury suite, just like on that movie Titanic. Isn’t that romantic?” Betty was in for a wash-and-curl when she said that. I wanted to hold her under in the hair sink, which ain’t a very Christian thought, but Betty could bring out the ugly in anybody.

“Sounds nice, Betty.” I couldn’t think of anything romantic about bein’ locked in a cruise ship cabin with Betty Prine for ten days. If I was on the Titanic with Betty, I’da jumped off ’n paddled for shore, icebergs or no. You didn’t have to be bright as a washed window to know what was behind that satisfied smirk of hers. Her cruise was twice as long as mine, and besides that, Harold had bought it for her. We both knew there wasn’t any way my Ronald was gonna get on some ship and sail off into the sunset—not unless they loaded him, the TV, the recliner, and all.

Just thinking about it got me a little sad. Here it was, the mornin’ of my big adventure, and Ronald didn’t even bother to wake up and help me load the suitcases, or tell me bon voyage. Instead, it was my darlin’ nephew Kemp who rolled up in the driveway to make sure I got off all right. Even he knew Ronald wouldn’t be up. Sweet as it was for Kemp to come, having other people see the way things were between Ronald and me just made an old ache hurt again, like a bum knee that shoots out a twinge after a wrong step.

Kemp didn’t have any idea about that, of course. He was just doing for me like he’d always done. Even now that he was all grown up, had gone out in the world to play pro baseball, and was back coaching at Daily High, he was still my precious boy and the closest thing to a son I’d ever have, since Ronald and me’d never been blessed with children of our own.

“How about a bite before you head off to work?” I asked when Kemp finished loading everything. “It’ll only take me a minute to whip somethin’ up.” Lots of mornings, Kemp stopped by for breakfast on his way to open the field house for the football and baseball boys. Since he was the newest coach at Daily High, and he wasn’t married, Kemp got all the early morning and late night jobs nobody else wanted. He didn’t seem to mind. Kemp was restless, living back here in Daily instead of up in Dallas playing for the Frisco Rough Riders or the Texas Rangers. Last year with the Rangers looked like it would be his big year, but after two surgeries on his pitching arm in four years, I figured that door was probably closing for good, even though Kemp hadn’t quite faced it yet.

“I’ll grab something at the Dairy Queen.” He already had one foot on the trail, like usual. That boy never stood still for long. “Need to get to the field house early. Got kids coming in to make up workout time so they can play in the game.”

“Seems like since Mr. Groves is the football coach, and it’s football season, that oughta be his job,” I pointed out.

Kemp just smiled again and shook his head. “If the boys don’t get in their workout time, they don’t play. That’s the rule.” Which was Kemp’s way of saying, without saying, that if it was up to Coach Groves, the kids that’d missed workout sometime during the week would be out of luck.

I touched Kemp’s cheek and felt mother-love bloom in my heart. “Kempner Rollins Eldridge, you’re too good. I’ve got half a mind to call the superintendent’s office and give them a piece of my mind.”

He rolled his eyes, embarrassed like the little boy he used to be, and then he pointed a finger at me, his brown eyes goin’ serious. “Aunt Netta . . .” he warned.

“I’ve got half a mind to. You hadn’t oughta let them treat you that way.” Sometimes I was afraid that, if Kemp couldn’t pitch in the big leagues, he didn’t care what happened to him.

He closed the tailgate on my pickup with the arm that hadn’t had all them surgeries. “No calling the school.”

“Well, they deserve to hear about it.”

“No calling the school.”

“All the kids oughta have a equal chance to play. Them kids out on Caney Creek can’t always get to workout if they don’t have a ride. It ain’t their fault—just because their folks don’t have the money to buy cars for their kids. If it was the banker’s son or the doctor’s son who didn’t get to play, well, then you’d hear about it, I’ll tell you.”

“I’m working on it.”

“I know, but . . .”

“No calling the school.”

Kemp stood up straight, all six foot three of him. He put his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “Don’t worry about the boys out on Caney Creek. Just go on your vacation and have a great time. It’s fine. We’re fine. Everything here’ll be fine.”

I sighed. “I just worry.”

“Don’t. You’ve been waiting all summer for this trip. Have fun. I know it’s hard to believe, but the homeplace won’t fall apart while you’re gone. Y’all get some sun and live the wild life.” He kissed me on the top of the head, then started off, but stopped halfway to his truck. “Make sure you keep track of the weather reports, all right? I forgot to look this morning.”

“Oh, hon, I been checkin’ it on my new computer since yesterday.” I was pretty proud that, at almost seventy years old, I could still learn to use the latest technological wonders. “The boat’s gonna leave at four and sail right around that storm, so there’s not a thing to worry about.”

“Just keep track,” Kemp warned, then headed on to his truck. I had a little twinge of being sad that Ronald hadn’t said one word to me about that storm. He was too mad over the cruise to hardly even talk about it. He thought it was silly, us gals goin’ off by ourselves, spendin’ all that money. He’d never break down and say he was worried about me, or he’d be lonesome here and didn’t want me to go.

Kemp waved good-bye, and I put on a smile and waved back. “Love ya, sweetie,” I called, and my voice cracked a little. I guess I understood why Imagene’d wrote the letters to her kids and left them on the table.

“Love you, too, Aunt Netta.”

I watched him drive away, then I went in, closed up the computer, and got my purse. On the way through the living room, I stopped and stood over Ronald’s chair.

“I’m leavin’,” I whispered. “I’m headed over to Imagene’s now.” 

Ronald pushed his mouth into a big ol’ frown, and his eyes squeezed shut tighter, like he was in pain.

“I’ve got to head out now,” I said a little louder. “There’s plenty of food cooked ahead in the fridge.”

His head rolled and one eye blinked partway open. For a second, I thought he might say he was gonna miss me while I was gone. Every once in a while, when I looked in Ronald’s face, I thought I saw the handsome boy I married all those years ago. “All right,” he grumbled, and that very moment all I saw in the chair was an old fart too stubborn to say something nice.

All of a sudden, I didn’t feel a bit bad about leaving. “I’ll be back next Thursdey.” I didn’t wait for an answer. I just headed out to my truck with heaviness in my chest. But the farther I drove down the street, the more it floated away. Not Ronald nor anybody else was gonna ruin this trip.

By the time I got to Imagene’s house, I felt free as a bird. Imagene was scramblin’ around trying to get ready, and there was my brother in her kitchen cleaning up the dirty dishes. That was something, considering he didn’t hardly clean the dishes at his own house.

“Mornin’, Frank,” I said, and he jumped like he’d been caught robbin’ a bank.

“Mornin’.” Frank dried his hands, then leaned up against the counter and took a sip of his coffee, trying to act like there was nothing strange about him bein’ in Imagene’s kitchen first thing in the morning. “I was just thinkin’, I could drive y’all down there, then come back and git y’all when the boat docks again.”

I felt a twinge of tenderness for my little brother, but then I pictured Frank cooped up in the van for six hours with three women. He’d be grunchy as a spring bear. “That’s real sweet, but this trip’s gals only. We got movies and I got my computer. I can check the weather anytime I want with my wireless intra-net, and Imagene borrowed Timmy’s cell phone, so if we run into any trouble, we can call.”

Frank didn’t want to talk about the computer. It bothered him that I’d learned to work one, and he still didn’t know a keyboard from a keyhole. “Just make sure y’all remember to check the weather.”

“We will.”

“Every little while.”

“Every thirty minutes, maybe more.” The kitchen door swung open, and Imagene walked in. She had big bags under her eyes, like she’d been pacin’ the floors all night.

“What’s every thirty minutes?” she asked, like she was searching for somethin’ new to worry about. When Imagene latches on to a fret, she’s like a gator on a warthog’s leg. She don’t let go until she can drag it down in the mud and chew on it.

“Nothin’.” Hooking my arm into hers, I tried to drag her toward the door, but she ain’t the lightweight she used to be.

“I think I forgot to lock up in front,” she fussed.

“Frank’ll get it.” I pulled her toward the back steps—the fastest way out to the car. “Let’s go. Lucy’ll think we forgot her.”

Imagene rubbed a fingertip against her temple, pushing her glasses up and down. “Did anybody turn off the coffeepot?”

“Frank’ll check it.” I got her through the door and dragged her down the steps and to the driveway, then wondered how hard it’d be for me to shove her into the car single-handed. Frank was following along, but not helping any. Imagene kept lookin’ back at him, like she was waiting on him to save her.

“Y’all two go on and git in,” he said finally, and I could’ve kissed him. “I’ll load your stuff for ya.”

I hugged Frank, then started toward the driver’s seat, because I didn’t figure Imagene was fit to drive right now. “All aboard,” I said. “I’ll take the first shift behind the wheel.” When I turned back, him and Imagene were just standin’ there. They had a look that was love-struck, if I ever saw it.

“Say good-bye, y’all,” I hollered, and Imagene turned pink as a pig’s ear and hurried into the car. She didn’t look back . . . except in the mirror, while Frank finished loading everything, then waved us off. 

“Here we go!” I said, and we headed on over to Lucy’s house, with Imagene just sitting there in the seat chewing her fingernails. While we were waiting on Lucy’s son to load stuff, I got out my computer and set it on the console, because it was clear that Imagene needed somethin’ else to think about.

She frowned at the computer. “What’s that for?”

“So we can check the weather.”

“Here?” she asked, looking around, because there wasn’t a thing nearby except Lucy’s little house.

I opened up the computer, and the page about the cruise ship come up on the screen right away. “It works anyplace. See? And it plays movies.”

Imagene’s eyes got wider and wider, and I figured out she was looking at the hurricane update box in the bottom of the screen. Good thing Lucy got in right then and we could head off before Imagene took it in her head to jump out and run for her life.

“I brought a surprise for us,” I said, and while we rolled down the driveway, I fished movies out of my computer bag. “I got The King and I, The Sound of Music, and Steel Magnolias. Had to rent them from the Prines’ video store, which is against my principles, strictly speakin’, but I figured we needed a little onboard entertainment. Which one do y’all want first?”

Imagene picked up The King and I. “Lands! I haven’t seen this in years!” she said, and for the first time, she looked excited about our trip.

“Alrighty, then. Just slide it in the little hole there on the front of the computer and mash the Enter button. It’ll play all on its own,” I told her.

“Do tell.” Imagene opened up the DVD, then sat there looking at the computer.

“My grandson have one,” Lucy put in, and she took over getting our movie going. It started up with an ad for a sing-along tape, and we rolled off down the road singing “I Whistle a Happy Tune” the way only three best friends alone in a car can do.



Chapter 4 
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Kai Miller 

In the morning, I opened my eyes to a close-up of Radar’s tongue vibrating on the pillow as he snored softly. Hawkeye had squeezed in behind me, so that I was wrapped in my covers like the filling in a dog burrito. The boys smelled salty and smoky, a little like crawfish, probably from a wild evening at Blowfish Billy’s last night. I’d finally gotten tired of Don and the bonfire crowd calling to entice me into joining them, and around midnight, I’d turned off the ringer on my phone. This morning, Don’s window AC wasn’t running outside, which probably meant the dogs had come home alone and Don was crashed under a beach umbrella at Billy’s.

Hawkeye’s eyes drew together with concern as I sat up. His graying muzzle twitched as he raised his head and sniffed a shaft of sunlight. 

It took a minute for the light from the screen door, the angle of it, the fact it had already risen over the palms outside, to register in my thoughts. I twisted and checked the clock, and a rush of adrenaline zinged through my body. Eight thirty! I was supposed to report to the Liberation in less than an hour.

Squirming from under the covers, I hurled complaints at the alarm clock, then hit the floor and moved around the room like a one-woman tornado. Within a half hour, I’d showered, pulled my hair into a snaggly blond knot and popped a clip into it, thrown on shorts and a T-shirt, grabbed a granola bar and a lone banana off the counter, and tossed the last of my things into a duffle bag.

Opening the mangled screen door with my hands full of luggage, banana, purse, and car keys, I hollered at the dogs, “Come on, you two. Out.”

Hawkeye inched forth a few steps, then tucked his tail and backed away, embarrassed by his own disobedience, while Radar yawned and belly-crawled to the edge of the bed, then laid his head on his paws, his tail thumping the mattress with a complete lack of chagrin.

“Nobody’s listening to me!” The door flapped open in the breeze, then came back and smacked me hard on the rear end. “Out! Now!”

Radar whined, and Hawkeye turned his face away with a look that was disquieting. It wasn’t like him to act this way. He never disobeyed an order.

Piling everything on the porch, I headed back into the apartment, grabbed both dogs, and dragged them across the floor, thirty-two toenails (not including mine) plowing furrows in Don’s ugly green linoleum, until we made it across the threshold and I deposited the dogs on the deck outside. Radar tried to crawl back in through the screen door, and Hawkeye checked the boarded-up windows for another point of entry.

“What’s the matter with you two?” I muttered, but the question quickly became rhetorical. I could feel the answer as I kneed Radar out of the way, pulled the door shut, and locked it. Something was wrong with this day. On the horizon, clouds were closing in. The surf was rough, the tide higher than normal, the water brown and churning with sediment and depositing tangled mounds of seaweed on the beach. Along the walkway, the palms bowed to the west, their fronds waving like the streamers on a giant wind sock.

Glorietta was closer than she was supposed to be.

As I started across the deck, the dogs whined, their eyes framed by worried furrows of fur. They followed a few steps, then retreated and continued pacing the deck near my front door. Their toenails clicked on the hollow wood as I left Don a note downstairs, telling him I was too late to catch the shuttle and he could pick up my vehicle at port parking. Tossing everything into the Microbus, I gave the dogs one last apologetic look as they watched from the top of the stairs.

Before I was halfway to the port, I knew why Radar and Hawkeye hadn’t descended to the yard. They were looking for higher ground, and the dogs weren’t the only ones. Perdida, normally just waking and dragging out the beach gear at nine in the morning, was in a state of pandemonium, people everywhere loading cars, securing shutters, and tying up patio furniture. The highway leading down the coast was already clogged with traffic, and at the gas stations, the lines stretched down the curb. For the past few days, cautious residents had been filling vehicles and gas cans, just in case. Those who hadn’t were now stuck in a frustrating tangle, sweltering in the heat.

While I was sleeping, then oversleeping, everything had changed.

Absently counting the cars in a gas line, I pulled out my cell phone, flipped past the list of missed calls from Don and the bonfire crowd, and dialed the cruise terminal. The call failed. All circuits busy. As the drive to the port slowly ticked by, I scrolled down my phone list, tried members of the Liberation staff. Every attempt ended in a circuits busy message or a roll to voicemail. A check of the missed calls showed that no one from the ship had phoned me during the night, but along with the wild bunch from Blowfish, Maggie and Meredith had been trying to contact me since the early hours of the morning. The M&Ms wouldn’t have been calling unless something was very wrong.

By the time I reached the port, I already knew what a frantic trip across the park-and-pay lot quickly confirmed. The ship wasn’t there. A shuttle driver grimly informed me that the Liberation had left in the middle of the night, right after Glorietta hooked north, picked up steam, and headed our way. “She’s coming in faster than anybody thought.” He gave the water a nervous glance. “Port closes to all traffic at one. Mandatory evacuation order’s coming anytime now. If you’ve got a way out of town, you’d better take it. Now. If not, there’ll be buses leaving from the strand as soon as they can set it up.”

“I have my van,” I muttered, staring numbly toward the harbor, where my ship should have been. How could this be happening?

“If it’s not fueled up, you’d better get in line before the stations run out.” He pointed across the highway at a Shamrock, its sign a wavy green blur in the heat waves rising off cars. “Not much left on this side of town.”

I vacillated in place, weighed down by luggage, jewelry-making supplies, crashing expectations, and a rising sense of panic. Glancing over my shoulder, I checked the harbor again. No ship. Why hadn’t anyone called me from the Liberation? “When do they expect the storm to make landfall?”

“Eleven tonight, but that could change.” Surveying the traffic on the highway, he frowned. “Hard predicting this one since she’s turned. They’ve got everyone from New Orleans to Corpus heading inland. Get in your car and move out. If it comes to Perdida, you don’t want to be here.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, hiking a duffle bag higher onto my shoulder and watching a freighter leave port. What did I do now? Get in line at a gas station? Hit the road? Go back home?

I couldn’t just drive off and leave Don. Where was he right now? Did he know an evacuation was being ordered?

Dragging my luggage and the jewelry crate, I hurried across the parking lot and threw everything into the van. The cell phone rang as I was weaving through traffic on the way back to the surf shop. Maggie was on the other end.

“Where are you? Are you on the ship?” The words rushed one on top of the other, hard to make out. “Meredith just checked the website and saw they moved the Liberation out of port early.”

“I’m not on the ship. I missed it.”

“You’re not . . .” Maggie drifted into an uncharacteristic silence. When she came back, her voice was two octaves lower. Grim. “Listen, sweetie, you need to get out of there now. The evacuation’s already a mess. It’s all over the news. As soon as they make it mandatory, it’ll be insane.”

My stomach slowly sank, the banana suddenly a molten mass of acidic heat in my belly. My mind raced ahead. I passed a gas station, considered pulling in, checked the fuel gauge. I have a quarter tank. I could wait. . . . “I am. I will.” What if there’s no gas later? Pulling into the right lane, I slid into line behind at least twenty cars. “I have to get gas and find Don. He went down to Blowfish Billy’s last night.”

Maggie scoffed. “You just head out of there. Don’s a big boy. He knows what to do. We’ll keep calling him from here. Wait . . . hang on a sec.” She paused to talk to Meredith, covering the phone so that she sounded like the teacher on Charlie Brown. “Listen, Meredith wants me to tell you to gas up at Cap’s Store, you know, out by the crossroads at Kaskokee Lake? Don’t waste time sitting in the line around Perdida. We made that mistake last time, and they were out of gas before we even got to the pump.”

“All right. Thanks.” Turning on my blinker, I squeezed into traffic again.

“Don’t worry about Don. You just get on the road.”

“I have to go back to the apartment.” In front of me, cars crawled bumper to bumper. The trip to the surf shop suddenly seemed an impossible distance. “The dogs are there, and I have to pick up some food and water.” Even I, who had so far managed to be absent for every evacuation, knew better than to take to the road without supplies. “Listen, the traffic’s crazy. I’d better sign off.”

When I finally pulled into the surf shop, the place was quiet. No sign of Don’s Harley. No lights on, no air-conditioner humming. The dogs ran to me as I checked around the shop and knocked on Don’s apartment door. I called Blowfish Billy’s, but no one answered. Standing on the deck with Radar and Hawkeye underfoot, I searched across the string of condos, vacation homes, and stores, looked up and down the highway and then up and down the beach. No sign of Don, anywhere. The beach was empty, except for a reporter filming near the surf.

With the traffic, there was no telling how much gas and time a trip to Blowfish Billy’s would eat up. There was no point in driving down there anyway. If stragglers from last night’s bonfire were still hanging around, someone would be answering the phone. When the fun ran out at Billy’s last night, Don and the party must have migrated somewhere else. No telling where that might be.

Gathering food and bottled water, I dialed the number a second time, and a third, then tried Don’s cell number. Each time, the response was either no answer or all circuits busy.

Finally, there was no more time to waste.

The dogs followed me to the yard gate, whined and scratched at the fence as I finished packing supplies into the Microbus. What now? Did I take the dogs along? Leave them where they were? What if Don couldn’t make it back to the shop? Even if he could, all he had was his Harley. . . .

Jogging to the curb, I looked up and down the line of cars crawling along the coast toward the highways leading inland. I couldn’t leave Radar and Hawkeye behind, trapped in the yard, helpless, unable to escape when the storm came in. There was nothing to do but leave a note for Don and take his dogs with me.

After scratching another message on the chalkboard by the shop door, I hurried back to the yard gate. “Let’s go, guys.”

The dogs were through the opening and into the Microbus before I could finish closing the latch. Looking up at my apartment one last time, I got in the van, started the engine, crossed the parking lot, and officially became part of the evacuation.

Progress on the coast highway was stop and go, as Maggie had predicted. The back road to Kaskokee Lake was slightly better, but by the time Cap’s Station came into view, my gas gauge was down below an eighth. Rolling into line behind three cars at the single set of pumps, I turned off the engine and got out, stretching the stress knots from my back. Any minute now, I’ll wake up. I’ll wake up and walk onto the Liberation, and everything will be fine.

Everything will be fine.

This isn’t real. It can’t be.

But the situation felt real, and anything but fine. The roads were in chaos, I had three hundred dollars in my pocket, and sometime soon Don would probably come back to the shop and find out I’d hijacked his dogs. He’d think I was out of my mind.

Maybe I am. Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe I should have stayed in Perdida. I let my gaze drift to the road, my mind traveling with it. The way home was completely clear. . . .

Hawkeye climbed into the driver’s seat, stuck his head out the window and sniffed the air, then sat panting heavily, his eyes anxious, the dusting of gray on his muzzle making him look like a wise old man, a thinker.

He knows it’s coming. He can feel it.

“Hey, buddy.” I scratched his ears. “Hang on. We’ll be out of here soon.” But doubt was creeping over me like a tide, slowly rising. At the head of the line, a man in a four-wheel-drive pickup was filling gas can after gas can, then loading them in the back of his truck. Behind him, the driver of a minivan grew aggravated, got out, and started yelling. The confrontation looked as though it was about to turn violent.

Hawkeye tuned in as the gas station owner, Cap, exited the store. Raising a baseball bat like an extension of his arm, Cap pointed at the pickup driver, then motioned the owner of the van back to his own vehicle.

The pickup driver lurched forward and shoved Cap with so much force that Cap landed in a heap against the trash can. I took a step toward them, then stopped, fear tugging me, holding me in place. Wasn’t anyone going to do anything? Wasn’t I?

A dark blur caught the corner of my vision. I heard the screech of claws on metal, and suddenly Hawkeye launched himself toward the pumps, running with his ears flattened and his teeth bared.

“Hawkeye, no! No!” I cried, bolting after him. “Hawkeye!”

Cap and the customer reacted in unison, Cap staggering to his feet and the pickup driver scrambling into his truck and closing the door. Hawkeye slid to a stop, jumped against the truck, and tried to rip a hole in the glass. The engine roared to life, and the driver ground it into gear, depositing Hawkeye on the pavement as the truck sped away.

Cap chased after the gas thief, moving in a bow-legged run and swinging the baseball bat, but the truck, and the gas, quickly disappeared, driving the wrong way in the empty southbound lane. By the time Cap came back, I’d grabbed Hawkeye’s collar and checked him over.

Cap held out his hand to test the dog’s mood.

“He doesn’t bite.”

“Coulda fooled me, he don’t bite. Reckon that man’ll think twice before he comes here to grab gas again.”

The minivan owner, next in line, tore a piece of paper from his pocket calendar and handed it to Cap. “Here’s his license number.” 

Tucking the note into his pocket, Cap motioned wearily to the pump. “You can bring your van on in now. Keep the line movin’.”

With a nod of satisfaction and an angry chin jerk toward the road, the minivan driver returned to his vehicle and pulled up. Behind him, a Cadillac SUV moved forward, stopping just a few inches short of causing a collision. The driver stared straight ahead, pretending not to have noticed everything that had just happened.

Patting Hawkeye on the head, Cap gave the gas line a concerned look. Two more cars had pulled in, so that the backup stretched almost to the highway now. “Better move your vehicle on up before someone cuts in front.” His grip tightened on the bat. “Some folks lose their minds durin’ these things. You’d best get gassed up and hit the road. If we didn’t still have fuel and food to sell, we’d be headed that way for sure. National Guard and Highway Patrol are movin’ in to help keep things sane.”

The minivan driver motioned to a gas can next to the pump. “The guy with the pickup leave that?” Eyeing the container with interest, he reached for his wallet.

Cap hobbled forward and picked up the can. “Guess I better hang on to it as evidence.” He lugged the can to the store entrance, and the minivan guy looked disappointed.

After returning Hawkeye to the Microbus, I pulled forward behind the SUV, then tried to call Perdida. All circuits busy. Again.

In front of me, the gas line proceeded slowly. There were cans in the back of the minivan, which seemed ironic. Time ticked by while I waited for both the minivan owner and then the driver of the SUV to fill tanks and cans. By the time I reached the pump, people farther back were honking and yelling, afraid the supply would run out. The guy behind me watched impatiently as I filled my main tank and then 46 j Li s a Wi n g a t e the auxiliary. One great thing about my Microbus was that, if you could ever afford to fill it, it held quite a bit of gas at once.

By the time I was finished, the next customer had rolled to my back bumper, the language of road rage indicating that if I didn’t move soon, he would push me out of the way. His engine revved, and he rocketed into position at the pump as I moved the Microbus to a parking space near the store entrance, cracked the windows, and went inside. In the store, Cap was pulling six-packs of Coke and packages of doughnuts forward on a nearly empty shelf while his wife, Rhea, stood behind the counter, her attention riveted to a small TV.

“I need to pay for the gas,” I said, glancing around the store as Cap moved to the counter. The shelves, usually full when I came to the lake with Maggie and Meredith, looked like they’d been through a looting. “Do you have any dog food?” Mentally, I counted my money, subtracting the chunk I’d spent on gas. When I’d left Don’s, I hadn’t even thought about bringing supplies for Radar and Hawkeye. They’d need water, too.

Cap shook his head. “All outta dog food. I can give you some deli meat. Power goes down, all this meat’ll spoil anyway. You got a cooler?”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t planning on evacuating.”

“Heard that story before.” Cap grabbed a slab of roast beef and put it on the slicer. “I got some foam minnow buckets. That’ll work.”

I did another mental money count. “How much are they?”

Cap shrugged. “You can bring it back next time you’re out to the lake with the M&Ms.” He meant Maggie and Meredith. Cap’s store was our regular stop on the way to the cabins at Kaskokee. “Don’t worry about the meat, either. Better your dog have it than Glorietta. Reckon I owe him a favor anyhow. How’s your dog like his beef sliced?”

“I don’t think he has a preference.”

Cap chuckled under his breath. “We’ll just do it medium. There’s some bread on the shelf. Little bit of bottled water left. Better grab it if you need it.”

I briefly considered the funding issue. If I spent much here, there wouldn’t be anything left for a hotel, meals, or supplies down the road. “I think I’m good. I’m not planning to go too far—just up a couple hours inland.”

Cap continued with the slicer. “Better go farther than that. You taken a look at this monster lately?” He shrugged toward the television. “She’s hookin’ it north and they say she’ll make category four. Just go ahead and get what you need, all right? You can settle up for it later.”

A familiar feeling swept over me, twisting my stomach and causing my cheeks to sting with a hot rush of blood. Growing up, my brother and I were always being sent out to mooch something off someone. Even as a kid, I hated the way it felt. “Really, I’m fine.”

“Just take it.” Cap packaged the roast beef, tucked it into a Styrofoam minnow bucket with some ice, and moved down the counter. “Take a block of this cheese, too. It’ll keep if your cooler don’t hold out.”

“I’m not . . .” The TV grabbed my attention. The storm had intensified into a giant swirling mass of clouds covering almost the entire gulf. “Whoa . . .”

“Somethin’, ain’t she?” Cap and I watched with morbid fascination as I sidestepped to the counter to pay. Rhea slipped from her stool and backed toward the cash register, her eyes welded to the screen.

“I got it.” Sliding in front of Rhea, Cap took charge of my bill, the end result being at least thirty dollars less than it should have been. He leaned close as he divulged the final amount. “I ask you a favor?”

“Sure.”

His fingers swept my palm as he dropped in my change. “Take Rhea with you. She don’t drive, and I can’t lock up the store while I got gas people need. Looks like I might be ridin’ this thing out. The roads are bumper to bumper already, and it’s only gonna get worse. I want Rhea to go before it’s too late. In case somethin’ happens.”

I blinked, surprised, the distance between us suddenly seeming uncomfortably intimate. “You think it’ll be that bad?”

Cap winced, sucking air through one side of his mouth, as if he were reluctant to answer the question. “I just want Rhea to get out, you know?”

“Of course I . . . sure . . .” I heard myself say, my evacuation picture shifting. The dogs, me, Rhea . . . “Of course she can come with me.”

Rhea turned her attention to us. On television, the scene had changed to one of gridlocked cars on I-10 leaving Houston, frustrated drivers standing atop their vehicles, trying to see the front of the line.

Climbing off her stool, Rhea walked to the cash register. “No.”

Cap held up his palms, attempting to placate her. “Rhea, it’s—”

“No,” she insisted, her accent, European of some sort, cutting the word sharp on the end. She clenched her jaw, her skin gray with determination, her eyes narrowing so that they were nothing but small brown orbs in a nest of fine creases. “We been forty-seven years, Cap, all the way together.” She turned to me apologetically. “We been forty-seven years. We never sleep apart.”

Rhea’s words touched some deep, tender spot in me, settled there and felt warm. How would it be to love someone almost your entire life? To be willing to weather any storm, as long as you were together?

“All right,” Cap sighed, frowning apologetically at me. “We’ll just hang on here, I guess. Maybe the gas’ll run out soon and we’ll hit the road.” He glanced outside, seeming unconvinced.

His wife patted his arm, then returned her attention to the TV, and Cap followed me to the exit. “Thanks anyhow.” Pulling open the door, he handed me my sack, then picked up the gas can left behind by the runaway driver. “You take this. You might need it up the road. Not much fuel on the evacuation routes. Lots of folks stranded already.” 

“Oh, I don’t need—”

Holding up a hand, he walked to the Microbus and loaded the can through the back hatch. “Never know what’ll happen up the road.” After shutting the door, he headed for the shop without a word.

I stood watching him go, waiting as the door shuddered back into place, the glass reflecting the scenery in layers—a gray sky to the east, swaying pines, the road thick with traffic traveling west.

A minivan melted out of the distance, heading the wrong direction. I turned to look over my shoulder as it drifted off the road and into the parking lot. It paused there, not quite on the shoulder, not quite off it, either. The driver, an older woman with a thin face and red hair mounded into a puffy up-do, scanned the parking lot, seeming confused. In the passenger seat, a silver-haired woman pointed toward the store, and both of them turned my way, checking the place out as if they weren’t quite sure where they’d landed or why there was so much commotion.
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