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 Chapter One 
 
    At six twenty in the morning, well before sun up, my phone chimed with an incoming call. Only about ten people have the number, and they all know better than to call me that early. Unless it was an emergency. 
 
    So when a call came in early that Friday morning, I figured it was important. I rolled over in bed, picked up the phone and saw the caller ID read, “GG.” 
 
    Her real name is Abby, and if she was calling that early, it meant trouble ahead. 
 
    I shook my head and answered, “This is Walker.” 
 
    She didn't bother to say hello or good morning. Instead, she asked, “You always answer the phone that way? Giving out your name before you know who's calling? That's not smart. What if the caller is a scammer trying to sell you something? You give them your name right off, and they know who you are. 
 
    “A better way to answer is just to say, 'Hello.'” 
 
    She paused, giving me a chance to respond. 
 
    Instead of arguing about how I answered my phone, I said, “How about I just say, 'Goodbye'?” 
 
    And I hung up. 
 
    I knew she'd call back. She always did when she wanted something. 
 
    Less than a minute later, my phone chimed with an incoming call. Again, the caller ID was, “GG.”  
 
    I answered just as I had before. 
 
    “This is Walker.” 
 
    Clearly miffed that I had hung up on her, Abby said, “Yeah, we all know your name. Anyone who calls, whether it be friend or foe, will know who they reached as soon as you answer.” 
 
    She continued, “So here's the deal. I need you to meet me in the parking lot of the Castile San Marcos in St. Augustine, this afternoon at four sharp. 
 
    “Bring your motorhome and a box or two of that wine you had in your fridge last time. We'll be heading to a dry county, so if you forget the wine, you'll have to put up with me sober. I don't think you'll like that 
 
    “Don't forget, Castile San Marcos. Four this afternoon. Don't be late.” 
 
    Instead of giving me a chance to ask why she wanted me to drop everything and drive across Florida to pick her up, she ended the call. 
 
    It was late January, and while the rest of the country was knee deep in snow, in southern Florida it was still shorts and T-shirt weather. Sunny skies, light breezes off the gulf, and warm enough to run the AC in the daytime. 
 
    While people up north were busy shoveling the white stuff and shivering through freight trains of arctic blasts, those of us lucky enough to be in Florida were spending our days walking the beaches, picking up seashells and eating fresh seafood right off the boat. 
 
    But Florida wasn't the paradise it had been years before. The warm temps and sunny beaches were a magnet to millions of snowbirds; people from the northern states who headed south to keep from freezing their toes off in the cold. 
 
    Those millions of temporary residents clogged the roads and created an almost unending traffic jam across the state. Many lacked the skills or patience necessary to survive on Florida roads. When lost, some would stand on their brakes with no concern about drivers behind them traveling at highway speeds. Or they'd veer across several lanes of traffic without warning to check out an early bird buffet. 
 
    Locals knew that driving during snowbird season was like being in a pinball game. Cars came at you from every direction, traffic rules didn't matter, and if you weren't on your toes, you'd end up being hit by an eighty-year-old in a big Cadillac. 
 
    For me, the roads being jammed up by the snowbirds meant the two-hundred-fifty-mile drive from my place on the west coast of Florida to St. Augustine on the east coast would take at least six hours. Maybe more, depending on the number of accidents along the way. 
 
    Abby probably knew this, and that's why she called so early. She knew that if I had any hope of getting to St. Augustine by four that afternoon, I needed to leave early. As in about an hour after her call, at the very latest. 
 
    Had it been anyone else who had called and wanted me to drop everything and go pick them up in a parking lot two hundred and fifty miles away, I would have asked, “Why?” 
 
    But with Abby it was different. She was special. She knew before she made the call that I wouldn't say no. I'd never turn her down. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    My name is Walker, and I live in a motorhome with Mango Bob, my cat. 
 
    I'm single, in my mid-thirties and semi-retired. I used to work in the corporate world as an IT manager. Back then my future was bright. I had a good job with a big salary, an office with a view, a new car, and a nice home. I was set for life.  
 
    At least that's what I thought. 
 
    Everything changed when the company I worked for decided to close some of its offices, including the one I worked at. They gave me two weeks’ notice, a nice severance package and sent me on my way. 
 
    That same day, when I got home, my wife did the same thing. But no two weeks’ notice, no severance pay. Nothing. Just a sheaf of divorce papers. 
 
    She said she was doing me a favor. Said I'd be better off without her. All I needed to do was to sign my name, and I'd have my freedom, whether I wanted it or not. 
 
    We didn't have any kids, so the decision was easy. If she didn't want me in her life, I wasn't going to stick around. 
 
    It was what they call a ‘friendly divorce.’ No shouting, no fighting, no arguing over who got what. Her attorney had drawn it up so both sides got a fair share. She got the house, her car, and half our savings. I got the other half and no debt. And I got to keep my severance pay. 
 
    We both got our freedom, me even more so since I didn't have a job or a place to live. I was free in the same way homeless people are, except I had money in the bank. 
 
    I could travel and start a new life if I wanted to. 
 
    But first I needed a place to stay. And then a job, because that's what you're supposed to do—work for a living. 
 
    I started looking for a job first because having one would make it easier to find a place to stay. But I soon learned there weren't many job openings in the small town where I'd been living. With the company closing, there were a lot of locals looking for work and not many jobs to be had. 
 
    Without any prospects, I didn't want to sign a long-term lease on an apartment or move in with a stranger. So, when the company that had laid me off said they'd sell me the corporate motorhome, I jumped on it. 
 
    It wasn't new; it needed a good cleaning and hadn't been driven in a year. But it did have something I needed. A roof, a bed, and a bathroom. 
 
    After spending a few nights in it, I realized it wasn't bad at all. It had everything I needed, including a kitchen with a microwave and fridge, a dinette table that could seat four, and if I ever had guests, a couch that folded out into a bed. 
 
    With my housing situation taken care of, and a healthy amount of savings in the bank, I started wondering if I really needed a job, at least right away. 
 
    A female friend suggested I check out Florida. She had a sister there who had a place where I could park the RV and said it was available to me at no cost if I would do one little favor for her. 
 
    Just take the cat she had been babysitting and drop him off at the sister's home. 
 
    It seemed easy enough, so I had the oil changed on the motorhome, put on a new set of tires, filled the tanks with gas, and got out a road map. 
 
    It took me three days to get to Florida with the cat, and that's where I've been living ever since. 
 
      
 
    Not having to work meant I had a lot of free time to travel, exploring places on my bucket list and meeting some interesting people along the way. 
 
    Abby was one of the more interesting ones. 
 
    According to those who knew her, she had a 'gift', one that supposedly helped her to see the future. Some even said she could read minds. 
 
    No one knew for sure if her gift was real, but those who’d spent much time around her, including me, had no doubt that something special was going on in that little head of hers. She could sense things that most of us couldn't. 
 
    The other thing about Abby is she's weird. 
 
    Before I met her, I was told she was shy and tended to faint away under stress. Like those fainting goats you see on TV. 
 
    You clap your hands, and they drop to the ground. 
 
    Supposedly, Abby was like that. That's why I jokingly called her the goat girl. I didn't say this to her face, but she'd heard me anyway, and from then on, GG was an inside joke. She was the goat girl. And proud of it. 
 
    Except she wasn't a girl. And she didn't faint away when she heard a loud noise. She was a grown woman, about my age, with stunning good looks and the body of a ballerina. Her voice could melt men's hearts. 
 
    The friend who had introduced us had given me a set of rules to go with the goat girl. Never raise my voice, never lose her in a crowd, never let her drink, and never ever sleep with her. 
 
    They seemed like easy rules to follow. And they would have been, had the goat girl not broken each and every one of them within days of our first meeting. 
 
    We had been traveling together at the request of her uncle, a retired mafia boss living in Key West. His daughter had gone missing, and he wanted Abby to use her gift to help find her. He wanted me along because I had the motorhome and we needed a place to stay no matter where we stopped. 
 
    I wasn't too thrilled to be traveling the country with the goat girl, someone who I hadn't met yet, but it wasn't the kind of request I could turn down. You don't refuse an ex-mafioso seeking his daughter. 
 
    Before I met Abby, I couldn't see any way she could help me find the missing girl. As far as I was concerned, she'd only get in the way. It'd be tight quarters in the motorhome, traveling with a woman I'd never met. It wasn't something I was looking forward to. 
 
    But, surprisingly, it turned out okay. 
 
    Yeah, she was weird and had a quirky personality. And it was scary when it seemed like she knew what I was thinking. But I learned to live with it. 
 
    What really bothered me, though, was she took over my bedroom, sending me to sleep on the couch. Before she came into the picture, I had my own set of rules in my motorhome. Like who would sleep where, what music we'd listen to, and when we would stop for the night. 
 
    Simple rules, but she broke them all. 
 
    She'd given me a wedding ring and asked me to wear it while we were on the road. She wanted us to pretend we were married. She'd even worked up a back story. 
 
    We were to be the Mendozas from Key West. She was Paige, and I would be Tony. Somehow, she'd come up with a fake Florida driver's license for me with Tony Mendoza's name on it. And my photo. 
 
    The license looked real. Like it was created by someone at the DMV. She said it was better that I not know where she got it. 
 
    We'd used her pretend names, and it helped us find the girl we were looking for. 
 
    Then Abby disappeared from my life. We were staying in the honeymoon suite at the Ameristar Casino in Vicksburg, Mississippi. It was her idea. 
 
    I woke up the morning after, and she was gone. She'd left a note saying it was fun but it was over. And even though I hadn't seen her in months, I still carried the fake driver’s license in my wallet and her wedding ring in my pocket. 
 
    I'm not sure why I kept them, but I figured if I had to travel with the goat girl again, they might come in handy. 
 
    In her early morning phone call, she hadn't told me why she wanted me to pick her up in Saint Augustine. But if it was like our last trip together, it was probably another request from our mutual friend in Key West. The one who wouldn't want me to say he was the head of Florida's Russian Mafia. So I'm not saying he was, or still is. 
 
    But either way, Abby and I would be again traveling together in my motorhome, sharing the cramped space with Bob, my cat. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    It would take me at least six hours to get to St. Augustine, assuming no accidents were blocking the way and no tourists stopping on the road to snap photos of alligators. But it was likely both would occur. There'd be traffic jams, accidents and other things that'd slow me down. 
 
    Since I didn't want to be late, I needed to give myself at least eight hours to get there. That meant leaving at eight at the very latest. So, I climbed out of bed, took a quick shower, and ate breakfast. 
 
    As he usually did, Bob joined me at the breakfast table. He'd sit in the seat across from me and watch as I ate. He'd occasionally meow, letting me know that if I had any extra food, he'd be happy to take it off my hands. 
 
    But I was on to his game. I knew that once I gave in to any of his requests, he'd forever remember and expect me to do it again. So, no table food for Bob. 
 
    He didn't need it. He was already the biggest cat I'd ever seen. Close to twenty pounds of fur and muscle. 
 
    I'd never planned on living with a cat, but I'd ended up with Bob, thanks to a lady friend who left him with me. 
 
    She'd said it was only for a few days, but it had been almost a year since I'd last seen her. According to her friends, she wasn't coming back. I was stuck with the cat. 
 
    But Bob wasn't all bad. He was easy to live with, gave me someone to talk to, and kept me warm in bed at night, whether I wanted him to or not. 
 
    I'd filled his food and water bowls after I showered and cleaned his litter box because I knew that once I got behind the wheel, I probably wouldn't be stopping until we got to St. Augustine. 
 
    After breakfast, I went outside and unhooked the motorhome from shore power and city water. I did a quick walk-around to make sure all the tires were inflated and that I wasn't leaving anything behind. 
 
    I went back inside and stowed everything that would slide around or break while we were on the road. Then I made sure all the cabinet doors were closed and locked. 
 
    I checked the fridge and saw I didn't have enough food for two people on the road for a week. I also didn't have the wine that Abby had requested. 
 
    Since there was no way I was going on a trip with her without the wine, I'd have to stop at the Walmart Super Center on Forty-One in Venice before leaving town. 
 
    It was my preferred shopping destination, mainly because their parking lot was RV friendly. Easy to get into, plenty of places to park, and easy to get out of. Plus, they sold gas. I could top off my tanks there without having to go anywhere else. 
 
    I programmed the motorhome's GPS to get me to St. Augustine, and then I hit the road. It took me ten minutes to get to Walmart. I figured it wouldn't take long to top off the tanks and get everything I needed. If all went as planned, I'd be heading to Saint Augustine by eight. That'd give me eight hours to get there. 
 
    As it turned out, I was wrong. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    That early in the morning, Walmart wasn't crowded. I pulled up to the gas pumps and topped off the two tanks under the motorhome. Combined, they held fifty gallons of fuel. At ten miles per gallon, I could get to St. Augustine without needing to gas up again. 
 
    After fueling up, I grabbed a shopping cart and went inside Wally World. I'd been to the store many times, so I knew where things were. Still, it took longer than I had planned to get everything on my list. Enough food for me, Abby and Bob. Wine, paper towels, snacks, bottled water, and sandwich fixings. I probably got more than we needed, but on the road it was better to have too much than not enough. 
 
    I was heading to the checkout when my phone pinged with an incoming call. 
 
    It was Abby. 
 
     I answered the way she wanted me to. I said, “Hello.” 
 
    She didn't reply. She just said, “You're in Walmart, right?” 
 
    I didn't know how she knew where I was, but I didn't bother to ask. I just said, “Yeah, I'm here.” 
 
    “Good. Go to the back of the store and pick up two burner phones. Pay with cash. Text me the number of one of them when you get back in your RV. Then remove the battery from your regular phone. 
 
    “And Walker, be careful on the road today. Lots of things can happen.” 
 
    It was the first time she'd told me to be careful. Maybe she knew something I didn't. I'd be driving through some of the most trafficked areas of the state. There would be lots of drivers unfamiliar with the area, with plenty of them distracted by the scenery and their mobile devices. 
 
    I'd already planned to be careful. I'd driven in Florida long enough to know that you had to be if you wanted to survive, especially when driving a seven-ton motorhome. 
 
    After she ended the call, I went to the electronics department and bought the two burner phones she wanted me to get, paying cash. Then I went back up front and paid for the groceries and other supplies. I headed out to the parking lot and was relieved to see that no one had blocked me in. 
 
    It happens more often than you'd think. Even when I park way out on the edge of the lot, and there are plenty of empty parking spots closer to the store, people will park right up next to my RV, sometimes even in front of it, blocking me in. When that happens, I have to wait for them to finish shopping and come back out and move their car before I can go. 
 
    Fortunately, that morning, no one had blocked me in. I had plenty of room to get out. 
 
    Bob was waiting for me at the door and watched as I unloaded the shopping cart. He was fascinated with the sound the plastic bags made and would tap each to see if there was anything inside for him. 
 
    It was my fault that he did this because one time I'd bought him a catnip toy, and he was overjoyed when he’d found it. Now he always checked the bags, just in case there was something special inside for him. 
 
    But there was no toy, not on the day we were headed to St. Augustine. Just the food and wine. 
 
    After thoroughly going through the bags and not finding a treat, Bob sighed the way cats do then headed up front and hopped up into the passenger seat. That was his favorite spot when we were on the road unless we were in heavy traffic. When things got crazy, he'd head back to the bedroom and hide under the sheets. 
 
    Following Abby's instructions, I pulled out one of the burner phones and texted her the number. Then I turned off my regular phone, pulled the battery and put both in the console between the driver’s and passenger seat. 
 
    I fired up the motorhome and carefully made my way out of the Walmart parking lot. That put me on Jacaranda Road going east. I needed to go north on Forty-One. When traffic on Jacaranda cleared, I got in the far left lane so I could turn onto Forty-One at the light. 
 
    There were two cars ahead of me, all of us waiting for the light to turn green. When it did, the two cars slowly made their way through the intersection turning left, and I followed. 
 
    About halfway through, I saw a fast-moving blur in my mirror. Then a loud crash, followed by darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
     I woke to the sound of a machine beeping next to my bed. The room was dark, and I could hear faint voices beyond the door. I tried to sit up but couldn't. Something was holding me down. 
 
    I looked to my left and saw a tube had been inserted into my arm. The tube ran up to a bag of clear liquid hanging from what looked like a stainless-steel hat-rack beside my bed. 
 
    I tried to figure out what was going on. Maybe I was sleeping in my own bed and it was just a bad dream. That was probably it. I closed my eyes to see where the dream would lead me next. 
 
    Sometime later, I forced myself out of a deep sleep. The room was still dark, I still had a tube in my arm, and I could still hear faint voices beyond the door. 
 
    If it were a dream, it was a pretty realistic one. Maybe it was something I ate. Maybe I just needed to go back to sleep, let the dream run its course, then wake up to reality. 
 
    As soon as I closed my eyes, I fell back into a deep sleep. 
 
    Sometime later, it could have been an hour or could have been days, I woke. The setting around me hadn't changed. Same room, same sounds, same tube in my arm. My throat was dry, my eyes hurt, and I had the mother of all headaches. 
 
    I was trying to figure things out but was having a hard time thinking. It felt like I was drunk, but I didn't remember drinking anything. 
 
    Off to my right, I heard the quiet hum of a nearby electric pump starting up, followed by something squeezing my arm, just above my elbow. 
 
    Turning my head, I could see a blood pressure cuff had been wrapped around my arm and was starting to inflate on its own. 
 
    A stainless steel rail kept me from rolling out of bed. Looking to my left, I saw an identical rail. Whoever had put me in this room didn't want me to escape. 
 
    There didn't seem to be anyone else in the room. Just me. My mind was having a hard time processing it. The last thing I remembered was being at the wheel of the motorhome and making a left turn onto US Forty-One in Venice. After that, nothing. 
 
    Being in what was most likely a hospital room, with machines monitoring my vitals, while fluids were being pumped into my body, had me worried. Maybe I was dying. I sure hoped not. 
 
    One thing was for sure; I needed to pee. But with the tube running into my arm, and the wires from the blood pressure cuff and the rails around the bed, there was no way I was getting up. So, I lay there, hoping that someone would soon check on me. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn't have to wait long. I could hear new and louder voices near my door, followed by someone coming into the room. 
 
    The lights flickered on, brighter than I expected, and a man wearing a white coat walked over and said, “Glad to see you're awake. You may not know why you are here, so I'm going to tell you. 
 
    “Before I do, I'm going to ask you to try not to talk. Your throat is going to hurt from the feeding tube we removed this morning.” 
 
    The man, who I presumed to be a doctor, continued. “You were in an automobile accident. Your head smacked up against a window, and you were knocked out. EMTs brought you here to Venice Regional and we're taking care of you. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded, ‘yes.’ 
 
    “Good. I'm going to ask you some questions, and I want you to answer by nodding or using your hands. Don't try to speak. 
 
    “Do you have a headache?” 
 
    I nodded, 'yes.' 
 
    “That's to be expected. Do you have a stiff neck?” 
 
    I moved my head as best as I could; it didn't feel stiff. I nodded 'no.' 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He held up four fingers. “How many do you see?” 
 
    I showed him four. 
 
    He smiled. “That's good. Your vision and hearing appear to be normal. We've done an MRI, and it didn't show any problems. That's the good news.” 
 
    I waited for him to tell me the bad, but he said nothing. He just jotted a few notes in the tablet near the bed and said, “Now that you're awake, the nurse will give you ice to help your throat and acetaminophen for your head. Your wife is outside. She's been here ever since we brought you in. 
 
    “If all goes well, she should be able to take you home in two days.” 
 
    The doctor smiled, made some more entries on his tablet and left the room. 
 
    I was alone for maybe five minutes, trying to understand what the doctor had just said. There was an accident. I was hurt. They brought me to the hospital. And my wife was waiting for me outside. 
 
    The problem was I didn't have a wife. While I was trying to sort this out, a nurse walked in and said, “Mr. Mendoza, my name is Marissa. I'll be taking care of you for the rest of the day. Would you like some ice chips?” 
 
    I tried to say, “I need to pee,” but the words came out garbled. I tried again. This time with just one word. “Pee.” 
 
    Marissa smiled. “If you need to pee, go ahead and do it. We've got you hooked up to a catheter and when you pee it'll fill the bag.” 
 
    I rolled my head and gave her my best questioning look. 
 
    She smiled again. “Go ahead, pee. It might feel strange doing it in bed, but the bag will capture everything.” 
 
    I nodded and gave it a try. I could feel the warm liquid leaving my body, but it didn't feel right. It hurt, and I winced in pain. 
 
    Marissa smiled again. Maybe that's what they trained nurses to do these days. Smile before you answer a question or talk to a patient. 
 
    After the smile, she said, “I should have warned you. The catheter tube is inserted down there in your man parts. When you pee, it's normal for it to hurt a bit.” 
 
    She continued, “When you're all done down there, let me know.” 
 
    She turned away so I could finish peeing in private. It took longer than usual. Maybe gravity comes into play when you try to pee lying flat on your back. 
 
    The nurse turned back to me; I gave her a nod. I was done. I had peed into the bag. 
 
    She smiled again and repeated her earlier question. “Would you like some ice chips?” 
 
    I nodded a 'yes.' 
 
    “Good, let's crank your bed up a bit. Don't want you to choke on the ice.” 
 
    She reached down and pressed a button below the bed's side rails. The part of the bed where my head rested rose a few inches. When she was satisfied with my new position, she smiled and asked, “Comfortable?” 
 
    I wasn't but not because of the bed. My head and eyes hurt, and my private parts burned. Peeing in a bag is not something I'd recommend. 
 
    I didn't tell the nurse any of this. I didn't want to talk, so I just nodded 'yes.' 
 
    She smiled again like she had just won an Academy award. Maybe she got extra pay for giving me ice chips. Or maybe they added the chips to my bill. Or maybe she was just a happy person. 
 
    If I had felt better, I would have asked her about it. But I didn't. Instead, I just listened as she said, “Good. I'll go get the ice and let your wife know you are awake.” 
 
    She left the room. Leaving me with the same questions I had before. And a new one. 
 
    She had called me Mr. Mendoza. Why? 
 
    And who was the woman claiming to be my wife? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The nurse returned a few minutes later with a plastic cup full of ice chips. She handed it to me and asked, “Anything else I can get you?” 
 
    I had a ready answer but couldn't speak, so I used hand signals to convey that I wanted a writing pad. The nurse nodded and said, “I'll get you one.” 
 
    She left the room and returned with the pad. Before she handed it to me, she pointed at the tube leading to my arm and said, “Be careful. Don't want to have to reinsert that.” 
 
    She pointed back over her shoulder. “We are monitoring your vitals at the nurses’ station. If anything comes up, we'll be here in a flash.” 
 
    She pointed to the rail on the right that kept me in bed. “There's a call button there. Use it if you need us.” 
 
    She started for the door then stopped and turned back to me. “Your wife is here. You ready to see her?” 
 
    I was, and happy to be in a private room so whatever the woman claiming to be my wife said wouldn't be overheard by others. 
 
    There were two visitor chairs in the room. A TV hung down from the ceiling. It was off, and I didn't see a remote. 
 
    It didn't matter; I didn't want to watch TV. I wanted answers. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Abby was smiling when she came into the room. She was wearing stone washed jeans, a white blouse, and looked terrific. She saw me and said, “You look like hell. How do you feel?” 
 
    I shrugged. I couldn't talk. 
 
    I picked up the notepad and wrote out one word. “Bob?” 
 
    Abby didn't answer right away. She walked over to the window, opened the curtains and said, “You've got a great view. You can almost see the gulf from here.” 
 
    I tapped the notepad. I wanted her to answer my question. I tapped it again so she could see the word I had written. “Bob.” 
 
    She closed the curtains halfway, came over closer to my bed and took my hand. She reached out to touch my head. “We haven't found him yet. He wasn't in the motorhome when the EMTs got there. Fire Rescue didn't find him either. They think he jumped out when the motorhome tipped over.” 
 
    I quickly scribbled a second question. “R U looking for him?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I've put up flyers all around the area. I posted messages on Facebook and Craigslist and offered a five-hundred-dollar reward for his return. 
 
    “The reward has people out looking for him. Eventually, someone will find him. He's tough and smart. If no one else finds him, we will.” 
 
    I nodded and scribbled another question. “Wife?” 
 
    She smiled, almost laughed and said, “That's a funny story. I think you'll like it. But we have to be careful when we talk. We don't want anyone to overhear us.” 
 
    She walked to the door and made sure it was closed then came back to me. “When the first responders pulled you out of the wreck, they found your wallet and phone in your pocket. 
 
    “They weren't sure you were going to make it, and they wanted to notify your next of kin. They opened your wallet and found the Mendoza driver's license. They thought it was real, so they assumed that was who you were. 
 
    “There wasn't any contact info, so they checked your phone. It only had one call on it. It was the one from me.” 
 
    “They called the number and asked if I was Mrs. Mendoza. I told them I was. The caller, a man with a deep voice, said he had some bad news. He said you'd been in an accident and were badly hurt. They said you might not make it. If I wanted to see you, I needed to come to the hospital soon. 
 
    “That's what I did.” 
 
    She paused, looked around the room again, and then leaned in closer. She whispered, “When you got to the hospital, the admissions people signed you in as Tony Mendoza. That's the name they've put on all your forms.” 
 
    That answered my first question. But I had another. I hadn't called Abby on the burner phone the responders had found. It was new and had no activity on it. So how did they get her number? 
 
    I scribbled the question on the tablet. “Phone?” 
 
    She nodded. She understood what I was asking, and she had an answer. “Right after you texted me the number of the burner, I got a feeling something bad was going to happen. I tried to call. But you didn't answer; I was too late. 
 
    “But because I had called, my number was in the phone's history. The EMTs found it and called me.” 
 
    I nodded then scribbled another question. “Accident?” 
 
    She pulled up a chair beside my bed and patted my hand. She took a deep breath and said, “The police have it all on video. There are four traffic cameras at that intersection, each recording from a different angle. 
 
    “They show the light in your lane turning green, and you making the left turn. About halfway through, a black Corvette going way too fast hit the swale at Jacaranda and Forty-One. It launched the car into the air, and it crashed into you. The car hit a few feet behind your seat, right over the kitchen table. With all the momentum it had built up, it cut through your motorhome, going out the other side, taking the fridge with it. 
 
    “The impact split your motorhome in half and pushed what was left of it over onto its side. 
 
    “The EMTs said it looked like you smacked your head onto the side window. That's what knocked you out. 
 
    “The propane line to the fridge came lose when the car hit, and that started a fire. The flames took out the roof and kitchen cabinets. 
 
    “The propane tank had an automatic cut off, and when the house battery went dead, it shut off the gas. 
 
    “That kept the fire from being worse. Your freshwater tank, which was on the top side of the motorhome after it rolled over, melted and dumped water onto the fire, putting it out. 
 
    “You were lucky that the fire station on Englewood Road was close. Their rescue people were on the scene almost immediately. They sprayed foam to stop the fire and then went inside looking for survivors. 
 
    “They found you in the driver's seat, hanging from your shoulder belt, unconscious. They weren't sure if you were dead or alive. But when they checked your vitals, they found a heartbeat. They loaded you onto a stretcher and rushed you to the hospital. That's where you've been ever since." 
 
    She stopped talking. Letting me take it all in. 
 
    I wrote out another question. “Other driver?” 
 
    She shook her head. “They haven't found him yet. The video shows someone climbing out of the car and running off.” 
 
    “The police say the car was doing a hundred twenty. Maybe more. It was going east on Jacaranda. When it got to the intersection, it veered onto the grass median. 
 
    “You've seen the median there. It dips down then raises up at the end, kind of like a ramp. When the Vette hit it, it went airborne and sliced into your motorhome. 
 
    “The airbags in the Vette went off on impact. That probably saved the driver. The car, with the driver still in it, landed in the field on the other side of the road. The driver climbed out and limped away. 
 
    “In the video, his face is covered with white powder from the airbags, and he's unrecognizable. 
 
    “The police have been looking for him but haven't found him yet.” 
 
    She paused to make sure I was still listening then continued. “The owner of the Vette reported it stolen, four hours after the wreck. The police wanted to interview him, but he lives out of state and said to send any questions to his attorney. 
 
    “Apparently, the owner is running for a New York Senate seat and doesn't have time to fly to Florida to answer their questions.” 
 
    I nodded and scribbled another question. “Motorhome fixable?” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “No, it was destroyed, cut in half. Fire in the back burned the roof and cabinets. What wasn't ruined by the fire was shaken loose by the impact and covered with water and foam. The tow service had to use cranes to pick up the two pieces and haul what was left to the impound lot.” 
 
    I groaned at the news. 
 
    Everything I owned was in the motorhome. My clothes, my computers, my private papers, and the lock box I kept under the bed where I stashed my pistol and a few gold coins. I'd lost everything I owned and the place where I lived. 
 
    But I could replace all that. It just took money. 
 
    What I couldn't replace was Bob. It might sound silly to worry about a stinking cat, but he was my companion, my friend, and he trusted me to keep him safe. 
 
    I had failed. 
 
    Abby could see I was in pain. She patted me on the hand and said, “Don't worry. Everything is going to be alright. 
 
    “I've found a place for us to stay when you get out of here. We'll find Bob, and then we'll get you another motorhome. 
 
    “Right now, you need to rest. You banged your head pretty hard. The doctors said you have a concussion. They want to keep you in here a few more days to make sure there's no bleeding.” 
 
    She paused, which gave me time to write out another question. I scribbled it down. 
 
    “What day is it?” 
 
    She took a deep breath then answered. “Friday. You've been here a week. They kept you in a medically induced coma so they could monitor your brain.” 
 
    She snickered. “They haven't found anything there yet.” 
 
    She smiled, looked behind her, then back at me. “Let them keep thinking you're Tony Mendoza. It's better that way.” 
 
    I scribbled, “Why?” 
 
    She looked around the room again then said, “The Corvette. It's registered to a guy running for Senate. Up in New York. The cops think his son was the driver. They think he was down here on spring break. He has a history of doing this sort of thing. Getting drunk and crashing cars. 
 
    “But he has an alibi. They have a video of him sitting on a stage next to his father at noon in New York City on the day of the crash. That rules him out as the driver. 
 
    “Still, a reporter from New York is down here investigating. He wants to talk to you. He thinks a story about a car owned by a New York politician crashing and ruining your life would be front page news. 
 
    “If you talk to him, they'll use you to sell newspapers. Photos of you lying in a hospital bed will be used by his opponent in political ads. 
 
    “I don't think you want that; to see your life story in the New York Times. 
 
    “But it could happen. The reporter is eager to meet with you. He's been trying to get up here to talk, but hospital security has been blocking him. 
 
    “He hasn't given up though. He's using the internet trying to figure out who Tony Mendoza is and where he lives. That won't lead him anywhere. Tony Mendoza doesn't exist. Except on the fake Florida driver's license you were carrying.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Learning about the accident was a shock to my system. Losing Bob was even worse. I needed to get out of the hospital and go find him. But I didn't have the strength to do it. Not yet. 
 
    I closed my eyes, and all that was around me slowly faded away. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    I woke again in darkness. This time I wasn't alone. Someone else was in the room with me. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see a young woman holding my hand. It wasn't Abby. 
 
    In the darkness, back-lit by the blue light of the machines that monitored my condition, she looked like an angel. It made me wonder if I had died. Maybe I was in heaven. Or maybe the other place. Either way, I wanted to find out. 
 
    I croaked out the words, “Are you an angel?” 
 
    She nodded and in a calming voice said, “I am. I'm here to see you through.” 
 
    I couldn't believe what she was saying. Was I really dead? 
 
    I had to find out for sure, so I tried to ask, “Are you a real angel? From heaven?” 
 
    I'm not sure she understood what I was asking. And I may not have understood her answer to my first question. 
 
    Still holding my hand, she said, “I didn't mean to wake you. I'm Angela, here to take your vitals. You feel okay?” 
 
    Her answer confirmed I wasn't dead, at least not yet. I was happy about that. There were still things I wanted to do, and being dead would make that more difficult. 
 
    Angela repeated her question. “You feel okay?” 
 
    I nodded and croaked out, “My throat hurts. I want to go home.” 
 
    She looked at her watch and said, “Yeah, that's what we all want. To go home.” 
 
    As my vision cleared, I could see that she looked tired. Maybe she had worked a double shift. Or maybe being a nurse on a floor where too many people died had that effect. 
 
    My thoughts were too jumbled to think about why she was tired. I was tired too. I’d been in bed for a week and shouldn't have been. I wanted to go home. 
 
    Except I didn't have a home. Abby had said it was destroyed in the wreck, along with everything I owned. I'd lost it all, except my life. 
 
    The nurse probably didn't know I'd lost my home and all my worldly possessions. She might have cared if she knew, but I wasn't going to tell her. It hurt to talk, so I said nothing. 
 
    She pointed to a large bandage on my arm. It wasn't there the night before. It was something new. 
 
    “We've removed your IV but left the butterfly in place in case we need to hook you up again. You're still on the halter to monitor your heart. It's portable so you can get up and walk to the bathroom if you want. 
 
    “If you do go to the bathroom, expect to feel some burning down there when you pee. They pulled your catheter out last night while you slept. Sometimes it’ll cause a bit of irritation.” 
 
    I nodded and croaked out, “So, I have to get up to pee?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yeah, if you need to pee, get up and go to the bathroom. Don't do it in the bed. It makes our job a lot harder if you do. 
 
    “When you go to the bathroom, be careful. It'll take your body a few minutes to adjust. If you feel wobbly or need help, use the call button.” 
 
    I started to ask if she'd help me pee. It was going to be a joke. But before I could say anything, she slipped a thermometer into my mouth. 
 
    Two minutes later, she pulled it out and said, “Ninety-nine. You're getting better.” 
 
    She put the thermometer away and picked up the computer tablet that was stored in a caddy at the foot of the bed. She nodded as she read it then typed a few notes. When she was done, she turned to me and said, "Breakfast is in an hour. You'll want to try to eat it because it might be your last meal.” 
 
    “What? My last meal?” 
 
    She smiled. “Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way. You're not dying and it won't be your last meal. It's just that I think they're going to send you home today, and it'll be your last meal here. Not your last meal ever. 
 
    “Of course, it all depends on what the doctor says. He might send you home or keep you here for another few days. It's up to him.” 
 
    The 'sending me home' option was what I wanted. Hearing the nurse say it was possible gave me some hope. It wasn't that I didn't enjoy my stay in the hospital. I'd been in a coma most of the time, so I didn't know whether I had or not. 
 
    I did know that if the doctor was sending me home it meant he thought I was well enough that I didn't need to be in the hospital. That was good news. I could go home. 
 
    Except my home no longer existed. It had been destroyed in the accident. I didn't really have a home to go to. 
 
    Abby had said she'd found a place where I could stay. It might not be home, but if it had a roof, running water and a toilet, it would be better than being stuck in a hospital bed. Still, I would miss my angel of the night, Angela. 
 
    As promised, breakfast arrived an hour later. Soft scrambled eggs, peach yogurt, and cherry jello. With apple juice on the side. 
 
    The kitchen must have gotten the message about my throat. No solid food for me. Just the soft, easy to swallow stuff. 
 
    I didn't care. I was hungry and ate it all, even the jello. 
 
    After the breakfast tray was taken away, the same doctor I had seen the day before came to check on me. Like the nurse, he looked tired. But he smiled and asked, “How are you feeling this morning?” 
 
    I sat up in bed, trying to look like I was feeling better than I really was. I wanted him to believe I was well enough to go home, so I said, “I feel pretty good. A lot better than yesterday.” 
 
    He nodded then picked up the tablet at the foot of the bed and scanned the notes the nurse had left. 
 
    He looked it at it for a moment and then turned to me. 
 
    “You thought she was an angel? Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, we've had you on some heavy drugs and Nurse Angela does have some angelic qualities. I won't fault you for that. 
 
    “How do you feel otherwise?” 
 
    It was the same question he'd asked before. Maybe he didn't hear my first answer. Or maybe it was a test. If I gave the wrong answer, they might want to keep me for a few more days. I didn't want that. So I said, “I feel pretty good. I even ate all my breakfast.” 
 
    The doctor smiled. “You ate the jello? Really? No one ever eats the jello. It must be the drugs you're on.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I was hungry. And it wasn't that bad. I just wished there'd been more eggs.” 
 
    The doctor nodded, looked at the notes on the tablet and entered a few of his own. He put the tablet back in the caddy and said, “Looks like you are on the road to recovery. All your vitals check out, and the x-rays look good. No broken bones. No vital organs damaged. Other than some muscle soreness, you should start to feel better. 
 
    “You do have a concussion, but there doesn't seem to be any bleeding or swelling. Do you have a headache?” 
 
    I smiled, trying my best to look well. “No, no headache, I feel fine.” 
 
    The doctor shook his head. “That's what everyone says. They say they feel fine because they want to get out of here. But usually they're hiding something. 
 
    He paused then said, “I understand, you want to go home. All of us do. But it's important for you to tell me how you really feel. 
 
    “So, let me guess. You have a slight headache. Your throat hurts, and based on the drugs we've had you on, you feel tired, even sleepy. Am I right?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Yeah, sore throat, slight headache and sleepy. Does that mean you're going to keep me here for a few more days?” 
 
    The doctor laughed. “Why does everyone want to get out of here so quickly? Here you've got it all. Pretty nurses at your beck and call, healthy meals catered three times a day, and if you stay long enough, a sponge bath from one of our angels.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, this is a regular Hilton. I'll remember that the next time I need a place to stay.” 
 
    The doctor smiled. “Good to see you have a sense of humor.” 
 
    He continued, “Your headache and sore throat are to be expected. Nothing unusual about that. 
 
    “We've had you on sedatives for five days. Being sleepy is also to be expected. Any other issues?” 
 
    I shook my head. This time I was telling the truth. There were no other issues. At least none that I was aware of. 
 
    The doctor smiled and said, “Good. It looks like we're going to send you home today. But you have to promise you’ll take it easy. You've had a concussion, and we want you to follow post-concussion protocol. 
 
    “That means you need to avoid stressful situations. No TV, no computer, and no driving for at least a month. You can read if you like, but not for extended periods. 
 
    “Light exercise like walking is okay. No running or anything that might jar your brain. No alcohol. And no sex. 
 
    “For the first few days, don't be surprised if you get nauseous while riding in a car. That's normal. So is being sleepy. You'll find yourself dozing off a little more than you're used to.” 
 
    He pulled the tablet from the caddy and entered a few more notes. Then he returned his attention back to me. “Your nurse will be in here to take out the butterfly and remove the EKG patches from your chest. It might sting a bit, but if you're nice to the nurse, she'll be gentle. 
 
    “When she gets you unhooked, she'll give you your recovery plan and a prescription for pain. 
 
    “Later on, after you leave the hospital, if you get double vision that lasts for more than a few minutes or your head starts ringing like a bell, we'll want you to come back here, pronto. 
 
    “You understand?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. No driving, no computers and no TV for a month. Come back to the hospital if I get double vision or my head hurts. Anything else?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, just take it easy for a while. Do you have someone here to take you home?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, my wife.” 
 
    The doctor patted my hand and said, “Good. You were lucky. I've seen the video; the fact that you made it out alive is a miracle. Don't do anything to mess it up.” 
 
    He turned and left the room. 
 
    An hour later, Abby showed up wearing the same clothes she had worn a day earlier. She was smiling and carrying a bag from Bealls. 
 
    I should have told her how nice she looked, but I didn't. Instead, I asked, “You've been shopping?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, for you. I didn't want you to leave this place wearing that hospital gown with the split down the back. Might cause a scene out in the parking lot. I bought you some new clothes. Pants, shirts, socks, and undies. 
 
    “I wanted to get shoes, but didn't know your size, so you'll be stuck with the hospital slippers for the time being.” 
 
    She took a seat in the chair across from me and began pulling clothes out of the bag. Like she said, pants, shirts, underwear, and socks. 
 
    Seeing the new clothes reminded me of the extent of my loss. Everything I owned, including my clothes, was gone. 
 
    According to the doctor, I was lucky. 
 
    The thing was I sure didn't feel that way. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    I couldn't change into my new clothes until the nurse came back to unhook me from the IV and EKG patches. The doctor had said she'd be in within an hour. But an hour had passed, and she hadn't shown. She was late. 
 
    Ninety minutes later, there was a tap on the door. A balding middle-aged man dressed in brown slacks, white shirt, and a blue tie, walked in with a clipboard. 
 
    His first words were, “Mr. Mendoza, they tell me you're getting out of here today. I know you're happy to hear that. But before you go, we need to take care of a few things. 
 
    “Since we didn't get your insurance info when you came in, we need to get it now. Do you have your card with you?” 
 
    I had insurance. The policy papers and card were in the top drawer of the table beside my bed. In the motorhome. I figured they were safe there. 
 
    That was before the wreck. The card, along with the envelope that had the policy in it, probably had been destroyed. I still had insurance. But I didn't have a card to prove it. If I could get to a computer, I could call up the policy and print out a new one. To do that, I'd need a new computer and a new printer. Mine were destroyed in the wreck. 
 
    I didn't feel like burdening the insurance man with my story, so I just said, “I have insurance, but I don't have the card with me. It was destroyed in the accident.” 
 
    He nodded. “I can believe that. I've seen the video. Not much left of your motorhome. But you do have insurance, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. Full coverage.” 
 
    “Good. We'll need the policy details so we can process your bill. You can either call our billing office or bring the policy in person. Either way, we'd like you to get it to us within ten days. If you don't, the billing department will send you the bill with the full amount due.” 
 
    He turned the clipboard around and moved it toward me. “I need you to sign where I've highlighted in yellow. It says you'll pay, even if your insurance doesn't.” 
 
    I looked at the form. Signing it would mean I'd be on the hook for what was probably going to be a sizable amount. Eight days in the hospital, starting with the emergency room, followed by six days in intensive care. Add to that all the tests and doctors’ visits, and it would be expensive. 
 
    At least fifty thousand. Probably a lot more. 
 
    My insurance should cover most of it. I'd still have to deal with the deductible. It'd be at least five thousand depending on how they classified my care. 
 
    Still, paying just the deductible was far better than carrying the full load by myself. 
 
    But it didn't seem fair. I hadn't done anything wrong. The guy who had crashed into my motorhome and put me in the hospital had. He should be the one paying my bill, not me or my insurance company. 
 
    According to Abby, the police didn't know who the driver was. He had run from the scene and left me holding the bag. It looked like it was going to be a big one. 
 
    I shook my head and picked up the pen to sign the form. But before I could even write the first letter of my name, Abby reached over, took my hand and said, “Tony, you need any help?” 
 
    I looked up at her, and she mouthed the words, “Tony Mendoza.” 
 
    She was reminding me not to sign with my real name. She wanted me to use the name the hospital had mistakenly entered when I was checked in. 
 
    Signing with my real name would lead to a lot of questions. The kind I didn't want to answer. Like why was I carrying a fake Florida driver’s license and where did I get it?  
 
    Those were questions better left unasked. 
 
    I nodded at Abby, and she released my hand. I signed as Tony Mendoza and handed the clipboard back to the insurance man. 
 
    He looked at the signature, nodded and flipped to another page. “There are four pages of care information provided by your treating physician. Signing these will mean you understand the instructions and will follow the advice once you are discharged. Any questions?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, just sign where it's highlighted in yellow.” 
 
    I flipped through the pages and signed each one. When I gave the clipboard back to him, he handed me copies of my care instructions. “Be sure to read these carefully. If you have any questions, call the doctor’s nurse. Her number is on the top of each page.” 
 
    He turned to Abby. “You're his wife, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. The doctor wrote him a prescription for pain meds. Get it filled on your way home. Make sure your husband takes them as prescribed. If you have any questions or if anything comes up, don't hesitate to call.” 
 
    Abby nodded again, showing that she understood. 
 
    The insurance man pulled out what looked like a small pager and pressed a button. He put the device away and said, “Your discharge nurse will be in shortly.” 
 
    He handed Abby his card. “As soon as you can, please call with his insurance information. If you can't find it, call and let us know so we can make other arrangements.” 
 
    He started to leave but stopped and turned back to me and said, “I've seen the video. You're lucky to be alive. I'm glad to see you lived through it.” 
 
    He gave me a thumbs up and left the room. 
 
    Almost as soon as the door closed behind him, the nurse who had talked to me earlier came into the room pushing a stainless-steel cart. She walked over to my bed and said, “I'm going to unhook you from the machines. The EKG first.” 
 
    She had me sit up and pull the front of my hospital gown down to my waist. As I sat there bare chested, I looked down and saw six wires leading to one-inch square pads that had been stuck above my belly. 
 
    Before she pulled the first one off, she said, “This is going to hurt a little. It'll feel like pulling off a Band-Aid that’s been on for a week.” 
 
    She grabbed the edge of the pad and pulled it off with one quick motion. A handful of my chest hair and a thin layer of skin came off with it. 
 
    It hurt like heck, and I winced in pain. 
 
    Behind the nurse, I could hear Abby stifle a laugh. I looked up to see she was smiling. She knew it hurt, but she was happy we would soon be leaving the hospital. 
 
    When the nurse pulled the second pad, I was ready. It hurt like the first, but I wasn't going to show it. I just smiled and said, “Two down, four to go.” 
 
    She pulled the other four just as quickly as the first two. Each one hurt, the sticky pads didn't want to give up their hold without grabbing a bit of skin and hair. 
 
    I was relieved when it was over. 
 
    The nurse put the used pads onto the cart she had come in with and then stepped over to the other side of the bed. She lifted my arm and said, “I'm going to pull the IV. You might feel a slight pinch.” 
 
    Before I could ask her to explain, she peeled back the adhesive that held the IV needle in my arm and quickly pulled it off. Then she slowly removed the one-inch needle from my vein. 
 
    With the needle removed, blood trickled out of the hole. It was my blood, and I preferred to keep it inside my body, not out, so I said, “I'm bleeding.” 
 
    The nurse looked up and said, “That's normal. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    She quickly placed a cotton ball on top of the flowing blood and taped it down securely. When she finished, she said, “Put pressure on it for a few minutes. It'll stop the flow.” 
 
    I was hoping she was right. I didn't want a fountain of blood spraying up out of my arm as I left the hospital. It might slow my departure. Seeing the blood, the doctors might want to keep me for a few more days. I didn't want that, so I put pressure on the needle point. 
 
    The nurse picked up the tablet used by the doctor, typed in an entry and said, “Sign this, and when you are ready to go, we'll have someone come get you.” 
 
    My right hand was still putting pressure on the puncture on my left arm, and I couldn’t sign. I lifted my arms to show the nurse, and she smiled. 
 
    She pointed to my arm and said, “That should be long enough. Just leave the bandage on until tomorrow, and it'll be good. If it doesn't stop bleeding, come back in, and we'll take care of it.” 
 
    She moved the tablet closer. “Sign with your finger.” 
 
    Out of habit, I started to sign my real name but realized my mistake almost immediately. Abby must have seen what I was about to do, because she said, “Tony, hurry up so we can go. If you can't remember your name, I can sign for you.” 
 
    The nurse looked over at Abby then back at me. “Are you having memory problems?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not at all. It's just that my hand is a little shaky. All that skin and hair you pulled off my chest along with the needle you yanked out of my arm will do that to a fellow.” 
 
    I quickly scratched out a barely legible signature and said, “There you go. It's signed.” 
 
    The nurse nodded and checked the signature. Apparently, she was satisfied because she said, “Well, that pretty much covers it. You're all set to leave. After you get your clothes on, use the call button. I'll send an orderly to wheel you to the front door.” 
 
    I started to protest. I didn't need to be taken out in a wheelchair. But as soon as I sat up and felt the waves of nausea, I changed my mind. A wheelchair sounded like a good idea. 
 
    The nurse headed for the door, but before going out, she turned and said, “I'm glad you're leaving here alive. I've seen the video, and it looked bad. You must be living right.” 
 
    She was the third person who had mentioned the video. I wondered where they saw it, but I didn't ask. I didn't want to do anything that might delay my departure from the hospital. 
 
    Abby reached into the Bealls shopping bag and came out with socks, underwear, a pair of slacks and a polo shirt. She pulled the price tags off and said, “Put these on.” 
 
    I like to pick out my own clothes, but since my entire wardrobe, which consisted mostly of cargo shorts and fishing shirts, had been destroyed in the accident, I had no choice but to wear what she had gotten me. 
 
    I rolled out of bed and slowly stood up. The floor pitched to the right and then back to the left. I swayed to one side then rolled to the other. To keep from falling, I grabbed the bed's side rail and used it to steady myself. 
 
    For Abby's sake, I pretended nothing was wrong. If the floor wasn't rolling under her then the problem had to be in my head. I stood still, looking around the room while supporting myself with the bed rail. 
 
     If Abby noticed or was concerned, she said nothing. She'd picked up a People magazine from the small guest table and was flipping through the pages, seemingly ignoring me. 
 
    But I was pretty sure she was watching. She wanted to see how I was doing and was ready to catch me if I fell. 
 
    Fortunately, after a few moments, the floor under me steadied. No longer did it feel like I was standing on the deck of a ship in high waves. I still felt a bit dizzy, but it was something I could deal with. 
 
    Abby put her magazine down and looked up at me. I smiled and did my best to look like everything was okay. She tapped the pile of clothes she had picked out. “Do you need help putting them on? We can start with your underwear if you want.” 
 
    I was pretty sure she was kidding. But just in case she wasn't, I said, “I appreciate your offer, and I might take you up on it in the future. But not today. I’ll dress myself.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Okay, but if you change your mind, just let me know.” 
 
    She stood. “You probably don't want me watching you get dressed, so I'm going to turn around to give you some privacy. If you run into a problem, let me know. I'm here to help.” 
 
    She turned her chair so it was facing the door. Then she sat back down and picked up the magazine she had been reading. She was still close but wouldn't be watching as I got naked. 
 
    It shouldn't have mattered. She'd seen me naked before, but this time it was different. Back then we were both naked. Both confident in our bodies and in top form. But being in the hospital, I felt like damaged goods. 
 
    I was eager to leave, and that gave me the strength I needed to get dressed. As soon as I had a shirt on and my pants zipped up, Abby used the call button to let the nurse know we were ready. 
 
    A few minutes later, a male orderly came in the room pushing a chrome wheelchair with a blue seat. 
 
    He said, “Hi, I'm Shane, and I'll be taking you to the door. Before we go, I need to make sure you are the right person. Tell me your name and birth date.” 
 
    I'd learned earlier that the hospital kept track of patients using their last name and date of birth. Give the correct answers, and they'd know you were the right one for whatever treatment or test they had planned. 
 
    I told him I was Tony Mendoza and recited my birth date from the fake ID. The date was the same as my real one; Abby had made sure of that. She'd also made sure it had my real height and weight. 
 
    She wouldn't tell me who made the fake ID, saying it was better that I didn't know. But she did say that using the real birth date made it easier to get things right when questioned. 
 
    I wasn't sure why she knew so much about fake IDs. It was probably better that I didn't ask. 
 
    The orderly smiled when I gave him the right answers, and he said, “You're good to go.” 
 
    He helped me into the wheelchair and rolled me out of the room. We went down a series of halls, into an elevator, and then to the lobby leading to the discharge area. Abby followed, staying close behind. 
 
    When we reached the sliding doors that led out to the sidewalk, the orderly said, “We'll wait here until your car arrives.” 
 
    He turned to Abby, “You driving?” 
 
    She nodded and pulled a set of keys from her back pocket. She showed them to the orderly then kissed me on the cheek and said, “I'll be right back. Don't go anywhere.” 
 
    Four minutes later, she rolled up in a late model Toyota Sienna minivan. Pearl white with dark tinted windows. 
 
    She got out on the driver's side and opened the passenger front door. 
 
    The orderly rolled me to the van and helped me out of the chair. His parting words were, “I've seen the video, and it's pretty amazing. Glad you made it out alive.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    I settled into the leather passenger seat of the minivan and waited for Abby to get in on the driver's side. I closed my eyes and let the cool air coming from the dash vents wash over me. 
 
    It was good to be out of the hospital. Good to be away from machines that beeped all night and strangers that came in to poke and prod me. 
 
    After Abby climbed into the driver's seat, she turned to me and said, “Fasten your seat belt. We're not leaving here until you do.” 
 
    Leaving the hospital after being in an accident where a shoulder belt had probably saved my life, I didn't hesitate. I grabbed the belt, pulled out the strap and pushed the silver end into the lock until I heard it click. 
 
    Abby patted my thigh and said, “Good, we're all set. You just sit back and relax." 
 
    She put the car in gear, pulled away from the curb and drove slowly around the circle drive that took us to the street. We waited for traffic to clear then she pulled out onto San Marco and waited for the red light to turn green. I wasn't sure where she was taking me, but I knew that we'd be turning either north or south onto Tamiami Trail. 
 
    If we headed south, we'd be going toward the scene of the accident. Not a place I wanted to revisit any time soon. 
 
    When the light turned green, she headed south. 
 
    It was either the realization that we might be getting close to the wreck site or the sudden motion of the car that made me queasy. I didn't think I was going to throw up, but it was a real possibility. 
 
    I looked around the front seat and didn’t see anything that I could use as a barf bag. I turned to the back and saw a white shopping bag from Bealls. It was empty and exactly what I needed. I grabbed it and put it in my lap. 
 
    Abby looked over and asked, “You feeling okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I'm fine. Just a little dizzy. The doctor said to expect it. He said it's normal after a concussion.” 
 
     I wanted to change the subject, so I asked, “The orderly, the one pushing the wheelchair? He was the fourth person who mentioned seeing the video of the accident. I thought only the police had it. How are other people seeing it?” 
 
    Abby knew the answer. “It's on YouTube. One of the cars behind you had a dash cam. It recorded everything. It shows the Vette going airborne, crashing into your RV and tipping it over onto its side. Then the smoke and fire. 
 
    “The video is about ten minutes long. It starts right before the crash and keeps going until they’ve taken you to the hospital and the police are clearing the scene. 
 
    “You can see the Corvette blowing through the red light. And then it goes airborne and crashes into you. 
 
    “The guy with the dash cam put the video on YouTube and it didn't take long for it to go viral. It's already gotten more than eighty million views. Everybody is talking about it. 
 
     “When you get better, you'll want to see it. But not yet.” 
 
    I didn't like the idea of a YouTube video showing me in a wreck being seen by millions. It wasn't something I would have ever agreed to. 
 
    “Abby, does the video show me? Can you see my face in it?” 
 
    She shook her head, “No, it doesn't. The guy with the dash cam was sitting at the light on the northbound side of Tamiami Trail. The camera's sight line picked up all the action from the back and the side but never got a clear view of you. 
 
    “When the paramedics took you out, you were covered with a white sheet and had an oxygen mask on your face. No way anyone would have recognized you.” 
 
    I nodded. That was good news for me. But still bad news for the motorhome. 
 
    Abby said it had been destroyed, but that didn't seem right. Surely it could be fixed. Even if it couldn't be, there were things inside I needed to get. I turned to Abby. “Take me to the motorhome; I want to see what it looks like.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you're not ready. You need to rest a few days before you see it.” 
 
    She kept driving south, and we got closer and closer to the site of the accident. I wondered if she was taking me there to see how I'd handle it. She kept going, and when we got to the light where I'd been hit, I could see skid marks and gouges in the pavement on the northbound lane. Probably left there when the motorhome went over onto its side. 
 
    I had a sinking feeling in my stomach and didn't want to look. But I couldn't help myself. I looked at the skid marks and tried to remember what had happened. 
 
    I had been sitting at the stoplight, feeling good about getting back on the road. I had stocked up on food at Walmart, topped off the fuel tanks, and was starting the drive to Saint Augustine. 
 
    When the light turned green, I waited for the car in front of me to turn, and then I followed. I couldn't remember anything after that. Not until I woke up in the hospital. I hoped the YouTube video would help me fill in the gaps. 
 
    Abby slowed just before we got to the intersection, flipped on her turn signal and pulled into the parking lot of the CVS drug store. Instead of parking, she drove around the building and pulled in behind the three cars that were in line at the drive up. 
 
    She put the mini-van into park and turned to me. “We're going to get your prescription filled. Then I'm going to take you home so you can rest. Are you doing okay?” 
 
    I wasn't. All I could think about when she said “home” was my motorhome had been my home. It wasn't anymore. It had been destroyed. I asked, “Home? Where is that?” 
 
    She patted me on the shoulder and said, “Manasota Key. I found a small beach house overlooking the gulf. I think you'll like it. It's right on the water and has a large deck where you can sit and watch the dolphins play. 
 
    “But there's no TV, no internet, no computers. It's just what the doctor ordered. And it's only about ten minutes from the hospital, just in case. 
 
    “You won't be alone. I'll be staying there with you most of the time. When I'm away, you can use the burner phone to call me. It, along with your wallet, survived. They gave me both before we left the hospital.” 
 
    I nodded. I needed to recover, and Abby was going to take care of me. For that, I should have been grateful. But I wasn't. I was angry. I wanted my old life back. The way it was before the accident. Before I lost Bob. 
 
    I could get a new motorhome but couldn't live with myself if I didn't find the cat. No way was I going to leave him to fend for himself. I had to find him. 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned back in the seat wondering how long it was going to take to get the prescription filled. 
 
    Sometime later, Abby tapped me on my shoulder. “Walker, wake up. We're almost home.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    We were crossing the drawbridge that led to Manasota Key, a small barrier island off Florida's west coast. About eleven miles long and a half mile at its widest point, it's separated from the mainland by the Intracoastal Waterway, a deep canal maintained by the Corp of Engineers, stretching from New York all the way down to the Florida Keys. 
 
    Because it cuts Manasota Key off from the mainland, the only way to get to the key is to either take a boat or cross over one of the two drawbridges. The north one is in Sarasota County; the south is in Charlotte. 
 
    We crossed over the north one. 
 
    Since moving to Florida, I'd spent a lot of time on the key. It was four miles from Mango Bay, where I lived in my motorhome when I wasn't on the road. I'd been at the park almost a year and had made friends with the owners and many of my neighbors. 
 
    As Abby drove, I wondered if any of the people there had seen the video of the Vette crashing into my motorhome. Some probably had. But did any of them realize it was me in the RV? 
 
    Had they known, some would have tried to call to see how I was doing. But they wouldn't have been able to reach me. My old phone hadn't been found. I assumed it was still in the RV, if it had survived the crash. 
 
    If my friends couldn't reach me by phone, and had called the hospital asking about a patient with the last name of Walker, the answer would have been, “He’s not here.” The hospital had admitted me as Tony Mendoza, and no one in the park would know me by that name. 
 
    When Abby told me that she had rented a place on Manasota Key, I thought about all the mega-mansions that lined both sides of the road that went down the middle of the island. Most of the original fishing cabins and quaint shacks had been gobbled up and bulldozed by the rich and famous. 
 
    They had built huge multi-story mansions overlooking the water. Most remained empty nine months of the year, the owners being too busy being rich to live in them. 
 
    The starting price of even the smallest place on the north end of the key would be well over a million dollars. 
 
    The multi-story homes on both sides of the narrow canopy road created a canyon blocking the view of the beaches and the gulf waters beyond. Only the rich could enjoy what had previously been open to all. 
 
    There were still a few places where visitors could get to the beach. On the north side, just beyond the drawbridge, there was a public beach and boat launch. For those wanting more privacy, there was Blind Pass, also known as Middle Beach, a narrow slice of sand that went for miles in both directions. Walk a hundred yards north or south from the beach entrance and you'd have no one around you. 
 
    For those that preferred crowds, Englewood Beach on the south end of the key was the place to go. It had a paved parking lot, a playground, large restrooms, and a deck over the dunes leading to the beach. 
 
    On sunny days in the fall and spring, the beach parking lots would fill up quickly with visitors wanting to enjoy the sand and water. 
 
    Unfortunately, it looked like it would be a while before I could join them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    After crossing the north bridge going over the Intracoastal, Abby turned left and headed south on Canopy Road where tropical trees lined both sides of the narrow road, creating a surreal umbrella of palms that let in almost no sunlight. 
 
    Driving under the canopy, with glimpses of the gulf on one side and the waters of the Intracoastal on the other, was a welcome change from the stop and go traffic of the mainland. 
 
    We continued on and soon the canopy of trees gave way to manicured lawns behind iron gates leading to the oversized mansions that seemed so out of place on the narrow key. 
 
    I was wondering which of these places we would be staying in. Abby had said she'd found a place on the key and, other than the mansions, there weren't many other choices until you crossed over into Charlotte County on the south side. 
 
    Traffic had been light that morning, and we'd gone about half the distance from the north end of the key to the south. We were about a mile north of the Charlotte county line where the high-rise condos and cheesy beach motels began. I was hoping we weren't going that far. The beachfront motel I'd stayed in had carpet that smelled of wet dog, a sagging bed with threadbare linens and an air conditioner that struggled to keep up with the heat and humidity. On the plus side, it had direct beach access, which made up for most of its faults. 
 
    Maybe Abby had found one of those for me. If she had, it'd be fine. As long as I wasn't in the hospital, I'd be happy. 
 
    We were just about a mile south of middle beach, the lone area of the island untouched by man, a tropical jungle with tall palms and stunted pines. Abby pointed to a lone mailbox on a post just ahead. “That's our turn.” 
 
    She slowed the minivan and pulled onto a narrow crushed shell driveway that wound its way to a small one-story home sitting on a slight rise. To the right of the house, an unattached building that looked like a workshop. 
 
    Abby pulled up close to the front door, killed the engine and said, “We're home. Let me give you the tour.” 
 
    She got out, came over to my side of the car and opened the door for me. I had unbuckled my seat belt and was going to get out on my own, but since she was there to help me, I took her hand and let her. 
 
    Holding my hand, she led me to the home's front door. Instead of opening it, she turned around to face the narrow driveway we had just come in on and said, “Check out the privacy. All these trees between us and the road. You can't hear any traffic and can't see any neighbors.” 
 
    She was right; the place was private. A perfect location for a murder mystery. No witnesses and no one to hear a scream. I wasn't sure why this thought popped into my head, but it had. 
 
    Abby didn't seem to notice. She let go of my hand and reached into her pocket and pulled out a key. She slipped it into the lock and pushed the door open. 
 
    She pointed to the inside and said, “Age before beauty.” 
 
    Normally I'd reply with a snide comment since I wasn't much older, but I was feeling a little dizzy and just wanted to get inside and sit down. 
 
    I stepped into the short hallway and took a few steps. The lights weren't on, and it was too dark for me to see the layout of the place. I stopped and waited for Abby to catch up. 
 
    She was right behind me and quickly flipped on the lights. Old style incandescent bulbs that lit the place with a warm, welcoming glow. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the hardwood floors. They looked to be light oak and well worn. Where the floors ended, the pine paneling on the walls took over. I touched the wall and confirmed that the paneling was real wood, not the cheap sawdust knockoffs they sell these days. 
 
    Looking up, I saw that the ceilings were also wood, probably cypress. Thick beams crisscrossed above, giving the place a sturdy feel. Overall, the home looked like it was well built, perhaps put together by a master craftsman. 
 
    On the wall just inside the front door, a rustic sign read, “Welcome to our beach shack.” 
 
    Abby gave me time to take it all in then asked, “Ready for the tour?” 
 
    I was. 
 
    She pointed to a door on my left. “That's your bedroom. It has a private bath stocked with everything I think you'll need. There's a small closet, but nothing in it yet. When I bring in your clothes, we'll hang them there.” 
 
    Looking into the bedroom, I could see that it was sparsely furnished. A single bed with a high window above, a chest of drawers and a small desk. Everything looked to be vintage but in good condition. The room would suit me just fine. 
 
    Abby grabbed my hand and continued the tour. 
 
    “Across from the bedroom is the kitchen. It's not big but has everything we'll need. Stove, microwave and fridge. It even has a small pantry.” 
 
    She pointed to a door on the other side of the kitchen. “That leads to the second bedroom. I'll be staying there.” 
 
    I nodded. The doctor had said “no sex,” and it looked like Abby was going to make sure we abided by that rule, by having us sleep in separate rooms. 
 
    She led me away from the kitchen into the main living area. About twenty feet deep and thirty feet wide. Not big but cozy. Like the hallway, there was wood everywhere. Floors, walls, and ceilings. 
 
    The wall farthest away, the one that probably led outside, had floor-to-ceiling drapes extending the full width of the room. Abby walked over and pulled one of the curtains back. The view was breathtaking. 
 
    A sliding glass door behind the drape led to a wide deck with the waters of the Gulf of Mexico beyond. The wood on the deck looked weathered but not enough to be of concern. 
 
    While I was taking in the view, Abby opened the rest of the curtains. Behind each, a floor-to-ceiling sliding glass door. 
 
    With all the curtains opened, there was an uninterrupted view of the beach and the ocean beyond. The blue sky, the white sand, and the gentle waves were picture perfect. 
 
    It was easy to see why whoever built this place chose the location and included the wall of glass. 
 
    I was still a bit dizzy, and even though I wanted to go out on the deck, I looked for a place to sit. To my left, I saw two well-worn recliners arranged to give a view out over the deck. Between them, a small table with a reading lamp. 
 
    In the center of the room, a fabric-covered couch stood against the paneled wall. Facing the ocean, it would be a perfect place to take a nap. 
 
    Because I was tired, I headed to the couch. I wanted to see if it was comfortable enough to sleep on. 
 
    But before I got to it, Abby took my hand and said, “There's still one more room you need to see.” 
 
    She led me to a set of glass doors that opened back toward her bedroom and the kitchen. Beyond the doors was a small room set up as an office and library. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with books. In the center of the room, a desk with a well-worn rolling chair. A small lamp on the desk to provide light for anyone working there. 
 
    To the right of the desk, jalousie windows, the kind with individual glass panels. Abby cranked the window open and said, “When the deck doors are open, these windows pull in the ocean air.” 
 
    I nodded like I understood. The office was nice, the bedrooms were well placed, and the main living area with the curtains drawn open was spectacular. Clearly, the floor plan of the beach shack had been well thought out and likely reflected the tastes of whoever built it. 
 
    I wanted to see more but was too tired to continue. I had to sit. 
 
    I let go of Abby's hand, walked back into the living room and headed to the couch. As I sat, Abby opened all the sliding doors overlooking the beach. The sounds of the ocean and seabirds surrounded us. 
 
    I took a deep breath, taking in the fresh salt air. It was a welcome change from the sterile environment of the hospital. 
 
    Abby saw I was tired, and she let me sit as she made her way through the cabin, opening all the windows. 
 
    When she returned, she said, “You might as well settle in because we're going to be here for a while.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    I must have dozed off because when I woke, the sun was lower on the horizon and the breeze coming off the gulf was cooler than it had been earlier. I looked around and saw Abby sitting in one of the recliners, reading an old Look magazine. 
 
    When she saw that I was awake, she asked, “You hungry? You want me to fix you something?” 
 
    I definitely was hungry. But I didn't want Abby to feel like she needed to wait on me hand and foot, so I said, “I'll check the fridge. I want to see what we have.” 
 
    I slowly sat up, letting the dizziness settle a bit before I stood. When I was sure I wouldn't fall and make a fool of myself, I headed to the kitchen. Abby followed. 
 
    I opened the fridge and saw she had stocked it with plenty of healthy foods. Salads, vegetables, bottled water and what looked like salmon fillets from Publix. 
 
    Moving things around, I found a block of cheddar cheese. I grabbed it and headed to the pantry to see if I could find some crackers. 
 
    Finding a box of Triscuits, I looked through the overhead cabinets until I found a small plate. 
 
    I lined up twelve crackers on the plate and covered each with a slice of cheese. I put the plate in the microwave and set it for fifteen seconds. 
 
    When it was done, I took the cheese and crackers over to the kitchen table and sat. 
 
    I looked up at Abby and said, “I made us a snack. Come join me.” 
 
    She smiled, happy that I was strong or stubborn enough to care for myself, at least for the moment. 
 
    She joined me, and we sat at the table eating cheese and crackers. When we'd finished, she asked the question I was hoping she would. 
 
    “What do you want to do next?” 
 
    I could have given her several answers, but I only had one thing on my mind. I said, “I want to go look for Bob. I can't leave him out there. No man or cat left behind.” 
 
    Abby didn't say anything. She just looked at me with sadness in her eyes. After a moment, she said, “We'll go look for him, I promise. But not now. It's late in the day, and according to your doctor, you need to rest.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can rest in the car while you drive. We can cruise the streets near the crash and see if we can find him. You'll be driving; it won't be a problem for me.” 
 
    She scraped a morsel of melted cheese from the plate and put it in her mouth. She looked at me, shaking her head. 
 
    Finally, she said, “Walker, we both want to find Bob. We don't want to leave him out there on his own. But there are a lot of people looking for him. More every day, now that I've raised the reward to a thousand dollars. 
 
    “If we go out looking for him tonight, it'll tire you out and there's not much chance we'll find him, unless we get out of the car and shake the bushes. We're not going to do that. Not tonight.” 
 
    Before I could object, she said, “We're staying here. You're going to rest. If you feel up to it tomorrow, we'll go. But not tonight.” 
 
    I wanted to say something that would change her mind but couldn't. She was right; I needed to rest. I could feel my body saying the same thing. 
 
    I sighed heavily, stood up and took the empty cheese plate over to the sink. I didn't see a dishwasher, so I wiped it with a paper towel and put it in the sink. 
 
    When I turned around, the floor below me gave way to quicksand, and I had to grab the counter to keep from falling. A wave of dizziness passed over me, and for a moment, I felt like I was about to pass out. 
 
    Abby saw me grab the counter and she stood to catch me. But the dizziness quickly passed, and I was able to stand without her help. Still, she came over and asked, “Are you dizzy?” 
 
    She knew I was, but I wasn't going to admit it. So I said, “No, not really. My legs are a little wobbly from spending so much time in a hospital bed. But I can deal with it.” 
 
    She nodded then pointed to the living room. “Why don't we go out on the deck and watch the sunset? Maybe we'll see the green flash.” 
 
    According to locals, when the weather was just right, if you looked out over the gulf as the sun dipped below the horizon, you might see a green flash. It filled the whole sky but for less than a second. If you weren't looking at the right time or the right place, you wouldn't see it. 
 
    But when you did, you knew what it was. A flash of green lighting up the sky. 
 
    Some people didn't think there was such a thing as the green flash, but I'd been lucky enough to see it more than once, and I knew it was real. 
 
    Even if you didn't believe it existed, looking for it gave you an excuse to watch the sun set over the gulf; that by itself was a good enough reason to wait for it. 
 
    Abby stood and pointed me toward the living room where the large sliding doors led out to the deck. She said, “You go first, I'll follow.” 
 
    She wanted to be behind, ready to catch me if it looked like I was going to fall. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    There were two lounge chairs on the deck positioned to give the best view of the gulf waters and the setting sun. The chairs were close together, enough so we could talk over the sound of the waves. 
 
    Abby helped me into one of them and then took a seat in the other. We lay there listening to the waves breaking on the beach below and the gulls soaring high above. 
 
    As the sun slowly set, we started hearing music in the distance. Not the kind you expect to hear on the beach. It was mostly a bass track accompanied by screaming vocals about loose women, drugs and big guns. I didn't recognize the song but knew the genre. 
 
    Abby reached over and put her hand on mine. She said, “Sounds like the neighbors are having a party.” 
 
    “Neighbors? I thought you said there weren't any.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There weren’t supposed to be. But then the owners of the big house next door rented it out. The new people moved in last week, and since then, they've been having lots of parties, mostly at night. 
 
    “They have their speakers outside and play their music, full blast. Then they start drinking and yelling, and one time, I heard what sounded like someone shooting a pistol out into the gulf. 
 
    “The man I got this place from said the people who rented over there are using it to shoot a reality TV show. 
 
     “He thought most of the cast would be living there, maybe some of the crew as well. 
 
    “The TV show is supposedly about wealthy kids living it up on the beach. A camera crew follows them around and records everything. They'll probably have a camera crew there tonight to record their party. 
 
    “The producers encourage the cast members to get wild and do crazy things so the TV audience will have a reason to watch and tell their friends about the show.” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “Reality TV they call it. I think it sucks, but there isn't much I can do about it.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand and then let it go. I could tell she wasn't happy our quiet time had been interrupted. 
 
    The music in the distance paused for a moment, giving us hope that it was over. But soon the silence was pierced by the sound of a Roman candle sizzling out over the gulf and then exploding in a rainbow of colors. 
 
    I shook my head. “Does this go on every night?” 
 
    Abby watched the remnants of the fireworks drift down onto the waters then said, “No, not every night. Usually only when they are shooting scenes for a new episode. Once or twice a week.” 
 
    Before she could continue, we could hear people yelling and then saw the white trail of another Roman candle shooting up toward the heavens, followed by a thunderous blast. Then peals of laughter. 
 
    Abby took a deep breath and said, “They're not supposed to be doing that this time of year. It's turtle nesting season. Loggerheads. They come in on the sand to lay eggs. The law says no lights facing the beach after dark. It confuses the turtles. No fireworks either. 
 
    “The turtle patrol is pretty strict about it. If you get caught, you can face hefty fines. That's why most of the homes facing the beach have blackout curtains. The owners close them at night so they don't run afoul of the turtle law.” 
 
    She paused as a barrage of several rockets screamed toward the sky, each exploding with enough light to create shadows on the beach. 
 
    Distracted by the explosions overhead, we had missed the sunset and any chance of seeing the green flash. 
 
    Since it looked like the fireworks were going to continue into the night, Abby suggested we move inside. But I didn't make a move to get up. I had a question. 
 
    “What about the turtles and the no lights rule? Are they just going to get away with it?” 
 
    Abby stood and said, “No, probably not.” 
 
    She pointed down the beach toward two four-wheelers heading our way. “That's the beach patrol. They probably saw the fireworks and are coming over to tell them to turn off the lights and shut down the music. They'll probably get a ticket.” 
 
    She reached over and grabbed my hand. “Come on, let's go inside and close the curtains. We don't want the turtle patrol to come after us too.” 
 
    She helped me up and led me to the open sliding doors. Just as we reached them, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    I was surprised by the kiss and wondered what it meant. I asked. “Does that mean you love me?” 
 
    She punched me in the shoulder and said, “No, it doesn't. It just means I'm happy you made it out of the hospital alive and in one piece. A lot of people didn't think you would.” 
 
    Still holding my hand, she led me into the living room and had me sit on the couch while she closed the curtains. We hadn't left any lights on, and the room was suddenly dark. I couldn't tell where Abby was, but I could hear her voice. 
 
    She said, “Later on, after we eat, we'll turn off all the lights and open the curtains and look at the stars. Should be a good night for it, especially with the music and fireworks over.” 
 
    She turned on the overhead light, and the coziness of the cabin enveloped me. Even though we'd only been there a few hours, the place felt comfortable. Almost like home. 
 
    Abby had walked into the kitchen, and I could hear her opening the fridge. When she returned to the living room, she had a glass of wine in her hand. She held it up and said, “I would have got you one, but the doctor said, 'no alcohol.' That means your choice of drinks tonight will be limited to water, ginger ale or decaf coffee. 
 
     “We'll be having fresh salmon, brown rice and mixed veggies for dinner. What would you like to drink?” 
 
    The Chardonnay she was drinking sounded pretty good to me. But she was playing nurse and wasn't going to let me have any. I gave her my second choice. “Ginger ale, on the rocks, please.” 
 
    She nodded and pointed to the kitchen. “Get it yourself. I'm not here to wait on you hand and foot.” 
 
    I smiled and said, “But you kissed me. You said you were glad I was alive. Surely that means something.” 
 
    She returned my smile. She knew I was kidding. She pointed to the kitchen and said, “I'm going to be in there cooking dinner for you. I don't cook for anyone else. So be happy I'm not letting you starve. Get up off your butt. I don't plan on being in the kitchen by myself.” 
 
    She stood and waited for me to get up. I was pretty sure she wasn't kidding about me joining her in the kitchen. While I might not have been able to help her prepare the meal, the least I could do was sit at the small table and listen to whatever stories she might want to tell me while she cooked. 
 
    I headed for the kitchen, and she followed, probably making sure I didn't fall on the way. 
 
    I took a chair at the same table where we'd eaten our cheese and crackers and watched as she went about getting our meal together. She was efficient in her movement and seemed to know what she was doing. 
 
    After she put the rice in the cooker and had the salmon poaching in juice, she poured herself another glass of wine and came over to sit with me at the table. 
 
    She took a sip and asked, “Any questions?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, when did you start driving a minivan? Last time I saw you, you were driving a Jeep. Did you get tired of it and decide to join the ranks of soccer moms?” 
 
    She didn't answer right away. She just looked at me like maybe I had something on my face. I checked but didn't find anything. 
 
    She finally said, “I still have the Jeep and I drive it every day. But when I got the call telling me you were in the hospital, they said if you survived you might need a wheelchair to get around. I figured a wheelchair wouldn't fit in the Jeep, so I rented a minivan and drove it over here. 
 
    “I didn't think I'd like it, but it's growing on me. Leather seats, doors that open automatically and lots of room inside. When I'm in it, it's like I'm incognito. No one notices another white minivan in Florida.” 
 
    I nodded and asked, “So, if we wanted to rob a bank, we'd take the minivan, right?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, we'd take the van. No one would even notice our getaway.” Then she asked, “I have a question about your cat. How did he get his name? Mango Bob. Where did that come from?” 
 
    I was pretty sure she'd asked the same question the last time we were on the road. I'd given her the answer then and knew she remembered. 
 
    She probably asked again so I would have something to talk about while we waited for dinner. 
 
    The long version involved two women and me driving across the country to deliver the cat to one of them. Telling Abby about the two women might have raised some questions I didn't want to answer. So, just as I had before, I told her the short version. The one where I skip over the women involved and just focus on the cat. 
 
    It went like this. 
 
    “A sister of a friend was living by herself on Mango Street in Englewood. She didn't have any pets and no desire to get one. But one morning after a heavy tropical downpour, she woke to the sound of something crying outside her door. 
 
    “When she went to investigate, she found a tiny kitten, shivering and covered in mud. It was wet, scared and hungry. And all alone. 
 
    “She couldn't bear to hear it cry, so she took it in, dried it off, and made a bed where it could stay. While the kitten slept, she went to the store, bought kitten food, a litter box, and litter. She wanted to make the little creature comfortable even though she didn't plan on keeping it for long. 
 
    “She told herself she'd nurse it back to health then find it a good home. 
 
    “When she took it to the vet for a checkup, they wanted to know the kitten's name. She had just been calling him ‘Cat’ but was afraid the vet might get him mixed up with another cat, so she came up with a new name. Mango Bob. 
 
    “Bob, because he had a bobtail. And Mango because she found him on Mango Street.” 
 
    “The vet entered 'Mango Bob' as his name, and that's what it has been ever since.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “Good story. But how much did you leave out? Maybe some juicy details about the woman in Arkansas and the other one in Florida.” 
 
    It was unnerving that Abby knew about the woman being from Arkansas. I hadn't included that detail in my first or second telling. I should have been surprised that she knew, but I wasn’t. Her knowing had something to do with her gift. At least, that's what she wanted people to think. 
 
    I'd seen it before; she knew little details about things that she shouldn't have. Sometimes she'd know when someone was coming or when something bad had happened to them. 
 
    Her ability to seemingly read my mind was kind of scary, but I had seen other things she could do that were far more impressive. 
 
    Rather than elaborate on the woman from Arkansas, I decided to change the subject. 
 
    I pointed at the stove and said, “You might need to check the food; it smells like it's done.” 
 
    She shook her head, got up from the table and headed to the stove. On the way, I heard her whisper, “Sarah and Molly. That's their names.” 
 
    She was right. There was no way she should have known about them. But she did. 
 
    I ignored her comment and watched as she took the salmon off the grill. She cut it into two pieces and put each on a clean plate. She added a scoop of brown rice and a few veggies then brought the dishes over to the table. 
 
    The food looked great, and I was hungry. But before I could take a bite, Abby said, “Tell me the rest of the story. Tell me how Bob ended up living with you instead of Sarah.” 
 
    I looked at her and smiled. “I will. After we eat.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    After dinner, I cleaned off the table and carried the dishes over to the counter by the stove. If I had felt a little better, I would have washed them instead of leaving them for Abby. She had cooked the meal, and it should have been me cleaning up after her. That's what a gentleman does; he shares the work. 
 
    But just walking to the counter made me a little dizzy. I didn't know if I would be able to wash them by hand without keeling over, so I just rinsed them with warm water and walked back to the table where Abby was still sitting. 
 
    When I sat, she looked up at me and said, “Tell me the rest of the story. About how you ended up with Mango Bob.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There's not much to tell. The woman who had him wanted me to keep him for a few days while she was out of town looking for a new job. I had no reason to believe she wouldn't come back, so I agreed to take care of him while she was gone. 
 
    “He moved into the motorhome with me, and we waited for her return. While we waited, I fed him his favorite food, cleaned his litter box, and took care of him the best I could. 
 
    “I figured he might be a little stressed living in a new place with a new person, so I bought him some treats and a few toys. I even played toss the string with him. 
 
    “After a few days, he seemed content with his new living arrangements. He staked out his favorite places, including the window by my bed, and would talk to me whenever he wanted something. Usually, it was for more food or a toy to play with. 
 
    “I was starting to enjoy his company, but I kept telling him that his time with me in the motorhome was just temporary. He'd soon be back with his person, and he'd probably never see me again. 
 
    “I doubt that he understood what I was saying, but if he did, it didn't seem to upset him. 
 
    “After a week and no word from Sarah about when she was coming back, I started to worry. 
 
    “Maybe something had happened to her. Maybe she was in the hospital. Or maybe her car broke down, and she couldn’t travel. 
 
    “Whatever it was, I wanted to check and offer my help if she needed it. I texted her and called. But she didn't reply to my text and didn't answer her phone. 
 
    “I tried to reach her for weeks, calling and texting, but she never answered. Eventually, her phone number was turned off, and I didn't know any other way to reach her. 
 
    “Fearing the worst, I asked her friends if they knew where she was or if she was in trouble. 
 
    “But her friends hadn't heard from her either. All they knew was she'd left town for her new job and hadn't been back since. When I asked her best friend if she had a phone number for the new job, she gave it to me. I called and was told she no longer worked there. 
 
    “I explained I was a close friend worried about her, and they told me that when she left, she said something about getting a job on a cruise ship. They didn't know the name of the cruise line or if the ship was even based in the States. 
 
    “All they knew was she was gone. She’d left without providing a forwarding address or contact information. 
 
    “After two months without hearing from her, I started to think she wasn't coming back. After four months, I pretty much accepted it. She wasn't coming back, and Bob was my responsibility.” 
 
    Abby nodded. She'd heard the story before, but she pretended like she hadn't. It was kind of her to do that. 
 
    Talking about how I ended up with Bob made me realize how much he had become a part of my life. Since moving into the motorhome with me, we were always together. He traveled with me on every trip and kept me company along the way. No matter what was going on in my life, he was there for me. In return, he just wanted food in his bowl, a clean litter box, and someone he could rely on. 
 
    He put his trust in me, and I should have been out looking for him. 
 
    Abby had listened to my story without saying anything. She knew I missed Bob and wanted to get him back. She had lost her own cat, to an illness. She understood the pain of losing someone so much a part of your life. 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on mine and said, “You'll find him. I know you will, and soon. I've got this feeling he's safe. He's not hurt, but he's scared and wants you to rescue him.” 
 
    I hoped she was right about me finding him. She'd been right about a lot of things. That was part of her gift of being able to sometimes see into the future. I didn't believe it at first, but after our last trip together, I’d become a believer. I saw her do things that should have been impossible for anyone without knowledge of the future. 
 
    I was convinced she had a gift of some kind, and I hoped what she had said about me finding Bob was something she was seeing instead of something she was saying to make me feel better. 
 
    Abby looked at me for a moment then asked, “How far is Mango Street from the scene of the accident? The place where he was found when he was a kitten.” 
 
    I'd made the drive several times and knew the answer. “About seven miles. You think he made his way back there? To Mango Street?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don't know, but we should check. I'll add that to the list of places we're going to tomorrow.” 
 
    “So, you have a list of places? You want to share it with me?” 
 
    She smiled. “Sure, no reason not to. We're going to get up early, eat breakfast, and head out in the minivan. 
 
    “First thing we're going to do is stop at Bealls and get you some real shoes. You can't keep wearing those baby-blue hospital slippers forever. 
 
    “After that, we're going to the impound lot where they've got your motorhome. They said if your driver's license matches the title, they'll take you to the wreck and you can look around. Maybe you'll find a few things you want to save. 
 
    “Then, if you're not too tired, we'll grab lunch and cruise over to Mango Street. We'll see if Bob has made his way over there. If we don't find him, we'll swing by the animal shelters in Englewood and Venice. Maybe we'll get lucky. 
 
    “That's a lot of stops, and you'll probably be pretty tired by then, so we'll come back here and rest. Later, after we eat dinner, we'll go back out looking for him. Cats usually come out after dark, and that might be our best chance to find him. 
 
    “Anything else you want to add to the list?” 
 
    I thought about it and couldn’t come up with anything. The thing was I wasn't sure I'd be up for it. The short twenty-minute ride from the hospital to the beach shack had made me dizzy and nauseous. No telling what spending all day in a car would do. 
 
    Still, I smiled and said, “Sounds good to me. When are we leaving?” 
 
    Abby pointed to my bedroom. “Depends on when you get up. Bealls opens at nine, so sometime after that. But it all depends on how you feel. Your doctor said not to overdo it. If you don't feel up to it in the morning, we'll postpone. Everything can wait another day.” 
 
    I wasn't so sure. I felt like I needed to get out and look for Bob. It was something I had to do. No matter how I felt the next morning, I was going to hit all the places on Abby's list. Too much was at stake to sit at home while Bob was out in the wild. 
 
    Abby pointed to the living room. “Do you want to go out on the deck, look at the stars?” 
 
    I did. “Yeah, as long as the party boys next door have turned it down a notch. I don't want to be forced to listen to their crappy music.” 
 
    She smiled. “You sound like an old man. You don't like their music, you don't like the way they dress, and you'd probably yell at them if they got on your lawn, assuming you had one.” 
 
    She was right, I didn't know the people next door, but there was a growing list of things I didn't like about them. If I had felt better, I might have gone over and had a talk with them. Let them know that their loud music was bothering the neighbors. Then see where it went after that.  
 
    Maybe they'd quiet down. But maybe they wouldn't. Maybe the men over there were full of testosterone and itching for a fight. 
 
    It wasn’t something I could chance. Not yet. The doctor said to rest and avoid stress. Taking on the rowdy crowd next door was something he would likely frown on. 
 
    Still, I was thinking that maybe I needed to do something about them. I didn't tell Abby. I didn't want her to worry that I might do something rash. 
 
    She seemed to know what I was thinking because she said, “The people next door are not all bad. Maybe when you get to know them, you'll like them. Or at least learn to put up with them.” 
 
    She patted my hand and said, “Don't worry about those people. You've had a rough week. You need to concentrate on getting better.” 
 
    She was right. It had been a rough week. I'd almost died in an accident. My home and everything I owned was destroyed. I spent several days in a coma in the hospital, and Bob was gone. 
 
    To make matters worse, I wasn't sure if I was getting better. The loud music and exploding fireworks had jello sloshing around in my head. I'd never had that sensation before the accident and knew it wasn't normal. 
 
    I didn't tell Abby though. I didn't want her to worry. I'd just try to tough it out on my own. 
 
    She patted my hand again and pushed away from the kitchen table. She walked out onto the deck to check on the neighbors’ party. I could hear the sliding door open when she went out and heard it close when she came back in. 
 
    She said, “All quiet on the western front. The party's over, at least it sounds that way. It's safe for us to go back out.” 
 
    I stood, and when she took my hand, she squeezed it lightly and led me out onto the deck. Sometime during the day, she had moved the lounge chairs closer together. So close that she could hold my hand while we lay in the chairs and watched the stars in the sky above. 
 
    We saw a few meteors, listened to the incoming tide, and just vegged out. About an hour later, we headed to bed. Abby went to hers, and I went to mine. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I slept well and woke to the smell of bacon. Abby had gotten up early and cooked us breakfast. 
 
    I stumbled into the kitchen and saw her standing in front of the stove wearing an apron and holding a spatula over a hot skillet. 
 
    When she saw me, she said, “Morning sunshine. Glad to see you finally got up. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. How about you?” 
 
    She smiled. “I slept but woke up early. I didn't want to disturb you, so I sat on the deck and listened to the waves for a while. Then I got hungry, came in and started breakfast. 
 
    “Now that you're out of bed, go wash up and put some clothes on. Breakfast will be ready when you come back.” 
 
    She pointed to the clock on the wall beside the fridge. “It's already late. Get a move on.” 
 
    The clock showed it was almost nine. About two hours later than I expected. I went back to my room, washed up, and put on the same clothes I had worn the day before. When it came to my wardrobe, I didn't have much to choose from. My real clothes, or what was left of them, were still in the motorhome. The only thing I had to wear were the clothes Abby had bought for me. 
 
    While we ate breakfast, she went over her list again. 
 
    “First thing, Bealls to get you some shoes. That shouldn't take more than twenty minutes. 
 
    “Then we go to the impound lot in Venice. It's on Seaboard in the industrial park. I called earlier, and they said show a driver's license, pay the towing and lot fees, and you can go into your motorhome and get whatever you want. 
 
    “They said the towing fee was six hundred dollars and there's a hundred-dollar-a-day storage fee. The total so far is thirteen hundred dollars. 
 
    “They accept cash but prefer a credit card because you'd need the card receipt to get towing and storage fees reimbursed by your insurance company.” 
 
    She continued, “I wasn't sure if your credit cards survived, so I checked your wallet. They are still there. 
 
    “When we leave the impound lot, we'll go to the Venice animal shelters. There are four of them; we'll check them all. If we don't find him, we’ll check the Englewood shelters. If still no Bob, we'll cruise Mango Street, see if he made his way back to his old home.” 
 
    She looked at the clock and said, “We've got a lot to do, but you're not going out looking like that. You haven't bathed or shaved in a week. You need to do that now. I'll be waiting on the deck when you're done. Don't take too long.” 
 
    She left me at the kitchen table and headed out onto the deck. My marching orders had been to shower and shave. And do it quickly. Usually, I don't take orders too well, but I really did need to shower and shave. I pushed away from the table and headed to my bathroom. 
 
    The day before, Abby had said she'd stocked it with everything I needed. Shaving cream, a razor, and deodorant. Pulling the shower curtain back, I found a bottle of shampoo/conditioner and a bar of soap. 
 
    Clean towels were neatly stacked on a small table near the sink. Seeing that I had all I needed, I stripped off my clothes and hung them on a towel rack. The clothes were all I had, and I would need to wear them again. I turned on the shower and waited for the water to heat up. A minute later, I stepped in and let the warm water wash over me. After not showering for more than a week, it felt great. 
 
    Had I not been on Abby's schedule, I would have stayed in until the water ran cold. But she was waiting, so I didn't waste any time. 
 
    I got out, dried off, went to the sink and shaved. Just as I was finishing, there was a light tap on the door. Abby asked, “You ready yet?” 
 
    “Almost, just need to put my clothes on.” 
 
    “Good because time’s a wasting. I'll be out in the car waiting.” 
 
    That didn't sound good. I knew it was never a good idea to make a woman wait in the car. Especially Abby. 
 
    I quickly dressed, put on the paper-thin hospital slippers, and headed for the door. On the way out, I grabbed my burner phone and looked for my wallet. 
 
    Not finding it, I went outside to ask her about it. She had said she'd gone through it looking for my credit cards and maybe she knew where it was. As I got close to the car, I could see her holding the wallet in the air, waving it in my direction. She either knew I'd been looking for it or read my mind. 
 
    Either way, the wallet was not lost. 
 
    Abby was in the driver's seat and had already started the minivan. I climbed in on the passenger side. As soon as I put my seat belt on, she put the van in gear, and we headed down the crushed shell driveway leading to Manasota Beach Road. 
 
    When we reached pavement, she took a right, and we headed south, toward Englewood's public beach. As we passed the house next door, where the reality show people were staying, I saw several cars in the drive. Most were late model sports cars, the kind young men with too much money and too little sense buy. 
 
    Abby didn't notice the cars; she was focused on the road ahead, watching out for bikers, walkers, and tourists who had lost their way. 
 
    When we reached the public beach, she took the round-about and headed east across the long bridge connecting Manasota Key with the mainland. 
 
    When we reached the light at McCall Road, she took a right, passing McDonald’s, and headed toward the Merchants Crossing shopping center where Bealls was located. 
 
    Traffic was light, and it only took us a few minutes to get there. She pulled into the lot and found a shady spot to park. Before she killed the engine, she turned to me and asked, “Can you make it from here or do you want me to drop you at the front door?” 
 
    I smiled. “I can make it. It's not that far. But maybe you should hold my hand just in case I get dizzy.” 
 
    She laughed. “You must be feeling better, wanting to hold hands in public.” 
 
    She was right; I was feeling better. And I liked holding hands with Abby. Even in public. 
 
    Inside the store, we headed to the men's shoe department. Like a lot of women, Abby was shoe savvy and had ideas on what I should get. 
 
    She steered me over to the sandals and picked up a Teva. She gave it a squeeze and smiled. I didn't know why squeezing shoes was part of the buying process, but I'd seen a lot of women do it. It seemed like something they enjoyed. 
 
    Abby held out the sandal, maybe thinking I wanted to give it a squeeze, but I didn't. I'm not a sandal kind of guy. I don't like leaving my toes exposed to the world. And I don't like that I can't run in sandals. It could be a problem if I was running after someone or running away. 
 
    I knew that men wearing sandals in Florida was the norm, but not for me. I wasn't the sandal type. 
 
    Rather than explaining all this to Abby, I just said, “Find me some steel toe tennis shoes, and I'll be happy.” 
 
    She gave the sandal one last squeeze and put it back on the display rack. She almost grabbed another one to squeeze but resisted the urge. Then she led me over to the work shoe section and said, “Take a seat; I'll find something you'll like.” 
 
    She walked down the rows of shoes, squeezing the ones that caught her attention. At the end of each row, she'd turn and head down another, stopping and touching shoes along the way.  
 
    I was afraid she wasn't going to find what I wanted, but she finally stopped in the middle of a row and picked up a pair of shoes. She asked, “Eleven wide, right?” 
 
    I didn't know how she knew my shoe size, but she was right. Eleven wides usually worked for me.  
 
    She didn't wait for my answer. Instead, she took one shoe out of the box, pulled out the paper stuffing and handed it to me. “Try this.” 
 
    It looked like a tennis shoe but was heavier than expected. I looked it over and noticed it had a steel toe. Score one for Abby. 
 
    I tried it on, and it fit. I handed it back to her and said, “These will do.” 
 
    She said, “No, you can't just try the left shoe. You have to try them both.” 
 
    She pulled the other shoe out of the box, removed the paper stuffing and handed to me. When she saw that the shoe fit, she put both back in the box and said, “Anything else you need while we're here?” 
 
    I could think of a lot of things I needed. Shirts, pants, underwear, and socks. But I didn't want to spend any more time in the store. I wanted to get back on the road and go to the impound lot to see what was left of my motorhome. 
 
    On the way to the checkout, Abby grabbed a three pack of men's low-cut socks. The shoes and socks were on sale at forty percent off, and I was happy to pay with a credit card. The paper receipt from the register came with a ten dollar off coupon that could be used on my next purchase. Needing a new wardrobe, I figured it would come in handy. 
 
    Back out in the car, I took off my hospital slippers and put on my new socks and shoes. Usually, I don't get too excited about shoes, but this time it was different. Taking off the hospital slippers and putting on real shoes gave me hope. It meant I was well on my way to recovery. 
 
    Abby smiled and said, “You like them, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. You did good.” 
 
    She grabbed the empty shoe box and tossed it into the back seat. She started the minivan, and we headed to the second stop on her list—the impound lot where the remains of my motorhome were stored. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “You sure you want to do this? To see what's left of your motorhome? If you're not feeling up to it, we could go see it some other day.” 
 
    I'd wondered the same thing earlier that morning. Did I really want to see what was left of my RV? And did I want to sift through the wreck, trying to find anything worth keeping? 
 
    The reality was, whether I wanted to or not, it needed to be done. There were some important papers and coins stored in the fireproof box under the bed, and I needed to retrieve them. 
 
    The papers included the title to the motorhome, my honorable discharge papers, my bank statements and other documents I would need in the future. 
 
    If I were lucky, I might even find my health insurance card in what remained of the bedside table. 
 
    More important than the papers in the fireproof safe was a question I really didn't want the answer to but needed to know. Would I find Bob's remains in the motorhome? If they were there, I'd be devastated. But I had to find out. 
 
    The only way to know for sure was to go look.  
 
    Abby understood this; it was probably why she put the motorhome at the top of her list of places we planned on visiting. 
 
    She was waiting for my answer, so I said, “Yeah, we need to do this today. Before the weather ruins whatever is left inside it. I don't know what I'll find, but I need to look.” 
 
    Abby nodded and said, “When you first see the wreck you may want to bail. If you do, just let me know. We can always go back any time you want.” 
 
    I nodded, but I knew I wasn't going to change my mind. I had to search the wreck. I had to know whether Bob got out safely or not. 
 
    It took about twenty minutes to get from Englewood to the impound lot in Venice. The place was in the industrial park on the mainland side of the Intracoastal Waterway. 
 
    In any other town, the area would have been prime waterfront real estate. But years earlier, the city fathers of Venice had a different plan. They wanted to create an area for machine shops and auto repair facilities off the island but close enough that locals didn't have to go too far to get things done. 
 
    By the time the city fathers realized their mistake, the industrial park with long waterfront views was established. Some of the most valuable land in Venice, sought by high-end hotels, resorts, and restaurants, wasn't available to them. Instead, the land was used by cement factories, salvage yards and auto impound lots. 
 
    The one we were visiting had a ten-foot-tall chain link fence with three strands of barb wire across the top. A sign near the gate said, “Warning, this area patrolled by guard dogs.” 
 
    A narrow driveway at the entrance led to a small cinder block building. A metal door painted black, with the words “Enter Here” in white, told us where we needed to go. 
 
    I was glad I wasn't wearing sandals. The lot was littered with slivers of metal and car parts, which had probably fallen off impounded wrecks or cars going to the crusher. 
 
    My motorhome would likely be heading there as well. A sad thought. 
 
    Abby and I went through the metal door and walked up to the well-worn counter that separated the office from the visitors. A woman sitting at a chair behind the counter stood up and said, “What can I do for you folks?” 
 
    Abby pointed at me. She wanted me to tell the story. So I did. 
 
    “I was in a wreck, and my motorhome was towed here. I need to go through it and see if I can find some things.” 
 
    The woman smiled and asked, “You own that motorhome? The one from the video?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that's mine. I was in it when it happened.” 
 
    She shook her head. “When I watched the video, and I saw that Vette go airborne and crash right through your RV, it looked like it was from a movie. But I knew better. We had what's left of it here in the lot. After seeing it on the tow truck, I was sure whoever was driving would be dead.” 
 
    She smiled. “You sure you were the driver? You don't look dead to me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I was driving, and now that I'm out of the hospital, I need to see what's left of it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are not going to like what you see. But we got it, and you can go look at it.” 
 
    She turned around and yelled, “Rooster, you need to come up here. It's the guy who was driving the motorhome. The one that got whacked by the Corvette.” 
 
    A moment later, an older man who looked like he spent too much time in the sun walked up and stood beside the woman. He looked at me and said, “You don't look too hurt to me. They said you was close to death. It sure don't look like it now.” 
 
    He pointed to the fenced-in area of the lot. “It’s out there. What's left of it. 
 
    “It took us two trucks to get it up here. Parts falling off all the way. 
 
    “You here to take pictures for the insurance company?” 
 
    “Yeah, we're going to take a few pictures, but I also need to get inside, see if I can find a few things I left in it.” 
 
    Rooster nodded like he understood and asked, “You haven't seen it since the accident, have you? 
 
    “If you had, you wouldn't be wanting to go through it. Not much left but broken glass and burned out cabinets. 
 
    “Still if you want to go see it, I’ll take you out there. But first, you have to get right with your bill.” 
 
    Rooster turned to the woman beside him. “His bill ready?” 
 
    She nodded. “I've got it right here. Thirteen hundred dollars, as of today. If he wants to leave it here, it'll be a hundred dollars a day until it's gone. If he wants us to crush it, it'll be another six hundred.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “Cash or credit?” 
 
    I pulled out a credit card and asked, “Will this do?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Before I handed her the card, I said, “I'll need to see the motorhome before I decide whether to crush it or not.” 
 
     “Sure, no problem. But before you can go out there, I'll need to see your driver's license to make sure you are the owner of the RV.” 
 
    I opened my wallet and pulled out my license, the real one. The name on it matched the RV's registration. 
 
    I handed it to her, and she compared it to the paperwork on her desk. She looked up at me then down at the license and said, “You looked a lot better back when this picture was taken. I guess being in a wreck like the one you were in will do that to a fellow. 
 
    “After seeing the video, I wouldn't have believed you survived. But since you're standing right here in front of me, I guess you did.” 
 
    She handed my license back and held out her hand for my credit card. I gave it to her and watched as she ran it through her machine. There were a few beeps as it connected, then a pause, then the sound of a receipt being printed. 
 
    She tore it off, handed it to me along with a pen and said, “Sign on the bottom.” 
 
    Before signing, I checked the amount. It showed thirteen hundred dollars, which, according to what she'd said earlier, covered towing and storage fees but not crushing. 
 
    I signed the slip of paper and gave it back to her. 
 
    She turned to Rooster and asked, “You want to go out there and make sure he doesn’t get hurt?” 
 
    It wasn't so much as a question as her telling him he needed to go with me out into the yard. 
 
    Rooster nodded, stepped around the counter and said, “It's up near the fence on the back. We had to move it from the front because so many people were stopping to take pictures.” 
 
    He turned to Abby. “Young lady, are you going with us?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good. You two wait here while I put Roscoe up. He gets a little bitey around strangers.” 
 
    Rooster went out the door, and we waited. 
 
    The woman behind the counter tapped something into her computer and said, “You need to buy a stack of lottery tickets. You surviving that crash means luck’s on your side.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded like I agreed with her, but I didn't feel lucky. I had lost everything in the crash. I didn't bother to tell her though. She seemed like a nice person, and there was no need to hurt her feelings. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rooster returned and said, “The dog’s up. We can go out there now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    We walked about a hundred feet through rows of wrecked and abandoned cars. I expected to see the top of the motorhome over them. It was always that way when I parked at Walmart. No matter how far away, I could always see the tall motorhome over all the cars. 
 
    But not that day. I couldn't see it. And that was starting to worry me. 
 
    We kept walking, and I kept looking for it. But I didn't see it until we were right in front of it. 
 
    I wasn't prepared for what I saw. 
 
    Instead of the well-kept motorhome I had lived in for a year, all that was left were two large pieces of twisted metal. 
 
    The front half, where I had been sitting at the time of the accident, had the least amount of damage. You could still tell that it had once been the front end of a truck. The windshield was gone as were the side windows. But the driver, passenger seats and steering wheel were still intact. 
 
    That was about it though. Everything behind the driver's seat was gone. At least that's the way it looked. 
 
    The back part, which had been the living area, was a separate piece. 
 
    Anyone seeing it would know it had been in a serious accident, but they wouldn't have been able to tell that it once had been a nice motorhome. 
 
    There was no roof, and most of the side walls were gone. The only thing that remained to suggest it might have been a RV was the toilet still attached to the floor where the bathroom had once been. 
 
    As I took it all in, I finally understood why everyone was surprised I lived through the crash. Had I been anywhere other than the driver’s seat when the Vette plowed into me, I wouldn't have survived. 
 
    Abby came over and put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, but it's worse than I thought. Not much left of it.” 
 
    She put her arm around me, gave me a hug and said, “It could have been worse.” 
 
    I looked at her and shook my head. “Tell me how. How could it have been worse?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “You could have died. But you didn't; you lived through it.” 
 
    She continued. “You can replace the motorhome. That'll be easy. You might even like looking at new ones. I'll even go with you if you want.” 
 
    I nodded and took a deep breath. She was right; it could have been worse. I could have died or been horribly injured. The fact that I was up and walking a week after the wreck was almost a miracle. I should have been thankful. 
 
    I kissed her on the cheek and said, “I'm glad you're here with me. And I'm glad to be alive.” 
 
    Rooster, who had kept quiet while I was getting over the shock of seeing the remains, finally spoke up. “If you two lovebirds need some privacy, I can go back to the office. But if you want to get inside the wreck and look around, now's the time. I can't stay out here all day.” 
 
    I had been holding Abby's hand, and I guess it looked to Rooster like we were more than just friends. We weren't, at least I didn't think we were. I let go of her hand and said, “Yeah, I want to go in. I need to look around; see what I can find.” 
 
    Rooster nodded and said, “Let’s get something clear. There's a lot of broken glass and sharp metal shards in there. Make a wrong step or put your hands where you shouldn’t and you could get hurt bad. If you do, I'll call 9-1-1, but that's it. I'm not a doctor and can't do anything for you. 
 
    “And we're not liable. As soon as you pass through our gates, you're on your own. Got it?” 
 
    Rooster looked at me, waiting for my answer. I thought about what he had said about getting hurt. I knew climbing into the remains of the motorhome would be dangerous. But I had to go look. 
 
    I looked at him and said, “I understand. It's dangerous. If I get hurt, I'm on my own. You're not liable.” 
 
    Rooster crossed his arms and said, “I don't like that we have to do it this way, but with all the lawyers out there sniffing around trying to find a way to make a buck, we have to be careful.” 
 
    He pointed at the motorhome. “I wouldn't go in there. Even if they paid me to, I wouldn't go in. Not without a hazmat suit and heavy boots. 
 
    “It's a real mess. A lot of broken glass and nasty stuff from the holding tank. 
 
     “I won't think less of you if you don't go in. I can go get the golf cart and drive you and your lady friend back to the office, and you can be on your way.” 
 
    I nodded, but I'd already made up my mind. I needed to go in and look around. It had to be done. 
 
      
 
    Instead of just climbing in, I tried to remember where Bob was when we got hit. He had been sitting up front with me when we pulled into the Walmart parking lot. But while I was putting the groceries up, he moved to the couch behind the driver's seat. I was pretty sure that's where he was when the Vette crashed into us. 
 
    With most of the driver's side wall missing, I could see that the couch was gone as well as the wall on the other side. The ceiling had collapsed onto the floor, hiding whatever was underneath. 
 
    The Corvette had hit us six feet off the ground, just above the couch. If Bob had been sitting there, there wouldn’t be much chance he survived. 
 
    I didn't want to find his remains in the rubble, but I had to look. I wanted to believe he had escaped and was still alive, but I needed to be sure. 
 
    Since the front section of the motorhome was the least damaged, I started there. The back of the driver's compartment had been sheared off, leaving just an open shell leading to the front seats. 
 
    I didn't have to worry about getting the mangled driver's door open. I could step in behind it, where the sidewall and couch had once been. 
 
    I stepped in, and the front half of the motorhome moved under my weight. I quickly stepped back out and looked over at Rooster. 
 
    He pointed to the glass littering the floor and said, “Don't worry about the wreck moving a bit. It ain't going nowhere. It's the broken glass that’ll get you. The front window might have been safety glass, but the side windows weren't. When they shattered, they sprayed glass all over. You'll need to watch your step and be careful where you put your hands.” 
 
    I nodded and stepped back into the front half of the wreck. This time it didn't move, but the broken glass crunched under my shoes. Looking around, I could see glass on the dash, seats, and the floor. 
 
    Thinking about what it was like right before the wreck, I remembered the only things of value in the driver's area had been my wallet, my phone, and my insurance and registration that I kept in an envelope in the console. 
 
    My wallet and the burner phone had been recovered by the rescue team but not my primary phone. I needed to find it. It had my contact list, lots of photos, and my call history. If I could find the phone, I could check my messages and let people know I was still alive. 
 
    Since the cab area had the least amount of damage, and since that's where I last saw my phone and the registration papers, I decided to start my search there. 
 
    I took another step; more glass crunched under my feet. I put my hand on what remained of the cab wall but immediately regretted it. A sliver of glass dug into the palm of my hand. The cut wasn't deep, but it stung. 
 
    I continued moving into the cab area. Another step, more broken glass crunching under my feet. I reached for the back of the driver's seat but stopped when I heard Rooster say, “Don't touch that. It's full of glass.” 
 
    He was right. I could see tiny pieces of glass glistening in the light coming through the missing roof. I turned to thank him, and he said, “Come out of there.” 
 
    I shook my head; I wasn't leaving until I found what I was looking for. 
 
    Apparently, Rooster wasn't the kind of guy who took “no” for an answer. He said, “Don't be a fool. Come back out here. I’ve got something you’ll want.” 
 
    I looked back to see him holding a pair of oil and mud-stained work gloves. “They ain't pretty, but they'll keep your fingers from being sliced up.” 
 
    He leaned into the wreck and held the gloves out toward me. I took them, thanked him, and put them on. They were soaked with oil and crusty with mud. But they fit and were heavy enough to keep my hands from getting cut. 
 
    From behind me, Abby said, “Walker, be careful. There's nothing in there worth getting hurt for.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I won't know until I look.” 
 
    I turned back toward the front and worked my way through the debris to squeeze between the driver's and passenger's seat. The console over the engine cover was directly in front of me. 
 
    I cleared away the broken glass from the top and reached into what would have been a glove compartment. I was hoping the envelope with my registration and insurance was still there. 
 
    It was. The envelope had gotten wet, probably from the water the fire crew had sprayed while the RV was burning. But the papers inside were still intact. 
 
    I made my way back out and handed the wet envelope to Abby. “Hold on to this. It's got my insurance in it.” 
 
    She took it from me and asked, “Can we leave now?” 
 
    “No, I'm going back in. I want to see if I can find my phone.” 
 
    I climbed in, made my way back up to between the driver's and passenger seats and looked around. I was hoping finding my phone would be just as easy as finding the registration. When driving, I keep the phone in the top slot of the console. Maybe it was still there. 
 
    I checked and came up empty. No phone, just a lot of broken glass. 
 
    I remembered they said the motorhome had been knocked over on its side when the car hit it. Everything loose would have slid over to the passenger side. My phone included. 
 
    It most likely fell out of the console, dropped to the floor, and slid under the passenger seat.  
 
    Since I was already standing next to it, I bent over to take a look. I saw a lot of broken glass, a few coins, but no phone. 
 
     That meant it was probably in the foot well, the space between the door and the passenger seat. 
 
    If that’s where it had landed, it would be a problem. When the motorhome tipped over and slammed into the pavement, it pushed the passenger seat tight up against the passenger door. That made it impossible to slide my hand from the seat cushion down into the foot well. I had to figure out a different way. 
 
    If I could get the passenger door open, it would be easy to get into it. But there was no way to open it from the inside. The collapsed passenger seat blocked access to the door handle. I looked around trying to see if there was anything else worth recovering. But there wasn't. Just more broken glass. 
 
    I climbed back out of the motorhome and walked over to the passenger side. The window was missing, and the door frame was bent. The exterior door handle was missing as well, probably crushed by the weight of the motorhome when it tipped onto the pavement. 
 
    I wasn't giving up though. I reached in through the broken window and tried the inside handle. But I couldn’t get to it. The remains of the passenger seat were wedged up against it. 
 
    With the back half of the motorhome gone from just behind the passenger seat, I figured I could climb back in and reach into the foot well from behind the seat. It would be tight, but I was pretty sure I could do it. All I'd have to do was squeeze my arm between the seat and the door then reach down into the foot well to see if anything were there. 
 
    With all the broken glass, it wasn't something I wanted to do. But if that's what it took to find my phone, I was going to give it a try. 
 
    I went back into the wreck and squatted down close to the back of the passenger seat. I put my hand between the door and the seat and shoved my arm in as far as it would go. It was a tight fit; I could feel the hard surface of the door along with tiny slivers of glass tearing at my skin. Still, I had gotten my arm far enough in so that I could reach into the foot well. 
 
    Not being able to see what was in it, I had to use my hand to feel my way around. It was packed with debris that hadn't been bolted down at the time of the accident. A plastic water bottle, a few candy wrappers, lots of coins, and plenty of broken glass. 
 
     I touched every solid object hoping one of them would be my phone. But no luck. 
 
    Pushing my hand deeper through the broken glass, I reached a new layer of debris. It was there that I felt the phone. I wrapped my fingers around it and held firm as I pulled my arm out from the impossibly tight space. 
 
    I turned to Abby and showed her what I'd found. Instead of smiling, she frowned and walked over to me. She took the phone then pointed at my arm. It was covered in blood. 
 
    I hadn't felt the cuts while I was digging through the debris, but there was no doubt they were the result of broken glass. 
 
    Fortunately, none looked too deep. I wiped my arm on my shirt and held it out so Abby could get a closer look. She said, “They're not as bad as I thought they'd be, but you need to be careful in there. Those cuts could get infected.” 
 
    She was right. With all the debris in the motorhome, including the spilled contents of the toilet and black tank, it would be easy for the open wounds on my arm to rub against contaminated surfaces. 
 
    Abby held up my phone. “Was it worth the effort? It's just a phone and it's broken.” 
 
    I could see the glass on the front was shattered. The phone would be useless, but the SIM card, which identified the phone on the network, would make it easier to get a replacement. 
 
    I turned back to the wreck and climbed in. There was a lump in front of the passenger seat under the floor mat and I wanted to see what it was. I went to the mat and lifted it, hoping the lump below wasn't the remains of Bob. 
 
    It wasn't. It was my GPS. The expensive one made for RVs. It had cost more than three hundred dollars, and, like the phone, the display screen was shattered. The frame was bent, and you could see damaged wires and circuits inside. There was no doubt it was ruined. So I left it. 
 
    I climbed back out of the motorhome where Abby was waiting. She looked worried. “You ready to take a break?” 
 
    I was. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The back side of the motorhome fared far worse than the front. Most of the walls were missing, as was the ceiling. When the force of the collision knocked the RV onto its side, just about everything inside came loose or was consumed in the fire. 
 
    Stepping into the gaping hole where there once had been a couch, I gingerly made my way to the back, being careful not to step on sharp metal or slip on the foam that had been laid down to smother the fire. 
 
    When I reached what had once been the bathroom, I could see that when the motorhome went over, the toilet dumped its contents onto the bedroom wall, which then fell onto the bed. Bob's litter box, which had been in the shower stall, had dumped its contents onto the remnants of the hall. 
 
    The bedroom wall and door had fallen onto the bed's mattress. My closet, where I kept my clothes, had partially collapsed as well. The clothes that had been neatly hanging were now on the floor, soaking wet from a combination of fire suppression foam and the contents of the toilet and litter box. 
 
     There wasn't much hope I would find anything salvageable in there. But I had to look because that's where I stored my laptop and tablet. 
 
    The most important thing I needed to find was the fireproof safe, which I kept under the bed platform. It probably survived the wreck but was covered with what was left of the bathroom and bedroom walls. To get to it, I'd have to clear the debris from the bed, including the mattress. 
 
    I didn't want to be doing this with the open cuts on my arms. I needed to cover them so they wouldn't get infected. Looking in the remains of my closet, I saw an Eddie Bauer rain jacket, something I'd had for years. It was made of Gore-Tex, and while it had gotten wet, the inside was still dry. 
 
    I grabbed the jacket and backed out of the wreck. 
 
    Abby was waiting for me with the same question she had asked before. “Are you ready to take a break?” 
 
    I was. But I wasn't going to. Not yet. 
 
    She pointed at the jacket. “What are you going to do with that?” 
 
    I smiled and said, “I'm going to put it on before I go back in. It'll protect my arms.” 
 
    She nodded but didn't say anything. 
 
    I put on the jacket and started to climb back into the wreck then stopped. I turned to Abby and Rooster. “I'm going to try to get to my lock box. It's under the bed. To get to it, I have to move a lot of junk out of the way. Including the mattress. 
 
    “There's not really any place to put it inside, so I'll be bringing everything up here and dumping it on the ground. You might want to stand back.” 
 
    Abby moved but Rooster didn't. Instead, he said, “Anything you dump in the yard has to go back inside the wreck. No way you're leaving a mess for me to clean up.” 
 
    “No problem. I'll clean it up before I go.” 
 
    I climbed back into the wreck and made my way to the remains of the bedroom. I looked at the debris and decided the best thing to do was to start at the top of the pile and take everything out. 
 
    I cleared a path from the bedroom to the gaping hole in the middle of the wreck. It would give me a way to haul the debris to the outside without having to step over broken furniture. 
 
    The collapsed bathroom walls were on top of the bed, so I moved them first. Then I cleared away the remains of the splintered bedroom door. Like the walls, I took it outside and dumped it onto the debris pile. I kept it close to the motorhome so that getting it all back in wouldn’t be too much work. 
 
    It took about thirty minutes of digging and hauling before I finally got to the mattress. It was Bob's favorite place to nap. He could lie there, next to my pillow, and when the window shades were up, let the sunshine warm his bones. 
 
    I was relieved to see there was no Bob and no blood on the bed. If he had been back there when the Vette hit us, he had somehow gotten away. 
 
    I pulled the soggy mattress off the bed and pushed it out of my way. My head was pounding, and I was feeling a bit dizzy. Too much work, too little food, too soon after leaving the hospital. I needed to take a break. 
 
    I went back outside and saw Abby standing alone. 
 
    “Where's Rooster?” 
 
    She pointed to the office. “He said he had another wreck to work. He wanted me to stay here and make sure you didn't get hurt. How's it going in there?” 
 
    I was hot, sweaty and tired. I needed to sit in the shade and cool down. Most of the dizziness had gone away, or maybe it hadn't, and I was just getting used to it. Either way, it didn't bother me as much as it had before. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the wreck and wiped the sweat off my brow with a gloved hand. 
 
     “I bet you could use some water. Stay here; I'll see if they have any in the office. Don't go back in the wreck though. Not until I come back.” 
 
    I nodded. “Don't worry. I won't. If you see a candy bar in there, get it for me. I need the energy.” 
 
    She turned and headed to the office. 
 
    A few minutes later, she returned carrying a bottle of cold water, a Snickers bar, and a wet paper towel. She handed me the towel and said, “Pull off the gloves and wipe your hands. Then wipe the grease off your face.” 
 
    I did as she said, took off my gloves and used the paper towel to wipe my hands and face. The wet towel felt good. 
 
    She gave me the water, and I took a long drink. Then I held out my hand and said, “Candy please.” 
 
    She smiled and handed me the Snickers bar.  
 
    While I was crunching on it, she asked, “Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    I thought for a moment then pointed back to the wreck, “Yeah, you can find out who did this. Find out who crashed into me and destroyed everything I owned. 
 
    “I want them to pay.” 
 
    She nodded and said, “I'm working on it.” 
 
    Her answer surprised me. “You're working on finding the other driver? Any leads?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing solid yet. But I'm not giving up. I need to follow up on a few things. But don't get your hopes up. The cops couldn't ID the driver, and I may not be able to either. But like I said, I'm working on it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The cold water and candy bar, along with the break and the thought that I was near the end of what needed to be done, gave me the energy to go back in. 
 
    I pulled on the gloves, climbed back into the wreck and headed to what was left of the bedroom. I had cleared away most of the debris and had a clear view of the plywood platform that had supported the mattress. Like the rear bed in most motorhomes, the platform was hinged and could be lifted and held in place by gas-filled struts. I was hoping the hinges and struts weren't damaged in the wreck. 
 
    I went to the bed, grabbed the platform with both hands, and lifted. To my surprise, it went up easily. The struts held it in place. 
 
    Not wanting to waste time, I dug through the linens and blankets I kept stored under the bed until I reached the fireproof safe. Just as I had left it, it was unopened with the key still in the lock. I didn't bother checking the contents. I'd do that later. 
 
    I grabbed the heavy safe using the handle, lugged it outside and set it on the ground in front of Abby. I smiled and said, “Almost done. Just one more thing to check.” 
 
    I went back in and headed to what was left of the bedroom closet. Everything that had once been on shelves or hanging on the clothes rod was now a wet jumbled mass on the floor. I wasn't worried about the clothes; I could replace them. But I wanted to find my computer. 
 
    Chances were good that it would have been damaged in the wreck, but the solid-state drive in it should have survived. If I could find the computer, I could take it home, pull the SSD and connect it to another computer to retrieve all my files. 
 
    Digging through the pile at the bottom of the closet, I found a pillowcase and decided to stuff it with the clothes that I felt were worth keeping. Jeans, a few shirts, and a heavy coat. Near the bottom of the wet mess, I found my computer. 
 
    As expected, the screen was shattered. I'd check later to see if the SSD survived. I grabbed the laptop, put it in the pillowcase with the clothes and took one last look around, making sure I hadn't left anything important behind. I hadn't found Bob or his remains, which gave me hope that he had somehow survived the crash. 
 
    Just as I started to leave, I remembered I needed to find my health insurance card. It had been in the top drawer of the nightstand on the left side of the bed along with a few other important documents. 
 
    The nightstand was heavily damaged by the water from the toilet and holding tanks but was still standing. I tried to open the top drawer, but it was jammed shut. Not wanting to leave without retrieving the documents, I looked around for something I could use to lever the drawer open. 
 
    Best thing would have been a crowbar, but I didn't have one. Instead, I grabbed what was left of the bathroom shower rod and jammed the short end of it into the face of the drawer. One good pull and the wood panel on the front popped off, giving me access to the contents inside. 
 
    I reached in, grabbed everything that looked important and stuffed it into the same pillowcase with my soggy clothes and laptop. 
 
    After a final look around, thinking about the good life I had lived in the motorhome, I headed back outside, dragging the pillowcase behind me. 
 
    Abby was waiting for me, Rooster in a golf cart by her side. When she saw me dragging the pillowcase, she said, “Hey look, it's Santa Claus!” 
 
    I smiled and said, “Not quite, but I do have goodies in this bag.” 
 
    I put the pillowcase down beside her, pulled off my gloves and handed them to Rooster. “Here they are, good as new.” 
 
    He didn’t take them. Instead, he pointed at the mountain of debris I'd pulled out of the motorhome. “Keep the gloves until you get that mess cleaned up. 
 
    “While you’re doing that, I’ll take your lady friend back to her car. She can bring it up here and help you load things into it.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Abby said, “Good idea.” 
 
    She and Rooster headed out, leaving me to put the soggy mattress, broken furniture and everything else I had pulled out the wreck back into it. 
 
    Fortunately, it was a lot easier putting it back in than it was getting it out. I just piled everything inside the gaping opening, not worrying about making it look good. 
 
    When I finished, Abby still hadn't got back with her car, so I took a deep breath and walked around the outside of the motorhome. It had been my home, my escape vehicle, and had seen me through some amazing adventures. 
 
    It had never broken down on me, never failed to start, and had taken me places most people only dream of. It had served me well and I felt bad that it had been wrecked beyond repair. It deserved better. 
 
    A few minutes later, Abby returned in the minivan with Rooster in the passenger seat beside her. She popped open the rear hatch, and we loaded the few things I wanted to save from the motorhome. 
 
    I started to get in to leave, but Rooster stopped me. 
 
    “We've still got some unfinished business here.” 
 
    I rubbed my head and asked, “Like what?” 
 
    He pointed to the wreck. “What do you want us to do with it? Are we supposed to hold it until your insurance company calls?” 
 
    I hadn't called them about the accident. I knew I needed to but didn't have my policy information until finding it in the motorhome. 
 
    I didn't know how they'd want to handle it, but I was pretty sure they'd send an adjuster out to check the damage. I told Rooster, “Hold on to it until the insurance company calls. Probably won't be long.” 
 
    He nodded. “Be sure to tell them it costs a hundred dollars a day in storage fees.” 
 
    “I'll do that. Anything else?” 
 
    He looked around like he was making sure no one was going to hear what he said next. Then he whispered, “You want to see what's left of the Vette? The one that hit you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Abby answered quickly. “Yes, show it to us.” 
 
    Rooster nodded. “Okay, it's over by the back fence. Let's go have a look.” 
 
    He led us through the yard, passing cars that had been in accidents, some with minor damage, some wrecked beyond repair. 
 
    After fifty feet, he stopped at a car covered with a blue tarp. He pointed at it and said, “That's it.” 
 
    He pulled the tarp back, revealing the remains of a nearly new black Corvette. 
 
    The front suspension had collapsed, the tires were flat and cambered at an awkward angle, and both left and right fiberglass fenders were gone, as was the hood. 
 
    The windshield was cracked, and the front and side impact airbags hung deflated from their mounts. 
 
    Inside, the steering wheel and driver's seat looked undamaged, as did the passenger seat. There was glass everywhere but no blood. No sign that the driver had been injured. 
 
    Walking to the back of the car, I could see that the fiberglass body had a crack running from the center of the roof to the rear bumper. The rear suspension had collapsed; both tires were flat and were at an extreme angle, with the drive shaft lying on the ground. 
 
    As I looked at the damage, Rooster pointed to the driver's seat and said, “They build these things so the people inside survive. It has a crush zone that diverts the impact down into the ground, away from the driver. This one probably had eight airbags. They all went off, saving whoever was in it.” 
 
    While he was telling me this, I watched as Abby placed the flat of her hands on the car's roof. She closed her eyes and started humming softly. After a few moments, she smiled, opened her eyes and turned to Rooster. 
 
    “Would it be okay if I sat in it? I want to feel what the driver felt.” 
 
    He looked around, to make sure no one could see us, then turned to Abby and said, “Normally I wouldn't let you get in. These wrecks are private property, belonging to either the original owners or the insurance company. 
 
    “But this one is different. Two days after the accident, the owner called and said to send it to the crusher. I asked him if he wanted to wait until his insurance company sent an adjuster, but he said no. They weren't going to file a claim. They just wanted the car crushed. 
 
    “When I told him about the tow and storage fees, he offered to give us the car for what he owed. He said we could do whatever we wanted with it. 
 
    “I figured if we parted it out, we'd get more than our money back, so I agreed. The car is now ours. Because we own it, I can give you permission to sit in it.” 
 
    Abby smiled and tried the driver's door. It wouldn't budge. But because the window glass had been broken out, she was able to climb inside, NASCAR style. She put one foot over the door frame, pulled herself up, and slid into the seat. 
 
    She had gotten in quickly, like it was something she had done before. Once inside, she put both hands on the steering wheel and closed her eyes. I wasn't sure what she was doing, but I suspected it had something to do with her gift. 
 
    I figured the best thing I could do was to leave her alone and keep Rooster from asking what the heck she was doing. 
 
    To distract him, I walked to the front of the car where we could see the engine. I pointed at it and said, “This car is pretty new, isn't it?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it is. A damn shame if you ask me. A car as nice as that. Totaled out.” 
 
    I agreed with him. “Yep, it’s a bad deal. That car was expensive when it was new.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, probably cost over fifty thousand. New Corvettes aren't cheap.” 
 
    “You said the owners weren't going to file a claim with their insurance company. Did they tell you why?” 
 
    Rooster shook his head. “No, they didn't tell me anything. They just said get rid of the car; send it to the crusher.” 
 
    To me, it didn't make sense, so I asked him about it. “That's not normal, is it? Wouldn't most people file an insurance claim so they could get their money back?” 
 
    Rooster shrugged and said, “Rich people. Never know what they might do. But yeah, this is a first for me. The owner wanting to crush it before the insurance company looks at it. Maybe that's the way rich people do business. Send it to the crusher and go buy something else to crash.” 
 
    He turned to see what Abby was doing. She'd been in the car for a few minutes. He nodded in her direction and asked, “What's going on in there?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and said, “She's meditating. Trying to connect to whoever was driving when it crashed into me.” 
 
    “She's meditating? Inside a wrecked car? What's that about?” 
 
    I didn't know how to answer without telling him about Abby's gift, so I just said, “She's a little strange. Does things like that all the time. Sometimes she scares me with what she does.” 
 
    Wanting to take his attention away from her, I asked, “You going to part it out?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I'll pull anything salvageable and put it on Craigslist. 
 
    “The seats are probably worth a thousand each. More for the pair. The wheels will probably go for twenty-five hundred. The engine could bring in five grand. 
 
    “You interested in buying any of the parts?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don't need any Corvette parts. But Abby might want to take a look after you get the seats out.” 
 
    Hearing her name, she crawled out of the car and came over to us. “Are you talking about me?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, Rooster says he's going to pull the seats out. I told him you might want to take a look after he does.” 
 
    She turned to him and said, “You get the seats out by Friday; I'll pay you a hundred dollars to let me sit in the car again.” 
 
    He didn't have to think about it. He stuck his hand out and said, “Deal!” 
 
    We started to get back in the minivan when he asked a question that stopped us. 
 
    “You folks lose a cat?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    “Yeah, we lost one. You find him?” 
 
    Rooster shook his head. “No, I haven't seen one around here, but we've been visited by a lot of people who've been looking. They say it's a big, orange cat with no tail.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's our cat. We haven't seen him since the accident. Is there any chance he was in the motorhome when you towed it here?” 
 
    Rooster shook his head. “I doubt it. We went through it pretty good before we put it up on the flatbed. Wanted to make sure there were no gas leaks or hazardous materials. Didn't find anything and didn't see a cat either. 
 
    “Course, the cat could have been hiding. They're good at that.” 
 
    I nodded. “You sure there's not one here in the yard? Maybe he comes out at night.” 
 
    Rooster shook his head again. “Not with Roscoe around. He roams this place after dark. He'll go after anything that moves. A cat wouldn't last long with him around. So no, I don't think a cat or anything else is in the lot after dark. The dog would tear it up.” 
 
    Having just gone through what was left of the motorhome, I was pretty sure Bob wasn't in it. If he was, and had heard me while I was near him, he would have either meowed loudly or come out looking for food. 
 
    Either way, I would have seen him. So I was pretty sure he wasn't in the motorhome. I didn't find his remains either; chances were good he got out alive. 
 
    Abby reached into the minivan and pulled out one of the “lost cat” flyers she had posted around town. She handed it to Rooster and said, “We're offering a thousand-dollar reward to whoever finds and returns the cat. His name is Bob, and if you see him, call us right away. Don't let your dog get him.” 
 
    Rooster nodded. “If I see him, I'll call you. But like I said, the dog would probably get to him before I could.” 
 
    I didn't have much hope that Bob would be in the impound lot so long after the wreck. It was possible, but it didn't seem likely, especially with a big guard dog roaming the place at night. 
 
    We got into Abby's minivan and drove away, leaving Rooster, Roscoe and the wreck behind. When we reached the street, I asked Abby, “What did you find in the car?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Keys. Three of them.” 
 
    “Was one of them for the car?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don't think the Vette had a place for a key. Most cars don’t these days. You unlock them with a remote. If the remote’s in your pocket when you walk up to the car, it unlocks itself. You sit in the seat, press the engine start button, and it fires up. If you have the remote, you don't need a key.” 
 
    I nodded. The Prius I had driven in Key West started the same way. Just have the remote in your pocket and press the start button on the dash, and away you went. 
 
    Still, the keys that Abby found could be an important clue. If we could find out what they went to, we might be able to figure out who was driving the Vette when it rammed into the motorhome. 
 
    I figured she was thinking the same thing, but I asked to be sure. “So, these keys you found, they probably belong to either the owner of the car or the driver. Maybe they're the same person.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “That's what I was thinking. I don’t think the Vette was broken into. Whoever was driving had gotten in using the remote. That's the only way they could have gotten the doors unlocked and the car started. The owner claims it was stolen. But if it was, how did the driver get the remote? It wasn't in the car, so he likely had it in his pocket when he ran. 
 
    “We need to figure out who had access to the remote and find out from them if it was stolen or if they gave it to someone. I think I know the answer to that question, but I can't prove it. Not yet anyway. 
 
    “But having the keys I found could help, especially if we can find out what they unlock. Might be a long shot, but it's all we've got right now.” 
 
    A long shot was better than nothing. With Abby, a long shot was almost always a sure thing. At least it had been in the past. 
 
    She pulled the minivan up to the stop sign leading to US Forty-One and asked, “Where to now?” 
 
    I knew she had a list of places she wanted us to visit, but I was tired and dirty after spending two hours digging through the wreck. I had blood on my arms and shirt and didn't feel like going anywhere except back to the beach house, our temporary home. 
 
    Before I could tell her this, she said, “How about we go back home? I'll make you lunch, and while I'm doing that, you can wash up and put some clean clothes on. After we eat, we'll rest a bit then go back out. That sound good to you?” 
 
    It did. It was like she had read my mind. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we turned onto the narrow drive that led to the place where we were staying. Abby pulled up close to the house and said, “We're home.” 
 
    For me, it wasn't home, but it was a safe place to spend a few weeks while I recovered. 
 
    Abby got out and used the key fob to open the minivan's lift gate. She grabbed the pillowcase I had filled with clothes, swung it over her shoulder and headed for the front door. 
 
    I started to say, “Let me get that,” but I was too tired. I just wanted to go inside, clean up and rest. 
 
    But I didn't want to leave the fireproof safe that I had gone to so much trouble to retrieve in the unlocked car. It was too inviting a target for thieves. 
 
    While the chance of someone coming up our private driveway in broad daylight with theft on their mind was slim, it wasn't a risk I was willing to take. 
 
    I went to the back of the van, used both hands to lift the safe and lugged it into the house. It was heavy, and I didn't want to carry it any further than I needed to. I put it in the room nearest the door, which happened to be my bedroom. 
 
    With the safe inside, I headed to the bathroom and washed up. 
 
    I tended to the cuts on my arms and decided to take a quick shower to wash away the sweat, grime, and smell of the burned-out wreck. 
 
    Stripping off my clothes, I turned the water in the shower on and stepped in. Five minutes later, Abby tapped on the bathroom door and said, “Lunch is ready. Come eat with me.” 
 
    She didn't have to tell me twice. I stepped out of the shower, dried off and instead of putting on the clothes I'd worn in the wreck, I wrapped the towel around my waist and stepped in the bedroom to look for something clean to wear. 
 
    I didn't expect Abby to be standing there waiting for me, but she was. She smiled and said, “You clean up nice. Maybe you should take more showers. Maybe one with me.” 
 
    I had to think fast to come up with something to say that might leave the door open to future showers. The only thing I could think of was, “Sure, anytime. Right now if you want.” 
 
    She shook her head and said, “Not now, you need to eat.” 
 
    She pointed to the bed. I thought maybe it was an invitation, but it wasn't. She had picked out fresh clothes and laid them there. The price tags had been cut off, and they were ready for me to put on. 
 
    But I hesitated. Even though Abby had suggested we shower together, I didn't feel comfortable dropping my towel and standing naked in front of her while I dressed. So I said, “Thanks for the clothes. I'll put them on as soon as you leave.” 
 
    She grinned and said, “Spoil sport.” 
 
    Then she turned and left the room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    I dressed quickly and went to the kitchen to join Abby for lunch. She had made us turkey on rye with mustard, mayonnaise, lettuce, and tomatoes. 
 
    There was a cold can of soda on her side of the table and a bottle of water on mine. The doctor had warned me about caffeine, and it looked like Abby was going to be his enforcer. 
 
    We didn't say much while we ate. We just enjoyed our sandwiches along with the peaceful sanity of the beach just outside our door. 
 
    As I was finishing up, I heard a few notes of music coming from the room off the kitchen. It reminded me of the tune the ice cream man used to play when he drove his truck through our neighborhood when I was a kid. 
 
    Back then, we'd drop whatever we were doing and go running to find the truck so we could buy a nut-covered drumstick or an orange sherbet pushup. The pushups were the best but cost more than a Popsicle. If we didn't have enough dimes, the Popsicle was what we ended up with. 
 
    I was hoping we wouldn't have to settle for something like that in our search for Bob. 
 
    Abby got my attention by tapping my hand. 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder. “I'm washing your clothes. The ones from your motorhome. Time to put them in the dryer.” 
 
    It wasn't the ice cream man I'd heard. It was the washing machine letting us know it had finished a load. 
 
    The designers probably figured the ice cream tune would create a happy feeling when their customers heard it. 
 
    When Abby got back from putting my clothes in the dryer, I said, “You didn't need to do my laundry. I can do it myself.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good, because that was your one free pass. I'll do your laundry today but never again. From here on out, it's your job.” 
 
    She smiled; I knew she wasn't scolding me, but I also knew she was serious about who would be doing my laundry in the future. Me. 
 
    She pointed to her bedroom and said, “I need to make some phone calls. Why don't you take a short nap? It'll do you good.” 
 
    There were a lot of things I needed to do. I needed to call my car insurance company and file a claim on the motorhome. I needed to call the hospital billing department and give them my health insurance details. And I needed to start thinking about finding a more permanent place to live. 
 
    But all those things could wait. I was recovering from a serious concussion and already worked harder that morning than what the doctor would have approved. 
 
    A nap sounded good. But only a short one; I had a lot to do. I headed to the bedroom, took off my shirt and crawled into bed. 
 
    Sometime later, I woke to find Abby standing above me, arms crossed and smiling. She saw me open my eyes and whispered, “You awake?” 
 
    My head hurt, and I was thirsty, but I was awake. “Yeah, how long did I sleep?” 
 
    She smiled. “Probably not long enough. Do you want to sleep more or are you ready to go out again?” 
 
    I would have rather stayed in bed. But we had things to do and places to go and the sooner we did those things the better I'd feel. 
 
    “I'm ready to go back out. As long as I don't have to dig through a wreck or carry a heavy safe again.” 
 
    When I sat up, I realized I was only wearing underwear. I'd gone to bed wearing clothes, but, somehow, while I slept, they had been removed. 
 
    She patted me on my bare leg and pointed to a chair across the room where my clothes had been neatly folded. She grinned and asked, “Are you going to get dressed or are you planning to go out like that?” 
 
     I threw the sheet off and stood up slowly so as not to pass out from the dizzy spells I'd been having. If Abby knew about these, she hadn't mentioned it. 
 
    I walked over to the chair and put on my shirt, one of the polos she had bought me. She watched as I dressed and started laughing, amused by what she was seeing. 
 
    I didn't think my nearly naked body was something to be laughed at. I was in decent shape, probably better than most men my age. Still, I wondered what had her laughing. 
 
    I pulled on my pants, turned to her and said, “You know, you standing there laughing while I'm nearly naked might give me an inferiority complex. So what's so funny?” 
 
    She pointed to my shirt. “You've got it on inside out.” 
 
    I looked down and saw that in my haste to get dressed I had put the polo on with the labels and seams on the outside instead of the right way. 
 
    I shook my head, pulled the shirt off, turned it inside out, and put it back on. 
 
    Still smiling, Abby said, “That's better. You ready to go?” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we were in the minivan heading out. Our first stop was the Venice pet shelter. 
 
    On the way, Abby asked about my health insurance. She said, “I found your card in the laundry bag. It looks good, but you can't use it.” 
 
    “Why? It hasn’t expired, has it? I've been paying the premium. What's the problem?” 
 
    She patted me on the knee and said, “It's not the policy that's the problem. It's the name on it. It's in your real name, not the name the hospital has on file for you. 
 
    “If you call and give them your policy number, they'll run it, and your insurance company is going to deny the claim. They'll say the policy covers the named insured, no one else. Certainly not Tony Mendoza.” 
 
    I thought about what she'd said and realized she was right. There was no way my health insurance would cover a fifty-thousand-dollar claim for someone not shown on the policy. 
 
    “Can't we go down to the hospital and straighten this out? Can't I show them my real ID and get all the billing records changed?” 
 
    Still driving, she said, “You could try, but then you'd have to explain why you have a fake driver's license. 
 
    “And then there's the problem of the police. They'll want to know why you have the fake one and where you've been using it. 
 
    “But the real trouble begins when they want to know who created it for you. 
 
    “And that’s a bigger problem. The people who made it don't like the authorities asking questions about their work. In fact, they'd rather both of us disappeared before the questions get asked. And we probably don't want that. 
 
    “So don't be in a hurry to call the hospital. We’ll figure out a better way to handle this.” 
 
    I wasn't happy about not being able to give the hospital my insurance details, but knew better than to go against Abby's advice. According to her, the people who created the fake license were not the kind of people you wanted to make mad. 
 
    I thought about my other insurance. “What about my motorhome? Can I file a claim on it?” 
 
    She thought for a moment then said, “No, not yet. They'll want to see the accident report. The VIN number has to match the VIN on your policy. If it does, your insurance company will probably pay. 
 
    “But to get the accident report, we'll have to go to the sheriff’s office. There's a substation on our way home, we'll go there after the pet shelter.” 
 
    The good news was I had found my insurance policies. One for the motorhome and one for the hospital. 
 
    The bad news was I might not be able to use either. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    As it turned out, there were four pet shelters in Venice. We needed to visit them all. I had hoped we would find Bob quickly; maybe someone had picked him up and dropped him off at the first shelter we'd visit. 
 
    In my mind, we would walk in, tell them we were looking for a big, orange, bobtail cat, and they'd say, “Oh sure, we have him.” 
 
    But it didn't go like that. All the shelters were underfunded, understaffed and overburdened with too many lost or abandoned pets. Cats, dogs, birds, even snakes. 
 
    Walking past the row of cages, listening to the plaintive cries of animals desperate to be found by their owners or adopted by people who would love them, was heartbreaking. 
 
    There were so many animals in such tight quarters that had they not been stressed before they arrived, they surely would be when they were put in small cages surrounded by the noise and smell of hundreds of other stressed-out animals. 
 
    By the time we left the first shelter, Abby was in tears, and I couldn't blame her. 
 
    We hadn't found Bob, and we still had three more shelters to visit before the day was over. At the first shelter, we left a flyer with Bob's picture and our contact info. We promised to give the shelter the full reward if they took Bob in. 
 
    But after seeing the condition of the unhappy animals caged there, I wondered if Bob would be better off on his own out in the wild. 
 
    Instead of visiting the second shelter on our list, Abby decided we should take a break and go to the sheriff’s substation on Englewood Road to get a copy of the accident report. 
 
    We got there around two thirty and parked in the visitors’ lot. I started to get out of the van, but Abby stopped me. She said, “I need to make some calls, so I'm staying out here. You go in, give them the date and location of the accident and get the report. Unless they ask, don't give them your name. But if they do, tell them you're Tony Mendoza.” 
 
    She handed me one of the lost cat flyers and said, “Give them this and ask if they've seen him.” 
 
    I nodded, folded the flyer and put it in my back pocket. It would have been nice if Abby had gone in with me, I could have used her support. But she’d already dropped everything else going on in her life to be with me full time. I couldn't ask for much more. 
 
    She still had other clients, and I understood why she might need to make a few calls in private. 
 
    Going inside and getting the accident report was easier than I expected. After I told the female officer behind the desk about the wreck, she smiled and said, “I've seen the video. I can't believe you made it out alive.” 
 
    She tapped a few keys on her computer and then spoke a few words into her headset. A moment later, the printer behind her began spitting out sheets of paper. Six pages later, it stopped. 
 
    She wheeled her office chair to the printer and grabbed the pages. She looked them over and then handed them to me, saying, “This is what you'll need for your insurance company. I'll make a second copy for your records.” 
 
    A few keystrokes later, the laser printer went back to work. While we waited for the pages to print, the woman turned her attention to me and said, “Deputy Daniels would like to talk to you about the accident. He's on his way down.” 
 
    While I waited for the deputy, I scanned the first page of the accident report. It showed the correct time and date, a summary of the accident and a drawing showing the intersection and path of both vehicles. 
 
    The second page had brief witness statements and more details about the accident including a lack of skid marks from the Corvette. 
 
    The third page had several black-and-white photos showing the damage to my motorhome. 
 
    The fourth page had additional details written by the lead investigator including, “The driver of the motorhome had the right of way and was following the rules of the road. Blood tests show he was not impaired. The driver of the Corvette, while traveling at a high rate of speed, ran the red light and hit the motorhome, causing significant damage.” 
 
    Just as I finished reading the report, a deputy wearing a dark green uniform, a heavy gun belt, and a gold badge came up from the back. 
 
    When he saw me, he smiled and put out his hand and said, “I'm Deputy Daniels with the Sarasota sheriff’s office. I was first on the scene. I'm the one who wrote up that report.” 
 
    I shook his hand and asked, “You were the first one there? That probably means you’re the one who saved my life. I can't thank you enough. If I can ever do anything for you or your department, just ask.” 
 
     He smiled. “I might take you up on that one of these days. But it wasn't all me. The EMTs and firemen did most of the work. All I did was control the scene.” 
 
    I figured he was being modest, but I wanted to include the firemen and EMTs in my offer, so I said, “Well, if they ever need anything, let me know. I'll help any way I can.” 
 
    The deputy nodded and said, “That's good to know. What's even better is you're standing here talking to me. It's hard to believe you survived the accident. The other driver was doing over a hundred when he broadsided you. Most people don't live through those kinds of hits.” 
 
    He continued, “How bad were you hurt?” 
 
    I pointed to my head. “No broken bones, just a concussion.” 
 
    “You're lucky. When I went in and saw you hanging by your shoulder strap, I didn't know whether you were dead or alive. I just cut the belt and dragged you out. 
 
    “When I saw the video that showed the other car airborne when it hit you, I was stunned. It cut your motorhome in half, like a knife going through hot butter.” 
 
    I nodded and asked, “How did you get there so quickly?” 
 
    “I was in the Walmart lot when I heard the crash. I turned my lights on and got there just before the EMTs. I stayed with you until they loaded you into the ambulance. Then I worked the scene, looking for the guy who hit you.” 
 
    I nodded. “You find him yet? The guy driving the Corvette?” 
 
    He looked over at the woman sitting behind the desk. She shook her head, and mouthed the word, “No.” 
 
    Deputy Daniels looked back at me and said, “The official answer to your question is no, we don't know who was driving. We have no suspects at this time.” 
 
    He pointed to the accident report. “Give that to your insurance company, and they'll know it wasn't your fault. If they have any questions, have them contact me.” 
 
    He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. “Call me anytime.” 
 
    I took the card and said, “I will.” 
 
    The deputy started to leave, but I stopped him with a question. “Did you find a cat in the wreck?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out the flyer Abby had given me. I unfolded it and said, “I had a cat in the motorhome with me. A big, orange, bobtail tabby. Any chance you saw him?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I didn't see any cats. I was focused on getting you out of there alive. After the EMTs took you away and the firemen put the fire out, I went back in to make sure there was no one else inside. There wasn’t, and no cat either.” 
 
    He continued, “But don't worry, cats usually survive these kinds of things. They'll run off and look for a safe place to hole up until things settle down. 
 
    “My guess is your cat went into the woods on the east side of Forty-One. Or maybe he joined the other ones that hang out behind CVS. There's a woman there who puts out food every morning for the feral cats that live behind the store. 
 
    “You should check to see if yours has joined them.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will. Keep the flyer and if you see the cat, give me a call. And thanks for your help. I owe you my life.” 
 
    Deputy Daniels smiled and said, “Just doing my job.” 
 
    He patted me on the back. “Stay safe and good luck finding your cat. I'll put the word out, and if anything comes up, we'll call you.” 
 
    Back outside, Abby was finishing a call when I got into the minivan. She was saying, “We'll see about that.” Then she hung up. 
 
    I could tell she was upset. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head and said, “No, not really. Just dealing with a stubborn client.” 
 
    She changed the subject quickly. “Did you get the accident report?” 
 
    “I got it. And I gave them the flyer. The deputy said to look behind CVS. Bob might be there.” 
 
    She started the car and headed out of the parking lot. 
 
    I waited until she pulled out into traffic and asked, “Where are we going next?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    We still had two hours before the three remaining shelters on Abby's list closed for the day. Her plan was to visit each, in hopes of finding Bob. 
 
    If we were lucky, we'd have him before the day was over. 
 
    With high hopes, we visited the second shelter. Like the first, what we found was depressing. The shelter was overcrowded, underfunded and understaffed. The animals were kept in cages stacked four high, and most wanted out. 
 
    Bob wasn't among them. 
 
    The third shelter was a little better. They kept the cats in a room away from the dogs. It was quiet, and when we visited, most of the felines were sleeping or grooming. Unlike the first two shelters, there was a volunteer who showed us around and stayed with us while we were there. She looked to be in her sixties and seemed surprisingly upbeat, considering the conditions she worked in. 
 
    When we walked into the cat room, she cautioned us not to reach into any of the cages. “They may look cute and cuddly, but they're under a lot of stress and may not be happy if you invade their space. 
 
    “We've had a few visitors bitten. So now we warn people. If you see one you want to adopt, we can get it out and take it over to the play area.” 
 
    We explained we were looking for a lost cat and showed her the flyer with Bob's photo and details. She looked at it, read the description and shook her head. “He's not one of ours. But if he turns up, we'll give you a call.” 
 
    She tapped the flyer. “He's a good-looking cat. I'll let our people know to keep an eye out for him.” 
 
    The fourth shelter was like the first two. Crowded, too many animals in cages and no Bob. We left flyers and headed back home. 
 
    On the way, Abby pulled into the Merchant's Crossing shopping center and parked in front of the Winn-Dixie store, next to Dollar Tree. 
 
    There were seven other stores in the shopping center, including a Pet Supermarket. She grabbed a handful of flyers, reached for the door and said, “I'm going to post these on the bulletin boards in all the stores. You want to go with me?” 
 
    I didn't. I wanted to stay in the van and rest. I was tired and depressed about not finding Bob, and I didn't feel like walking around the shopping center. But when Abby said, “Come on, go with me. I might need your help,” I couldn't turn her down. 
 
    I got out and followed as she headed to the Dollar Tree. She posted the flyer on the inside bulletin board and did the same at every store that would let her. 
 
    While we were in Winn-Dixie, she asked if I wanted anything special for dinner. The only thing I could think of was steak. I'd been hungry ever since leaving the hospital and needed more than a salad to keep my strength up. 
 
    She said, “One more store to go and then we'll come back and get your steak.” 
 
    The Pet Supermarket was the last on our route. We went in, showed them the flyer and they were happy to post it on their “Lost and Found” board. Thinking we were done, I started to leave, but Abby stopped me. 
 
    She said, “I need to get a few things while we're here.” 
 
    She grabbed a shopping cart and headed over to the cat section. She went up and down the aisles, loading her cart with a litter box, cat litter, dry cat food, and a few toys. I figured she was getting these for Bob. We didn't have any cat supplies back at the house, and when we found him, it would be nice if everything was ready. 
 
    I knew he liked treats, so I picked up a package of his favorites, along with a cat brush. If he were in the wild, he'd need a good grooming when he got home. 
 
    On our way to the checkout, Abby picked up six cans of kitten food and a smaller litter box. I wasn't sure what she had in mind. Bob wasn't a kitten and he was way too big to fit in the small litter box she was getting. Still, just buying cat supplies with the idea that we would soon find him raised my spirits. 
 
    After we checked out, we put all the cat stuff in the back of the minivan and headed back to Winn-Dixie to get my steak. 
 
    Abby picked out two boneless New York strips, a green leaf salad, and four small Roma tomatoes. I paid, using one of the credit cards found in my wallet. Outside, we loaded everything into the minivan and headed back to our temporary home. 
 
    When we got there, Abby unlocked the door and took one of the grocery bags into the kitchen. I followed, carrying the other one. But instead of going straight to the kitchen, I stopped in my bedroom and took off my shoes. 
 
    When I finally got to the kitchen, Abby pulled out her phone, pointed to it and said, “I need to make a call. Why don't you go out on the deck and see if you can fire up the grill?” 
 
    She wasn't asking; she was telling me to do it. She wanted some privacy while she made her call. Taking the hint, I headed out onto the deck. 
 
    Looking around, I saw an old gas grill tucked under the eave. Probably put there to keep in out of the rain. It was covered with a tarp, and I was worried that under it I'd find a rusty grill on its last legs. 
 
    Seeing how this one was left sitting out in the elements, less than fifty feet from the salt spray of the gulf, I was worried the condition of the grates and burners would make it unusable. 
 
    But when I removed the tarp, I was pleasantly surprised. The grill hiding underneath was a Weber and looked to be in good condition. Opening the hood, I saw that the porcelain grates were rust and grease free. This was good news because it meant I didn't have to clean anything. Just wipe the dust off the grates and fire up the burners. 
 
    I went back inside to get a paper towel from the kitchen. Abby was still on her phone, in a heated discussion with whoever was on the other end of the call. 
 
    When I walked in, she looked up at me, pointed to the door and mouthed the word, “Out.” 
 
    There was no question she didn't want me to hear what she was saying. I could understand. She had dealings with people in South Florida, some with shady reputations who valued their privacy. 
 
    Abby wouldn't want me to overhear anything that might raise questions after the call. 
 
    I grabbed two paper towels and headed back out to the grill. After wiping the grates, I checked the propane cylinder to make sure it was full and turned on. 
 
    It was, which meant everything was set for me to light the burners. I turned the burner control knob to the start position and pressed the red button. When it clicked, I could see a spark jump across the burners and watched as they fired up. 
 
    I set the controls to high heat and closed the grill's lid then took a seat in one of the recliners Abby and I had sat in the night before. 
 
    A few minutes later, she came out on the deck with her phone in hand. Apparently, the call she didn't want me to hear had ended. 
 
    I nodded toward her phone. “Was that about Bob?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not that one. But I am getting a lot of calls from people who’ve seen the flyer. Most wanting to sell me a Bob look alike or to foster a stray they had taken in. 
 
    “So far, the calls have been a waste of time. But eventually we'll get the one that leads us to him. I'm sure of it.” 
 
    She pointed to the grill and said, “Looks like you got it going. How long before we can put the steaks on?” 
 
    I pointed to the thermometer on the front panel and said, “When it reaches four fifty, it'll be ready.” 
 
    She checked. “It's almost there. I'll go make the salad and bring out the steaks.” 
 
    I started to follow her in, but she said, “No, you stay out here. Watch the grill.” 
 
    I wasn't sure why she didn't want me to go inside with her, but judging by the way she kept looking at her phone, I thought maybe she was expecting another call. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she came back out carrying a plate with the raw steaks and a set of grill tongs. “You ready to cook?” 
 
    I nodded, took the steaks and put them on the grill. I pointed to the plate where the raw steaks had been and asked, “Okay if I go in and get a clean one?” 
 
    “Sure, they're above the sink.” 
 
    I headed for the door. When I stepped inside, I heard her phone chime with an incoming call. Maybe this time it would be someone saying they had found Bob. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    When I came back out, Abby was still on the phone. She saw me and held a finger to her lips, meaning she didn't want me to interrupt her. 
 
    She turned away to face the gulf, hoping the sound of the waves would keep me from hearing what she was saying. 
 
    The steaks needed to be turned over. I walked to the grill, close enough to hear Abby say, “Look, he either talks to me or this goes the other way. Your choice. You've got twenty-four hours to decide.” 
 
    She ended the call and turned back to me. “Those steaks about ready?” 
 
    I nodded. “Just about. Give me a minute. I'll plate them up.” 
 
    She nodded. “Bring them inside when you're done. I'll have the salad ready.” 
 
    She didn't say anything about the call, and I wasn't going to ask. Whatever she was working on she didn't want me to know about it. 
 
    That didn't bother me. She had other things going on in her life beyond me. 
 
    I checked the steaks, and when they were done to perfection, I plated them up and turned off the grill. 
 
    Inside, Abby had set the table with salad plates and silverware. She had poured herself a glass of wine. There was a bottle of water on my side. Clearly, she was determined to be the doctor's enforcer. 
 
    She put the steaks on our plates, and we started in on dinner. 
 
    Between bites, I said, “I guess that latest call wasn't about Bob either.” 
 
    “No, it wasn't. It's business. The people I'm dealing with are playing hardball. They think I'm a pushover and I'll give in to their demands. 
 
    “But I won't. They'll realize that if they don't agree to my terms, it could really hurt them. Give them an hour, and they'll be calling me back, ready to deal.” 
 
    I smiled. “So an hour, huh? You know that for sure, do you?” 
 
    She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    A few minutes later, her phone chimed with an incoming call. She looked at the display and said, “It's them.” 
 
    Instead of answering, she let it go to voice-mail. She didn't even bother to listen to the message they had left. 
 
    “Aren't you even going to check?” 
 
    She smiled. “I'll do it later. I already know what they said.” 
 
    Having seen her 'gift' in action, I didn't doubt her. She probably did know. 
 
    We continued to eat, talking about the places we had visited and the plight of all the animals we had seen in the shelters. 
 
    That led to a discussion about Bob and where he might be. I told her what the deputy had said about looking in the woods behind CVS where the feral cats hung out. Abby had already heard about the place and said she had added it to her list. 
 
    “You have another list? Mind telling me what's on it?” 
 
    She took a sip of wine and said, “Tomorrow we'll start by visiting the three shelters in Englewood. Then we'll swing by CVS and see if Bob is hanging out there. If we don't find him, we'll leave a flyer with Bob's picture on it, so the woman who's feeding the cats will know we're looking for him. 
 
    “Then we'll go to Cat Depot. It's a small rescue shelter about a mile north of CVS on Forty-One. We'll see if Bob is there and leave them a flyer if he isn't. 
 
    “Then we'll grab lunch and head north to check out the shelter in Nokomis and post more flyers. After that, we'll come back this way, stop at Winn-Dixie and stock up on food.” 
 
    It sounded like she had our day planned out well. The only thing I couldn't figure out was why she thought we needed to stock up on food. As far as I could tell, the fridge was full, and we really didn't need anything else. 
 
    She surprised me with her next question. “You think you can do without me for a day or two, starting the day after tomorrow?” 
 
    I didn't see any reason I couldn't survive without her, as long as there was food in the house. I wouldn't have a car and wouldn't be able to go anywhere, but I've survived much worse. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    She pointed to her phone. “I need to go deal with the people I've been talking to. It's something I have to do in person. It's a two-day thing. I feel bad about having to leave you here alone, but it's something I have to do.” 
 
    She continued. “That's why we're going to Winn-Dixie tomorrow. So you won't starve.” 
 
    She paused then said, “If something comes up while I'm gone, and you need to get to the hospital, call an ambulance or Uber. Otherwise, stay here, enjoy the ocean and rest. Think you can do that?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can. But it'd be a lot easier if I had a computer and an internet connection. Being alone for two days, I could sure get a lot done and catch up on things I've missed.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Remember what the doctor said? No TV, no internet, nothing that might stress you out. We're going to keep it that way.  
 
    “You still have your burner phone. It doesn't have internet, but you'll be able to survive without it. Or without me. 
 
    “And if you're a good boy, I'll bring you back a present.” 
 
    I smiled. “A present? I like the sound of that. Tell me more.” 
 
    But she didn't. She just said it would be something I liked. I tried to get her to tell me more, but she wouldn't. 
 
    I changed the subject and asked where she was going and what she would be doing the two days she was away. 
 
    She just said, “It's a business thing. The less you know the better.” 
 
    We cleaned up the kitchen, and, like the day before, we moved out onto the deck to listen to the waves and watch the stars above. About two hours later, we went to our separate rooms and prepared for bed. 
 
   


  
 

  Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    The next morning, Abby let me sleep in. When I finally got up, it was just after eight. I found her sitting at the kitchen table, holding her phone. 
 
    She looked up at me and said, “They left a message. It was pretty much what I expected. They agreed to my terms and are ready to go forward as long as I visit them in person. 
 
    “I'll be leaving in the morning. I'll be gone for two days. I wouldn't be going if I thought you weren't well enough to be on your own. But you have to promise to stick with what the doctor said. No drinking, no TV no internet, and no sex. At least until I get back.” 
 
    I smiled. “The no sex part? Is breaking that rule going to be my present?” 
 
    She stood and said, “You'll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    After eating breakfast, I changed into clean clothes and was ready when Abby said, “It's time to go.” 
 
    We loaded into the minivan and headed to the first place on her list, the Suncoast animal shelter in Englewood. 
 
    Pulling into the parking lot, we could hear dogs barking as soon as we got out of the car. Inside, it was much like the shelters we had visited the day before. Underfunded, under staffed, and overcrowded with dogs and cats. 
 
    We walked through the cat section, checking all the cages, but Bob wasn't in any of them. Before leaving, we gave the woman working the front desk a few of our “lost cat” flyers. She promised she would put them up and give us a call if Bob came in. 
 
    From there, we headed to EARS, the Englewood Animal Rescue Sanctuary on Dearborn Street. Unlike the other shelters, EARS only had a few animals on hand, and the ones they did have lived in a much more comfortable environment. 
 
    Instead of the noisy, smelly, stressful conditions we had found at other shelters, entering EARS was like entering someone's home. Everything felt comfortable. The animals were constantly attended to, and the staff were very helpful. 
 
    We showed them the flyer with Bob's photo, and the woman who looked to be in charge said, “We've got one that looks like him. It's probably not the one you're looking for, but he will be someday.” 
 
    Before she could continue, Abby said, “I want to see him!” 
 
    The woman smiled and said, “Okay, follow me.” 
 
    We were led into a small glassed-in room just beyond the front office. Soft music was playing, and in the corner of the room, we saw a mother cat with four kittens. One looked exactly like Bob when he was young. 
 
    Abby asked, “Can I pick him up?” 
 
    The woman whispered, “Yes, but be gentle.” 
 
    Abby went over and spoke softly to the mother cat, petted her head, and then petted the kitten that looked like Bob. 
 
    The kitten yawned and squeaked at the same time. He looked up at Abby with his deep blue eyes and meowed softly. Then he started purring. 
 
    Abby gently petted him while whispering something. I couldn't make out what she was saying, but the kitten seemed to like it. 
 
    When Abby moved her hand away, the kitten tried to grab it and bring it closer. Abby smiled and said, “You're the one.” 
 
    When she stood, the kitten yawned and snuggled up against its mother. Both were purring. 
 
    Abby came back to where we were standing and asked the woman who had led us into the kitten room, “Is he ready to be adopted?” 
 
    “No, not yet. He's too young. Florida law says he needs to be at least eight weeks old before he can be taken from his mother. He's that now, but we like to keep them a little longer, another week or so.” 
 
    Abby nodded, and we left the room, heading back out to the office area. 
 
    The woman looked at our lost cat flyer and asked, “How did you lose him?” 
 
    Abby pointed to me and said, “He was in the motorhome with this guy when it was hit last week. We haven't seen the cat since.” 
 
    Hearing this, the young woman sitting behind a computer on a desk off to the side perked up. She came over and asked, “Were you the one driving the motorhome? The one in the YouTube video?” 
 
    I nodded. “That was me.” 
 
    She turned to the other women and said, “You know that video I showed you? The one with the car flying through the motorhome? This is the guy who was driving.” 
 
    She turned to me and said, “I'm Roxanne, and I can't believe you survived. I thought you'd be dead for sure.” 
 
    I laughed. “I'm not dead, at least not yet. I did get banged up a bit and spent a few days in the hospital, but I'm mostly better now. I just need to find my cat.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “I’m sure you’ll find him. I’ll even help if you like.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. She wrote something on the back, handed it to me, and said, “I'm pretty good at finding cats. If you want me to go out with you, give me a call.” 
 
    I thanked her and put the card in my pocket. 
 
    We left a stack of flyers and went back out to the car. After we got in, Abby asked, “You like that girl? Roxanne? That her name? Because it sure looked like she was into you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Abby, I think she felt sorry for me. That's all.” 
 
    Abby smiled. “That better be all. You don't want me finding out that you got together with her while I was gone. That would not be a wise thing to do.” 
 
    “I promise. I'm not going anywhere near her. I can't because I don't have a car.” 
 
    Abby looked at me and laughed. “You're a funny man. Maybe me being away from you for a few days will be a good thing.” 
 
    The visit to the remaining shelters ended the same way. No Bob. We left plenty of flyers and felt good that even though he hadn't been found, there was an army of people out looking for him. 
 
    We grabbed lunch at Zeke's on Dearborn. I'd eaten there before and knew they had the best burger and rings in town. I ordered both, and they didn't disappoint. Abby had one of their salads. She said it was good but kept stealing my onion rings. 
 
    From Zekes we went to Winn-Dixie where Abby let me stock up on whatever I wanted to eat while she was away. 
 
    Since I didn't feel like cooking, I picked out four frozen dinners, some Pop Tarts, a box of Raisin Bran, a quart of lemonade, a loaf of rye bread, and a half pound of sliced turkey. 
 
    I wanted to get mustard and mayonnaise for the sandwiches, but Abby assured me there were full bottles of each in the fridge. 
 
    Satisfied that I wouldn't starve while she was gone, we paid at the register and headed back to the beach cottage we were calling home. 
 
     Abby continued to get calls from people about Bob's flyer. But, as before, most were offering to sell a replacement cat. Some had free kittens to give away. One said he had found a cat that looked like Bob, but when he texted the photo to Abby's phone, it was clear the cat was not him. Wrong color, wrong size, wrong tail. 
 
    The cat in the photo looked clean and well groomed and probably was someone's pet. Maybe it belonged to the caller. A thousand-dollar reward will make people do that. Try to sell the family pet. 
 
    With so many calls coming in, I asked Abby how she would handle them while on the road. She said that since most of them were a waste of time, she wouldn't bother me with them. If a call came in that sounded promising, she'd forward the call to my burner. 
 
    I could follow it up, and if it sounded like the caller had actually found Bob, I could arrange to meet him in a public place. Since I didn't have a car, I could call a cab or Uber and have it come get me. 
 
    The only problem was the burner phone could only make calls or send text messages. It didn't have a camera and didn't have a way to view photos. It was just a phone, not much more. 
 
    Before the wreck, I had relied on my real phone to stay in touch with the rest of the world. Calls, texts, photos, and everything else a smartphone can do. 
 
    When Abby got back from her trip, I'd put getting my broken phone replaced at the top of her list. 
 
    She hadn't talked about how to handle the reward money if someone showed up with Bob. I figured she knew I had cash stashed in the safe from my motorhome and I could easily cover it. She was right. I had the money, and I'd be more than happy to give it to anyone who brought my Bob back. 
 
    Abby had gotten a rotisserie chicken while we at the store, and that evening, we had a chicken Caesar salad. My job was to cut the breast meat into small chunks without cutting myself. 
 
    That was important. I didn't want to get injured the day before she left on her trip. I didn't know where she was going, but the trip seemed important to her, and I didn't want to mess things up. 
 
    After dinner, we relaxed out on the deck, enjoying the cool breezes coming off the gulf. I asked her about her upcoming trip, but all she would say was, “When I get back, I'll tell you more.” 
 
    She quickly changed the subject. “You've still got a few days before you need to call the hospital about your insurance. Might be a good idea to hold off until I get back. Maybe I'll figure out a way to cover it while I'm on the road.” 
 
    I nodded. I liked the idea of waiting as long as possible before I had to deal with the hospital bill. 
 
    But that still left the other thing. “Think I should call the car insurance people?” 
 
    "Yes, go ahead and do that. You've got the accident report; that's probably all they need to get the process started. When they see the photos, they'll know your motorhome was totaled and will probably offer you a quick payoff. 
 
    “Your RV is fourteen years old, so don't expect to get much. But if they try to low ball you, ask to speak to a supervisor. Tell them the story about how the flying Corvette slammed into you. Maybe that'll help.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking about the wreck. I hadn't seen the video, but apparently just about everyone else on the planet had. Maybe even the insurance people. I'd call them the next day and see what the policy covered. 
 
    Around ten that evening, we headed for our separate bedrooms. I was hoping that would change when Abby returned from her trip. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    The next morning, well before dawn, Abby tiptoed into my bedroom and placed a note on the nightstand. I was half awake and asked, “You leaving?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I've got a plane to catch and don't want to be late.” 
 
    I sat up. “A plane? Where are you going?” 
 
    She shook her head and whispered, “I'll tell you all about it when I get back. Promise.” 
 
    She leaned in, kissed me on the cheek, and then left the room. A few minutes later, I heard the front door open, followed by the sound of her driving off in the minivan. 
 
    I closed my eyes and went back to sleep. 
 
    Three hours later, the sun streaming into my room told me it was time to get up. Even though I didn't have anything to do and couldn't go anywhere, I wasn't going to spend the next two days just lying in bed. 
 
    Remembering the note Abby had left on the nightstand, I picked it up and read it. 
 
    It said, “Walker, I'm chasing down a lead on the guy who hit you. It may not go anywhere but it could. I'll tell you about it when I get back.” 
 
    The note continued. “When you go out on the beach today, be careful. You're going to meet two people. One is going to try to hurt you. The other will help you find Bob. 
 
    “Don't forget what the doctor said. No drinking, no driving, no internet, and no sex. 
 
    “Get plenty of rest. You'll need it when I get back. 
 
    “Abby.” 
 
    I reread the note to make sure I had read it right the first time. 
 
    She’d said she was chasing down a lead on the guy who crashed into me. She didn't tell me where she was going, but before she left she had mentioned having to catch a plane. 
 
    I wasn't sure why she wouldn't tell me more. If she had, I could have gone with her. I could have helped her chase the guy down. But maybe she had a good reason for not wanting me to go along. Maybe the reason had something to do with what else she had written in the note. Something about me meeting two people on the beach. 
 
    I reread that part again. 
 
    “When you go out on the beach today, be careful. You're going to meet two people. One of them is going to try to hurt you. The other will help you find Bob.” 
 
    If anyone else had told me something like that, I wouldn't have believed them. No one can see the future. 
 
    But Abby has a gift. I'd seen her do some unbelievable things, and for me not to take her prediction seriously would have been a mistake. 
 
    I decided if there was someone on the beach who could help me find Bob, I needed to be out there looking for them. 
 
    The problem was both the beach and day were long, and my chance of being in the right place at the right time was slim. 
 
    First, I needed to eat breakfast then change into beach clothes and lather on the sunscreen. 
 
    Abby had stocked the fridge before she left, making sure I wouldn't starve while she was gone. I found eggs, turkey bacon, and orange juice. 
 
    I put a skillet on and while it was heating up poured a glass of orange juice. When the skillet was hot enough, I cracked two eggs and let them cook. I liked my eggs over easy, with firm whites and runny yolks. To get them that way, you have to flip them once and take them off the pan at just the right time. 
 
    When they were ready, I scooped them onto a plate and put two strips of turkey bacon in the pan where the eggs had been. 
 
    Three minutes later, I was eating breakfast. 
 
    After finishing off the bacon and eggs, I rinsed the plate and headed back to my bedroom to shower and shave. Normally, with Abby gone and me stuck in the house alone, I wouldn't have bothered to do either. 
 
    But if her note was right and I was going to meet people on the beach, I wanted to look my best. 
 
    After the shower, I dug through my freshly washed clothes and pulled on a pair of tan cargo shorts and a light blue T-shirt. 
 
    I didn't have any beach shoes, so I put on the steel toe tennis shoes I'd gotten two days earlier. I was still breaking them in, but they'd be fine for a walk on the sand. 
 
    I should have worn a hat to protect me from the intense Florida sun, but I didn't have one, so I just grabbed my sunglasses and headed out onto the deck. 
 
    From there, I had a great view of the white sand going in both directions. Since Abby had said I would meet the people on the beach, I checked to see if there was anyone out walking on the sand. 
 
    Our little beach cottage was at least three miles from the nearest public beach. Far enough away that most beach goers would never get close. The only people I'd see were the locals who lived nearby. 
 
    Looking north, I didn't see anyone, just seagulls dive-bombing sand crabs. Turning to the south, I could see a woman walking a dog. She was wearing a large sun hat, a white blouse, and white shorts. Her dog was a small breed, maybe a Jack Russell or Rat Terrier. It was running free, chasing the seagulls that flocked nearby. 
 
    Since she was the only one on the beach, it could have been her who was supposed to help me find Bob. I figured I needed to go see if she was the one Abby had mentioned in her note. 
 
    I took the stairs down to the beach and headed in her direction. Not wanting to scare her off, I walked slowly, trying to look like a normal person out for a morning walk on the sand. 
 
    As we got closer, I could see she was middle aged, maybe in her late fifties or early sixties. She appeared to be fit and seemed to be enjoying the walk with her dog. 
 
    I didn't want to ask outright if she was the one who was supposed to help me, so, instead, as we passed, I said, “Great weather, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, it is. Sunshine and no snow. What else could you ask for?” 
 
    She pointed to her small dog. "Tucker sure likes it.” 
 
    When he heard his name, the little dog ran over to the woman and sat down in front of her. She reached into her pocket and came out with a doggie treat. He gobbled it down, barked once and wagged his little tail. 
 
    The woman looked up at me and said, “He always gets two. He'll sit there and not move until I give him his second one.” 
 
    She bent over, held out her hand, and he gently took the treat. 
 
    When she stood, she smiled and asked, “You live nearby?” 
 
    I pointed over my shoulder to the place we were staying. “We're up there.” 
 
    She nodded again and asked, “Are you part of the TV show?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Are you?” 
 
    She shook her head in disgust. “No, I'm not. I wish they would go somewhere else. They’re noisy, rude and drink too much. I'll be happy when they're gone.” 
 
    I nodded my head in agreement. “Me too. Their late-night parties disturb the peace around here.” 
 
    The woman clipped a leash on Tucker and said, “This is about as far as we walk. Maybe I'll see you out here later. I'm Mildred, by the way.” 
 
    I smiled. “I'm Walker. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    I was hoping she would want to talk more, maybe tell me about a cat she'd found. But she didn't. She just said, “Have a nice day,” and headed back the way she came. 
 
    I didn't see any other people on the beach, so I turned and headed back to our place. Twenty minutes later, I reached the steps and climbed up onto the deck. I pulled one of the lounge chairs to the deck rail, opened a beach umbrella to give me some shade, and waited for the next person walking the sand. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    It didn't take me long to get bored. No internet, no TV, no smartphone and no one to talk to. Yes, it was nice to be able to look out on the beach and watch the waves rolling in. For a lot of people, that would have been their dream vacation. 
 
    Go to Florida, sit out on a deck overlooking the ocean, and just chill. But I'd been chilling ever since the wreck, and I was plenty chill enough. 
 
    Still, I sat out on the deck hoping to meet the person who, according to Abby, would help me find Bob. 
 
    So far, the only one I'd seen had been Mildred walking her dog. No one else. 
 
    Three hours later, still not seeing anyone new on the beach, I decided it was time to make lunch. I didn't want to stay inside long, afraid that I might miss the person I was supposed to find. I made a quick turkey sandwich, poured a ginger ale and headed back out onto the deck. 
 
    Right after I sat down, getting ready to take a bite out of my sandwich, I heard a woman scream, “Let go of me!” 
 
    I put the sandwich down and stepped over to the edge of the deck. Looking north, I didn't see anyone. But looking south, I saw a young woman, maybe in her late twenties, trying to fight off a man about the same age. 
 
    He was taller and stronger than she was, had grabbed her arm and was pulling her toward the water. She was trying to swat him with her left, while screaming, “Let me go!” 
 
    They didn't seem like they were playing, she was panicking, desperately trying to get away from the man. At least, that's what it looked like to me. 
 
    I didn't waste any time; I ran down the deck stairs and headed toward the couple. They didn't see me coming. 
 
    When I got close enough, I asked, “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    The man, who was a couple of inches taller and forty pounds heavier than me, looked over and said, “Yeah, there's a problem. You're butting in on something you don't know anything about. Leave before you get hurt.” 
 
    While he was distracted telling me to leave, the woman he was holding leaned forward and took a bite out of his arm. He screamed in pain and pushed her away. If she'd been thinking straight, she would have run to safety. But she didn't. She just backed up a few steps, rubbed her arm, and yelled, “Don't you ever touch me again, you jerk.” 
 
    The man took two steps toward her and, with an open hand, swung at her face. His hand connected, and she went down. 
 
    I ran over to her and asked, “You okay?” 
 
    She was rubbing the bright red handprint on her face. “No, I'm not okay. That asshole hit me.” 
 
    I turned back to look at him, but not soon enough. He had walked over to where I was trying to help the girl, and I hadn't seen him coming. When I turned to see where he was, I saw his fist heading toward my head. I tried to duck, but I wasn't quick enough. He caught me just under my right eye. 
 
    I'd been hit harder by bigger men but had never blacked out before. This time I did. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I saw that the man had backed up a few steps and dropped down into a football stance, waiting for me to get up. 
 
    I'd seen this before with big guys. They want to use their heavier weight to their advantage. Rather than stand and fight, they rush their opponent and tackle them to the ground. Then they lie on top and punch the victim senseless. 
 
    Being punched senseless was something I wanted to avoid. I was still on the ground and knew that when I stood, he’d make a run at me. But I had a few tricks of my own. 
 
    I stood and, just as I suspected, he rushed toward me. Head down, ready to tackle; he was coming fast for a big guy. I had to carefully time my move to get out of his way. Move too soon and he would adjust and still get to me. Wait too long and he would plow over me. 
 
    So instead of moving, I waited until the very last moment before he impacted me then stepped to the side. As I did this, I kicked out my right leg and caught him around his ankle. His weight and momentum did the rest. He ended up face down in the sand. 
 
    Instead of waiting for him to get up and take another run at me, I stepped over and sat down on his back. With him being face down, there wasn't much he could do except yell. Which he did. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and said, “Yeah, you’re the a-hole who slaps women and sucker punches men when they aren’t looking. That’s who you are.” 
 
    He yelled, “Get off me. I’ll show you who I am. Just let me up; you’ll see.” 
 
    He was struggling to get up, but I wasn't going to allow it. The tide was coming in, and the waves were getting closer. Soon, he would feel the spray of salt water on his face. 
 
    He yelled again, “When I get up, I'm going to kill you!” 
 
    I smiled and said, “Well, I guess I better not let you up then.” 
 
    I turned to the woman and asked, “You okay?” 
 
    “Not really. He hit me pretty hard.” 
 
    She pointed to the house behind her, the one where they were shooting the TV show, and said, “I'm going up there to wash up. You be careful with this guy. He's dangerous.” 
 
    She left, and I watched as she went up the stairs to the TV show mansion. 
 
    As she got near the top, I saw a man standing on a deck above her with a video camera on his shoulder. He saw me and gave a thumbs up. 
 
    I didn't bother to return one. The man I was sitting on was struggling to get up, and it was hard to keep my balance with his twisting and turning, but I did. I didn't want him getting up until he calmed down. 
 
    He kept screaming profanities, his voice getting weaker and hoarser with each. I just ignored him. I knew arguing with a fool was a losing game. Sitting on his back, I had the high ground, and I could wait him out. 
 
    As expected, he eventually got tired of yelling. The tide had come in a bit, and it looked like the salt spray on his face was calming him down. To make sure, I asked, “You still going to kill me if I let you up?” 
 
    He groaned. “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Another groan, then, “I'm sure. Just let me up. I'll leave you alone. Promise.” 
 
    His promise meant nothing to me; I wasn't convinced he'd leave me alone. But my head was spinning again. It could have been the concussion or his sucker punch, but either way, I needed to get back to our cottage before I blacked out. Again. 
 
    Wanting to end it quickly, I said, “There's a man with a camera up there recording us. If I let you up and you hit me again, it's not going to look good when I take you to court. You understand?” 
 
    He grunted, “Just let me up.” 
 
    I looked back at the man with the camera. Just like before, he gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    I shook my head and said, “Okay, I'm going to get up. But if you try anything, I'm going to hurt you bad. Understand?” 
 
    He grunted out a “Yes.” 
 
    I wasn't feeling up to fighting anyone, especially a big guy. If he wanted to fight, I'd have to run. Not something I usually did when faced with violence. But this time it was the only sensible thing, with the recent concussion still giving me problems. 
 
    I got up off his back and took four steps away. 
 
    He pushed himself up off the ground, brushed the sand off his shirt and turned toward me. He pointed and said, “This is not over.” 
 
    Then he turned and walked away, heading toward the reality house and the man with the camera. 
 
    I didn't wait around to see what would happen next. I turned and shakily made my way back to the safety of our beach house. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    When I got back to the house, I took off my shoes and left them at the sliding door. They were covered with wet sand, and I didn't want to track it into the clean house. 
 
    I headed for my bathroom, along the way I grabbed a washcloth from the stack of clothes Abby had left. 
 
    In the bathroom, I looked at my face in the mirror. The punch had caught me just below my right eye. Hard enough to break the skin and have me seeing stars. I knew if I didn't ice it down, it would be black and blue within hours. 
 
    I went to the kitchen and grabbed a handful of ice from the fridge. I wrapped it in the washcloth then went back to the bedroom, lay down on the bed and put the ice pack on my face. 
 
    I was dizzy, tired, and more than a little concerned about how the blow to my head might affect my concussion recovery. The doctor had said to avoid stress and protect my head. I had done neither. 
 
    I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and either passed out or dozed off. 
 
    Sometime later, I woke to pounding on the front door. 
 
    I didn't want to get up, but the ice on my face had melted into a wet puddle, and I needed to replenish it. 
 
    I sat up slowly, trying to ride out the wave of dizziness that spread over me. After it passed, I got up and went to the front door. 
 
    Before I opened it, I looked out, expecting to see the big guy from the beach. He had said it wasn't over, and I was expecting him to bring the fight to me, maybe with a few of his buddies. 
 
    But it wasn't him. Instead, there were two sheriff’s deputies standing outside. Neither looked happy. 
 
    My first thought was maybe they had found Bob. I had left a flyer at the sheriff’s office. Maybe it had paid off. 
 
    I opened the door. “Can I help you?” 
 
    One of the deputies took a step back, leaving room for the other one to step forward. He introduced himself. “I'm Deputy Daniels with the Sarasota Sheriff's Office. We're here following up on a complaint.” 
 
    He paused then asked, “Don't I know you?” 
 
    “Yeah, we spoke two days ago about my wrecked motorhome.” 
 
    The deputy smiled. “I remember now. You told me your cat was missing. But you look different now. What happened to your face?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I got sucker punched on the beach this morning. Big guy hit me from behind. I never saw it coming.” 
 
    Daniels turned to the other deputy. “This is the guy who was in the motorhome. From the video on YouTube. He was driving.” 
 
    He turned back to me. “You live out here on Manasota Key?” 
 
    I knew what he was thinking. You had to have a lot of money to afford a house in this neighborhood. Even a small one would run over a million dollars. No way I wanted him to think I was rich, so I told him the truth. 
 
    “We're just renting. My doctor said I needed to stay somewhere peaceful while I recovered from the concussion. No internet, no TV, no alcohol and no getting punched in the head.” 
 
    Daniels looked at his notes then back at me. “We thought this was the right address, but maybe it isn't. 
 
    "You're saying someone hit you in the face? Out on the beach this morning? Is that correct?”
I pointed to my eye. “Yeah, that's how I got this.” 
 
    Daniels nodded. “Tell me about it. When it happened, how it happened, who else was involved.” 
 
    He turned to the deputy behind him and said, “Be sure to record this.” 
 
    When he turned back to me, I said, “Standing makes me a little dizzy. Mind if we go inside so I can sit?” 
 
    He turned to the deputy standing behind him but didn't say anything. Then he turned back to me. “You sure it's okay for us to come in? We don't have a search warrant or anything. You don't have to let us in.” 
 
    I nodded. “Look, that punch hurt and I'm pretty dizzy. Follow me in or stand out here by yourself. I'll be inside sitting down.” 
 
    I turned and walked toward the living room. The two deputies followed. I sat on one of the recliners and Daniels sat on the couch across from it. The second deputy, who had not been introduced, stood with his notebook and recorder in hand. 
 
    Daniels asked, “You sure you're up for this? If you're dizzy, maybe we should get you some medical help.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I'm fine. Let's get this over with.” 
 
     “Okay, tell us what happened.” 
 
    I pointed to the beach and said, “I was out on the deck and heard a woman scream. It sounded like she was in trouble. 
 
    “I looked in her direction and saw a man trying to drag a woman away. It didn’t look like they were playing. 
 
    “She was trying to fight him off, but she didn't have a chance. He was a big guy, probably six two, and at least two hundred twenty pounds. 
 
    “I left the deck and walked over to get a better look. The woman was still struggling, so I asked her if there was a problem. She didn’t answer, but the guy who was holding her turned his attention to me. When he did, she bit his arm. He let the woman go, but not before he slapped her face, hard enough to knock her down. 
 
    “I went over to see if she needed help, and while I was down on my knees talking to her, the guy came up from behind and hit me in the head.” 
 
    Deputy Daniels nodded. “So, you're saying you went to help the girl? Did you hit the guy after that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I never hit him. I didn't have a chance. I bent down to help the girl and he came up from behind and slugged me. When I got up, he tried to knock me down again.” 
 
    Daniels nodded. “So that's when you hit him?” 
 
    I shook my head again. “No, I never hit him. All I did was sidestep when he ran at me. I think he tripped. He went face down on the sand. I made sure he couldn't get back up and hit the girl or me.” 
 
    “How did you do that? How did you keep him from getting back up?” 
 
    I smiled. “I sat on him.” 
 
    The deputy suppressed a laugh. “You sat on him?” 
 
    “Yes, I sat on him. I didn't want him to get up. He'd already slapped the girl and punched me. I figured the safest thing was to keep him on the ground until he cooled off. So I sat on his back.” 
 
    Daniels nodded. “Okay, how long did you do that?” 
 
    “A few minutes. He said he was going to kill me when he got up. I wasn't in any hurry for him to do that. I kept him on the ground until he calmed down a bit. I told the girl to leave, to go to safety, and she did. 
 
    “When the guy calmed down, I let him up. I didn't stay around to talk. I came back here to take care of my eye.” 
 
    Daniels nodded and asked the same question he'd asked before. “So, when did you hit him?” 
 
    My answer was the same. “Never. I never swung at him, never hit him.” 
 
    I held up both hands with my knuckles facing the deputies. “See, no marks or bruises. If I'd hit him, my knuckles would be swollen.” 
 
    Before Daniels could ask another question, I asked, “What's this about? Did someone see what happened and report it?” 
 
    Daniels shook his head. “The guy on the beach, the one you describe as being big and dragging the girl, his name is Chance. Chance Boudin. You ever hear of him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Doesn't mean anything to me.” 
 
    “Maybe you've heard of his father. Amir Boudin. Big investment banker. Lots of money?” 
 
    “Sorry. I don't know who he is.” 
 
    Daniels let out a deep breath and said, “Down at the station, we've all heard of him. Everyone in the department has. He's got the kind of money that opens doors. Including ours. When he or his son calls, we respond. 
 
    “An hour ago, Chance called and said he was assaulted on the beach. He said he wanted to press charges. He didn't know the name of the guy who did it but thought he lived next door to where they were taping the show. 
 
    “That's why we're here. Following up on the assault charge. 
 
    “The way he tells it, he and his lady friend were on the beach minding their own business when you came up from behind and slugged him. He said you slapped the girl on her face and then ran off. He has bruises on his face, and it does look like someone hit him. Was it you?” 
 
    “No, I never hit him or the girl. Ask her. She'll tell you. He was dragging her, she screamed, and I went over to help. He hit her; then he hit me. End of story.” 
 
    Daniels nodded and said, “The problem is we can't find the girl. No one over there knows where she is. They won't even tell us her name. Right now, it's your word against his.” 
 
    I nodded and pointed at my swollen eye. “How do you think I got this? He hit me. Go back and check his knuckles. You'll see. He's the one who did all the hitting.” 
 
    Daniels nodded. “We'll do that. But let me ask you a question. If we find out that this guy hit you first, do you want to press charges?” 
 
    I knew the guy deserved to be punished but not by me pressing charges. I didn't need to get involved in anything like that. Not when I was trying to recover from a concussion. “I don't want to press charges. But if you find the girl and she tells the truth about what happened, I'll back her story.” 
 
    Daniels smiled and said, “Okay, for what it's worth, I believe you. You're the one with the black eye, and he's the one with the busted knuckles. But without another witness, we can't do anything.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. But if he wants to come after me in court, get the video. Someone in that house was standing on the deck with a camera. They recorded the whole thing. Find that video, and you'll see what really happened.” 
 
    Daniels nodded and turned to the deputy behind him who had been taking notes. “What do you think?” 
 
    The deputy looked up and said, “It's his word against Chance's. Unless we can find the girl or the video, there's not much we can do except to file a report.” 
 
    Daniels nodded and turned back to me. “With your permission, I'd like to get pictures of your face and hands. It might help us resolve the case.” 
 
    If photos would prove I was innocent, I was all for it, so I said, “Go ahead, take pictures.” 
 
    I sat while Daniels posed me, and the other guy took pictures with his phone. 
 
    When he was done, he said, “We'll go back and talk to Chance. We'll check his knuckles, and if they're bruised, we'll ask if he wants to revise his story. 
 
    “If he doesn't, we'll try to find the girl. If she says he hit her, it's automatic jail time for him. 
 
    “If you see the girl, let her know we're looking for her.” 
 
    He stood and said, “You better put some ice on that eye. It's starting to swell.” 
 
    I started to get up and walk them to the front door, but Daniels stopped me. “We can find our way out.” 
 
    He and the other deputy left. 
 
    My head hurt, my eye was swollen, and I was still dizzy. All I wanted to do was get back in bed with an ice pack on my eye. I went to the kitchen, grabbed some more ice from the fridge, wrapped the cubes in the washcloth and headed to bed. 
 
    Like before, I dozed off. Not sure how long, but I woke to my phone chiming an incoming call. 
 
    Since there was only one other person on the planet who knew the number of the burner, it had to be Abby. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    I answered as cheerfully as I could. I didn't want Abby to know I had been punched in the head and was still seeing stars. And I didn't want to upset her by mentioning the visit by the sheriff’s deputies and the possibility of pending assault charges against me. 
 
    I answered and said, “Hi Abby, miss me yet?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Not yet, but I'm sure, sooner or later, I will. But that's not why I called. I was worried you might have gotten into some trouble, and I needed to make sure you were okay. How's your day going so far?” 
 
    There was no way I was going to tell her the truth, so I said, “It's been good. I slept in, had a late breakfast and walked the beach. I'm back inside now and about to take my afternoon nap. How about you? How are you doing?” 
 
    She paused like maybe she didn't believe me. Maybe her gift was telling her my day hadn't gone so well. She pretty much confirmed my suspicions when she asked, “Walker, you sure you're okay? No problems?” 
 
    I answered quickly. Maybe too quickly. “Abby, I'm doing fine. No problems at all, except for missing you.” 
 
    She paused then said, “That's sweet of you to say, but we both know the truth. You've had a rough day. And it might get worse before it's over.” 
 
    Before I could ask her what she meant, she continued. “Walker, it looks like I'm going to be up here a bit longer than I thought. I wanted to have everything wrapped up and be back with you the day after tomorrow. But it looks like it's going to take longer than I thought, probably three more days. 
 
    “That means you'll be on your own longer than we planned. Think you can handle it?” 
 
    I had plenty of food in the house, and as long as the deputies didn't come back and arrest me, I would be okay. I didn't want to worry her by mentioning that John Law was after me, so I said, “There's plenty of food here. I won't starve. I'm getting pretty bored, but I'll survive.” 
 
    “That's good,” she said. “Being able to survive without me for three days is a major milestone. But call me if anything comes up. I want to know right away if you end up in the hospital or jail.” 
 
    When she said “jail,” a shiver ran up my spine. There was no way she could have guessed that I might end up in jail for the alleged assault. Maybe she was just joking. That had to be it. But maybe she knew more than I thought she knew. 
 
    I didn't want to ask her about it, so I just said, “If I end up in either place, you'll be the first person I call.” 
 
    The background noise on her phone sounded like she was in an airport. Maybe she was waiting for a flight or had just landed. “Where are you?” I asked. 
 
     “At the airport.” 
 
    “I figured as much. But which one? And where are you going?” 
 
    She paused for a moment then, instead of answering my question, said, “They're calling my flight. I need to go. Stay healthy. Stay out of trouble, and follow doctors’ orders.” 
 
    I told her I would, and we ended the call. 
 
    She hadn't said where she was or where she was going. I was pretty sure she didn't want me to know. At least not yet. 
 
    It had been good to hear her voice. It made me feel better about the day. But it didn't do anything for my dizziness or the swelling under my eye. 
 
    I grabbed more ice, lay down in bed, and put the ice pack on my face. 
 
    A couple of hours later, I woke to someone pounding on the door. I was hoping it wasn't the deputies coming back with an arrest warrant. 
 
    I didn't want to get up. I just wanted to lie in bed. But the pounding on the door continued, so I decided to get up and see who it was. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    My head hurt worse than it had before. My right eye was partially swollen shut, and I knew I'd be dizzy when I stood. All I wanted was some peace and quiet. And maybe an aspirin or two to chase away the throbbing pain in my head. 
 
    I pushed myself up out of bed and used the wet washcloth to wipe my face. I figured if I was going to jail, I wanted to look my best. I ran my fingers through my hair and made my way to the front door. 
 
    I opened it, expecting to see the two deputies with an arrest warrant and handcuffs. But it wasn't them. It was the girl from the beach. The one who had been slapped by Chance. 
 
    My first thought was, How did she find me? How did she know where I lived? I hadn't told her or anyone else. Maybe she had watched as I walked back to the house after dealing with Chance. Or maybe she had spoken to the deputies and they told her. 
 
    I guess it didn't really matter how she found me. Unless she told Chance. If she had, it could be a problem. He had threatened to kill me and warned it wasn't over. 
 
    He seemed like the kind of guy who would take being held down personal. Most likely, he'd want revenge. Maybe that's why she had come—to warn me about him. Or maybe she came to thank me for coming to her rescue. 
 
    But as it turned out, I was wrong. 
 
    Instead of thanking or warning me, she pointed at me and yelled, “You cost me my job. If you hadn't butt in this morning, I'd still be part of the show. But no, you couldn't mind your own business. Now I'm out of work. I needed that job. Without it, I won't be able to pay rent, buy food, or pay my bills. And it's your fault.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, waiting for me to reply. Had I not been so dizzy from the concussion and the blow to my head, I would have told her that it wasn't my fault she had been fired. It was Chance's. He was the one who had hit her and then punched me. If anyone had been fired, it should have been him. 
 
    But I wasn't up to arguing with her or anyone else. So I said, “I'm sorry. I thought I was helping you. I guess I wasn't.” 
 
    I started to close the door, but she said something that made me stop. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    I looked at her, wondering why she was asking about my swollen eye. She had seen Chance hit me. But maybe she hadn't. Maybe after Chance hit her, she didn't see what happened next. I decided to tell her. 
 
     “Your friend on the beach, the one who slapped you? After he knocked you down, I went over to make sure you were okay. That's when he came up behind and hit me. A sucker punch to my face. You didn't see that?” 
 
    She thought for a moment then said, “I saw him hit you, but I didn't think it was hard enough to do that. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    She reached out and touched the bruise below my eye then quickly withdrew her hand. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it hurts.” 
 
    I was confused. She was the reason I'd gotten punched, and she blamed me for her troubles. Somehow it was my fault that I had come to her rescue when Chance slapped her. 
 
    Then I remembered how she'd gone face down onto the sand after she was slapped. Her face still had the imprint of his hand. “How about you? Does it hurt where he hit you?” 
 
    She rubbed the left side of her face. “It still stings. But I'll survive.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is Chance your boss? Did he have the power to fire you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, he's not my boss. He's not the boss of anyone. But his father puts the money up for the show. That makes him the producer. And as the producer, he made Chance the main character. All the story lines revolve around him. So Chance thinks he's a big TV star. 
 
    “But he isn't. It's a stupid show, and not many people watch it. Those that do think Chance is the villain. Or the village idiot. 
 
    “No network would have touched the show with Chance as the lead if it hadn't been for his father's money. 
 
    “But since his father was bankrolling the series, the network didn't have much to lose, so they put a crew together, rented the house next door, and started writing scripts. 
 
    “Even though he is not my boss, when he tells the director to fire someone, that person gets fired. They need to keep Chance happy, so his father will keep the money flowing.” 
 
    I nodded. “You're part of the cast?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. No way I'm part of their little circus of a show. Most of the cast is a bunch of degenerates. You couldn't pay me to join them. 
 
    “But, sadly, I do work there, not as a cast member though. I'm part of the sound crew. 
 
    “I came in early because we were supposed to shoot today, and it was my job to get the microphones all set up. 
 
    “Chance had come in early too. He had some scratches on his face and needed the makeup people to do their magic. He blamed the scratches on a woman. Said she was a real tiger and things had gotten out of hand. 
 
    “Most of the crew didn't want to hear about his exploits, but he didn't care. He kept pointing to the scratches and telling anyone who would listen how he'd gotten them. 
 
     “When he saw me setting up the microphones this morning, he walked over, put his arm around me and said it was time for us to get to know each other better. He suggested that, since we were alone, we should get in the hot tub together, naked. 
 
    “That was the last thing I wanted, to get naked with him in a hot tub or anywhere else. But because he was the boss's son, I had to be careful how I turned him down. I told him “no,” I had work to do. 
 
    “But that didn't stop him. He thinks he's a real lady’s man and he thinks all the women working on the show want to be with him. He goes around saying things to women like, 'This is your Chance for love,' or 'Chances are good we'll be hooking up.' Real smarmy stuff. 
 
    “Anyone else who said those kinds of things would get their face slapped or get a knee to the groin. But because his father is paying for the show, the women in the cast put up with him. 
 
    “Anyway, after I told him “no” I wasn't going to get in the hot tub with him, he left, and I kept working. Twenty minutes later, he came back wearing his swim trunks. He told me there was a problem with the microphone on the beach, and he wanted me to do a sound check with him.” 
 
    I interrupted her with a question. “You have microphones on the beach?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not microphones. Wireless receivers. They work with the lapel mics each cast member wears. Before we do a beach scene, I have to make sure the receivers are working. 
 
    “They are hidden, so they don't show up on camera. The ones on the beach are behind the stairs, near the bottom. When Chance told me there was a problem, I went down to see what it was. 
 
    “At the bottom step, I bent over to check the battery in the first one. That’s when he walked up behind me and rubbed against my butt. He said, 'Baby, I'm ready. Let's do this.' 
 
    “I told him to leave me alone; I wasn't interested in anything he wanted to do. 
 
    “But that didn't stop him. He grabbed my arm and started pulling me toward the water. He said getting wet would get me in the mood. 
 
    “I didn't want him feeling me up or dragging me to the water, so I started screaming. That didn't seem to bother him. He kept pulling me close, making a smacking sound with his lips, thinking that somehow that would make me want to kiss him. It didn't. It made me want to throw up. 
 
    “He kept saying, 'Just relax, you'll like it.' But he was wrong, I wasn't going to relax, and I wasn't going to like it. 
 
    “We were near the water's edge when he reached around and grabbed my boob. I screamed as loud as I could. 
 
    “I think that's when you showed up.” 
 
    She looked at my swollen eye and said, “You really need to put some ice on that. You have some inside?” 
 
    Before I could answer, she pushed by me and walked into the house. Without even asking me where it was, she went straight to the kitchen, opened the fridge and grabbed a handful of ice. I watched as she wrapped it in a dish towel. It was like she'd done it many times before. She took my hand and led me into the living room. She pointed to the couch and said, “Sit!” 
 
    Like a well-trained dog, I sat. 
 
    She leaned over and said, “Put this on your eye. It'll keep the swelling down.” 
 
    I took the ice pack and carefully put it on the side of my face where I had been hit. It was cold, but I knew it would help. 
 
    She was still standing in front of me in the living room, looking around. Thinking about how quickly she had found the kitchen, I said, “I take it you've been here before.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, a few months back, some of us on the crew were thinking about renting this place. We met the owner, and he gave us the tour. 
 
    “We liked what we saw, but the rent was way more than we could afford, so we passed on it.” 
 
    Her explanation sounded reasonable. If she was working next door, renting the place would make sense. But being right on the beach, it would be expensive, probably more than most people could afford. 
 
    Since I was bored, and it was nice to have someone to talk to, I pointed to the chair across from me and said, “Tell me more about this job you got fired from.” 
 
    She nodded and eased into the chair. She shook her head and said, “I do freelance audio work, setting up sound systems for live radio remotes, church services, and the occasional wedding. In a small town like this, there's not enough to keep me busy, so I'm always looking for more work. When the reality show came to town, I heard they were looking for audio people. 
 
    “I sent in my resume and got hired as an audio assistant. It wasn't the top job, but I knew that working on a TV show would look good on my resume. I took the job. But now that I've been fired, my resume is not going to be that impressive.” 
 
    She paused, so I asked a question. “This Chance guy got you fired because you wouldn't get naked in a hot tub with him? That can't be legal. You should get an attorney.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can't. If word got around that I sued one of the stars in a TV show, I'd never get hired again. TV producers don't want people who sue.” 
 
    I understood what she was saying but didn't think it was right. She shouldn't have lost her job because the son of the money man couldn't have his way with her. 
 
    If I had been a little further along in my recovery, I might have visited Chance and given him a few reasons to reconsider. But I couldn't risk getting punched in the head again. Not yet. That'd have to wait. 
 
    But maybe I could think of a way I could help this woman and help me at the same time. 
 
    I asked, “How much did the job pay?” 
 
    “Not much. Two hundred dollars a day on the days we were shooting. Usually three days a week, sometimes less depending on the weather.” 
 
    “So you're out of work, right?” 
 
    “I already told you. I got fired. Chance said not to come back. He said he cleared it with the producer. So yes, I'm out of work, which means I'll be eating rice and beans and living in my car until I find another job.” 
 
    She got up, and it looked like she was getting ready to leave. I didn't want her to go, not yet. Not before I had a chance to make it right. 
 
    I got up from the couch and held out my hand. “We haven't been properly introduced. I'm Walker.” 
 
    She smiled. “That your first name or last?” 
 
    “It's just Walker.” 
 
    She smiled again and said, “I'm Taylor.” 
 
    I asked her the same thing she had asked me. “Is that your first name or last?” 
 
    “It’s just Taylor.” 
 
    I nodded. “So, we’re Taylor and Walker. Sounds like a law firm. Or a comedy team.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We’re not Taylor and Walker. That sounds like we're together and we're not. Let's just keep it simple. I'm Taylor. You're Walker.” 
 
    I liked the way she wasn't afraid to speak her mind. But I had a question. 
 
    “Taylor, do you have a car?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but I don't know how long I'll be able to keep it if I don't find another job.” 
 
    I had another question. “Are you a good driver?” 
 
    She smiled. “I think so. It's been years since I last got a ticket. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I'll tell you in a minute, but first, one more question. Do you watch videos on YouTube?” 
 
    She cocked her head and hesitated before she answered. Then she asked, “Why do you care whether I watch videos on YouTube or not? It's really none of your business.” 
 
    She was right. I really didn't care whether she watched YouTube videos or not. I only wanted to know if she'd seen just one.  
 
    “Did you see the one where the Corvette flew into the motorhome? It happened here in Englewood.” 
 
    Her eyes widened; then, in a shaky voice, she said, “Yes, I’ve seen it. Everyone has. Why?” 
 
    I pointed to my chest. “I was driving. The motorhome.” 
 
    She didn't say anything. She looked like maybe she didn't believe me. Or was about to throw up. I couldn't figure out why. 
 
    Finally, she said, “You were driving? And you didn't die? You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    I nodded. “It's true. That was my motorhome. I was driving, and I didn't die. But the impact knocked me out. 
 
    “They took me to the hospital, and I was in a coma for about a week. When I came to, they said I was lucky. No broken bones. No internal injuries. Just a concussion. 
 
    “But they told me it was serious business, especially if I didn't give my brain a chance to heal. They said to go home and follow post-concussion protocol. No TV, no internet, and no driving. They didn't say anything about not getting punched in the face, but that was probably on the list somewhere. 
 
    “The motorhome was my home. I lived in it full time. After the accident, I didn't have a home to go back to. It, and everything in it, was destroyed by the Corvette. 
 
    “A friend rented this place for me. She said it was peaceful and would help with my recovery. She was probably right, except for the noise from the TV show next door.” 
 
    I continued. “I wasn't alone in the motorhome. My cat was with me, and he hasn't been seen since. We've posted lost cat flyers and offered a big reward for his safe return. But so far, no luck. No one has found him. 
 
    “That means he's out there in the wild, trying to make it on his own. Probably scared to death and wanting nothing more than for me to find him. 
 
    “I know it's silly to worry so much about a cat, but he's been with me through thick and thin. I’m not going to abandon him. I’m going to find him, no matter how long it takes.  
 
    “But I can't go look for him because the doctor said I can't drive. That means I can’t go anywhere on my own. I have to depend on someone else to take me around. 
 
    “The woman who rented this place was willing to do that while she was here. But she had to leave town for a few days. Until she gets back, I can't go anywhere.” 
 
    Taylor nodded like she understood but didn't say anything. 
 
    I continued. “Like I said, I can't go anywhere. Unless I hire a driver. Someone who can drive me around. Maybe three or four days this week.” 
 
    I paused to see if she understood what I was getting at. But she said nothing, so I kept talking. 
 
    “I need a driver, someone to help me look for my cat and drive me to places I need to go. Since you're out of work, it could be your new job. You have a car and plenty of time on your hands. 
 
     “I'll pay you the same you were getting on the show.” 
 
    I stopped talking and gave her a chance to think about my offer. I didn't know whether she'd take it or not. She didn't know me from Adam. As far as she knew, I could have been a serial killer. 
 
    She didn't answer right away. I expected that. Instead, she looked around the room then back at me. “Is this for real? Or some kind of joke?” 
 
    I smiled. “I need a driver. You need a job. I'll pay you to take me around.” 
 
    She thought about it then asked, “This is not a sex thing, is it? Because if it is, I'm not interested.” 
 
    I shook my head, “No, there's no sex involved or anything like that. I just need someone to drive me around. To take me to places I can't get to on my own.” 
 
    She asked another question. “Where would I need to take you?” 
 
    Her question gave me hope. Maybe she was considering taking the job. I needed a driver, and she seemed like the perfect candidate. 
 
    She was waiting for my answer, so I said, “The scene of the accident. Jacaranda Place. CVS. Verizon. Maybe Walmart. And a few other places. We won't be leaving Sarasota County, and we won't be getting on I-75.” 
 
    She nodded but said nothing. She was still considering my offer. 
 
    After waiting for what seemed too long, I said, “If you're not interested, I totally understand. I can get someone else.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Taylor had a few more questions about the job I was offering. The first was. “Do you smoke? Because I don't let anyone smoke in my car.” 
 
    I smiled. “No, I don't smoke.” 
 
    “Good. What about humming or singing? Will you be doing either while I'm driving?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I won't be humming or singing. I'll sit in the passenger seat and keep my mouth shut unless you ask me a question.” 
 
    She nodded again. “What about gas money? Does that come out of the three hundred a day you're going to pay me?” 
 
    I laughed. “I thought you said you were making two hundred on the show. Now it's three hundred to be my driver? That's a pretty big raise.” 
 
    She nodded. “It is, and if you want me to be your driver, it'll be three hundred dollars a day. There'll be no touching, no smoking, no humming or singing. And you're paying for gas.” 
 
    I was starting to like her. She had asked the right questions, set the ground rules and had given herself a raise. 
 
    But she still hadn't accepted the job. She was waiting for my answer. 
 
    “Okay, three hundred dollars a day and I pay for gas. But you need to be here every morning by nine and be available to drive me around until no later than nine in the evening. Most days will end earlier but not always. 
 
    “You can't bring anyone else along. No husbands, no boyfriends, or relatives. No one. It'll be just you and me. And you can't tell anyone that you're driving around the guy whose motorhome was hit by the Vette.” 
 
    She started to say something, but I kept talking. “I'll pay for our meals while we're out, and if you need to make personal stops during the day, you can, as long as they don't take too long. On the days you work, I'll pay in cash at the end of each day. 
 
    “If, after the first day, you decide to quit, I won't stop you.” 
 
    I paused then asked, “So do we have a deal? Will you be my driver?” 
 
    She smiled and stuck out her hand. “It's a deal. I'll be here at nine in the morning. I'll even wash my car before I pick you up.” 
 
    We exchanged phone numbers and agreed that if either of our plans changed, we'd call and let the other one know. 
 
    She left, and I refreshed the ice pack and headed to my bed for a nap. Like the doctor said, I'd tire easy and needed to give my brain a chance to recover. 
 
    I figured he wanted me to nap often. So that's what I was doing. Napping whenever I could. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    The next morning, I got up early, long before Taylor was supposed to show up with her car. I had a long list of places I wanted her to take me, including RV World up in Nokomis. 
 
    They were the largest RV dealer around and always had a good selection of used ones on their lot. They would be a good starting point in my search for a new home. 
 
    But before I went there or to any other RV dealer, I needed to check with my insurance company to find out how they were going to handle the wreck. The insurance payout could factor into my RV buying decisions. I had plenty of money in the bank but didn't want to spend it to recover from a wreck someone else caused. 
 
    I pulled the insurance card out of my wallet and called the number on the back. It was answered after three rings by a computerized voice that said, “If you are calling about obtaining insurance, please press one. If you are calling about making a payment, press two. If you've been in an accident, press three.” 
 
    I pressed three and, after a moment, a man answered. His first question was, “Were you in an accident?” 
 
    I answered, “Yes, I was.” 
 
    “When did it occur?” 
 
    “Ten days ago.” 
 
    “Were you injured? Do you need medical help?” 
 
    “Yes, I was injured. I was knocked out and spent ten days in the hospital. I'm okay now.” 
 
    The tone of his voice changed from concern to somewhat more cheerful. “I'm sorry to hear you were in an accident. I'm glad you are okay. Can you tell me who I'm speaking to and your policy number?” 
 
    I gave him my name and recited the string of numbers from the front of my insurance card. I could hear him typing the information into his computer as I spoke. 
 
    After a moment, he said, “Mr. Walker, I see that you have a Winnebago motorhome insured with us. Is that the vehicle involved in the accident?” 
 
    I told him it was and gave him the date of the accident and the location. Again, I could hear him entering information into his computer. 
 
    After a pause, he asked, “Do you have the accident report from the police, and if you do, can you tell me the incident number from the top of the first page?” 
 
    I had the report, but not in front of me, so I said, “I have it, but you'll have to hold while I go get it.” 
 
    The report was still in my bedroom, and I went there to retrieve it. With it in hand, I got back on the phone and recited the string of numbers from the top of the page. 
 
    Again, I could hear the agent typing the information into his computer. After a moment, he said, “It looks like your vehicle was totaled in the accident. Where is it now?” 
 
    I gave him the name and phone number of the impound lot and mentioned they were charging a hundred dollars a day storage fee. 
 
    He had one last question. “Mr. Walker, tell me about the accident. What happened?” 
 
    I wasn't sure why he was asking. The details were spelled out in the police report, and it sounded like he had already pulled it up on his computer. The report would tell him just about everything and included drawings showing the direction of travel of both vehicles and photos of the wreck. 
 
    But since he wanted to know more, I obliged by asking, “Do you have internet access?” 
 
    He answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Go to YouTube and search for 'Corvette flies into RV.' You'll find a video showing what happened.” 
 
    My answer brought an immediate reply. “Mr. Walker, I've seen the video. Everyone here has. But I didn't know it involved one of our customers. Are you sure you're okay? It looked like you took a pretty hard hit.” 
 
    Again, he used his concerned voice when asking about the accident. This time, it sounded sincere. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm okay. The doctors said I suffered a concussion and was lucky to get out alive.” 
 
    The agent agreed. “You were lucky. I'm glad you survived. From the video, it's clear your motorhome was totaled. I'm sure you'll want to resolve this as quickly as possible. Can I place you on hold while I transfer you to one of our adjusters?” 
 
    Again, the concerned voice. I told him it was okay, and after a few clicks, another man took the call. He said his name was Paul Jacobs and he would be handling my claim. His first question was, “Was that really you in the YouTube video?” 
 
    I assured him it was. 
 
    He then said, “I'm amazed you're still alive. Glad to hear it though. After seeing the video and the police report, I think we can take care of this quickly. 
 
    “Our records show your motorhome was fourteen years old. Is that correct?” 
 
    I told him it was. 
 
    “Good. According to NADA RV values, the average retail price of your motorhome would be about twenty-five thousand. Your policy will pay eighty percent of that, which comes out to twenty thousand.” 
 
    The statement took my breath away. Not because twenty grand was a lot of money. When it came to buying a motorhome, it wasn't. It wouldn't be nearly enough to cover the cost of a replacement. 
 
    Unfortunately, the agent didn't stop there. He had more bad news. 
 
    “Your policy has a five-thousand-dollar deductible, which brings the payout to fifteen thousand. 
 
    “We can cut you a check for that amount and send it next day air, if you agree.” 
 
    I was stunned. The amount was less than half of what the motorhome had been worth a year earlier. Before the wreck, I wouldn't have considered selling it for what they were offering. 
 
    To me, it was worth at least thirty grand before it had been destroyed. And I'd lost more than just the motorhome. I'd lost everything inside it. My computer and electronic gear, my GPS, my metal detector and lots of other things that would be expensive to replace. 
 
    It didn't seem right that I had to cover the loss and accept so little from the insurance company for something that wasn't my fault. 
 
    Agent Jacobs was waiting for my answer on whether I would accept the fifteen grand he was offering or not. Instead of answering his question, I asked, “What about contents coverage? Everything I owned was in the motorhome. My cameras, my computers, my phone, all my clothes, everything. Doesn't my policy cover any of that?” 
 
    Instead of answering right away, I could hear him typing on his computer. After a few moments, he said, “Good news. It looks like you have full content coverage. It maxes out at five thousand dollars. I'm pretty sure we can add that back into your payout. That'll bring it back up to twenty thousand. 
 
    “If you agree to this amount, we can send you a check today. Will that work?” 
 
    I was thinking, No, it wouldn't. I had suffered a huge loss, and the amount they were offering wouldn't come close to covering it. Beyond that, I had paid the towing company thirteen hundred dollars out of pocket. I asked the agent whether the towing and storage fees were covered. 
 
    Again, he said, “I'm glad you asked. Your policy does cover that. If you can provide a receipt, we can reimburse the towing cost as well as the storage fees you've already paid.” 
 
    I had another question. “If I accept your offer, what happens to my motorhome?” 
 
    The agent knew the answer. “Since we've determined it was totaled, we'll sell it for scrap. In most cases, the impound lot where the vehicle is stored will be given the first chance to buy. If they want it, we'll sell it to them usually for what we owe in storage fees. If they don't want it, we'll sell it to a scrap yard. Due to the amount of damage it sustained, we won't get much for it.” 
 
    He continued, “If you're interested in buying it, we could sell it to you for the storage fees you covered. Then you could do whatever you want with it. But you would be responsible for any additional storage fees incurred after we reach an agreement.” 
 
    I hated to think that my motorhome, the one that had taken me on so many adventures, would be scrapped. But there was no way around it. It was a burned-out hulk with no usable parts. I'd spent two hours going through it and knew there wasn't anything of value left. 
 
    Still, I hated to see it go. But I had no place to put it and no reason to keep it.  
 
    I told the adjuster I wasn't interested in buying it. 
 
    He said, “I understand. It hurts to lose something like that.” 
 
    Then he said, “Your final payout looks to be twenty thousand dollars. This includes fifteen thousand for the motorhome and five thousand for contents. You'll also receive reimbursement for towing and storage fees after you send in the receipts. 
 
    “Does this sound acceptable to you?” 
 
    It was hard to believe that my motorhome was worth so little. But it was fourteen years old, and RVs tend to depreciate quickly after they reach a certain age. I knew that mine was well beyond the depreciation cliff. I also knew I wouldn't be able to replace it for the insurance payout being offered. 
 
    But I really didn't have much choice. The insurance policy was what it was. I had picked it out, and I would have to live with the results. Reluctantly, I told the agent, “Yes, twenty thousand dollars is acceptable. Please send the check to my new address.” 
 
    I gave him the address of the beach cottage and was about to end the call when he asked, “Mr. Walker, your YouTube video has gotten a lot of views and will probably get more in the future. The truth is your motorhome has become an internet star. 
 
    “Because of that, Bob Young in our marketing department would like to speak to you. Can I transfer your call?” 
 
    I was pretty sure I didn't want to talk to anyone in marketing, but since I didn't have much else to do until Taylor showed up, I took the call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    I expected the insurance company's marketing man, Bob Young, would try to sell me a new policy or transfer my old one to the replacement motorhome when I finally bought one. 
 
    But I was wrong. The guy didn't try to sell me anything. In fact, he made me a very interesting offer. 
 
    He started out by saying, “I’m glad you survived the accident. I've seen the video, and it looked bad. It's amazing you lived through it.” 
 
    He took a breath and then continued. “As you may know, we sometimes feature customer stories in our TV commercials. Maybe you've seen the one with the bear that got into an RV and tore it up.” 
 
    I'd seen the commercial and several like it, so I knew what he was talking about. 
 
    He continued. “In your case, the video of your accident has gotten over sixty million views, and everyone is talking about it. 
 
    “Because you're one of our valued customers, we'd like to feature your story in some of our promotions. We wouldn't reveal your name or any personal information, but we would show video clips and photos from the accident. 
 
      “Of course, we wouldn't do this without your permission or without offering some compensation. 
 
    “Based on the widespread popularity of the crash video, we could offer you five thousand dollars for the exclusive use of your story and video. Would you be interested?” 
 
    I wanted to say, “No.” 
 
    I didn't want the publicity. But because the video of the wreck had already gone public and had been viewed by millions, the publicity train had already left the station. 
 
    Even though the video featured me and my motorhome, the only one who made money from it was the person who had posted it on YouTube. I didn't get a penny. 
 
    Like a lot of things about the wreck, the YouTube earnings didn't seem fair. I should have at least gotten something. But nothing had been offered. So, for that reason, I was interested in the marketing man's offer. 
 
    But I had a question. 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, and I might be interested in it, but the video on YouTube isn't mine. I didn't shoot it, and I don't own it. I can't give you permission to use it, no matter how much you pay me.” 
 
    The marketing man didn't seem bothered by my response. He said, “Everyone has seen the dash cam video of your accident on YouTube, but that's not the one we want to use. We want to create our own, using the four camera angles caught by the highway department's traffic cams. 
 
    “They show the accident more clearly than the YouTube video, and we can easily get permission from the highway department to use theirs. 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, we won't release any information about you and will blur out your face if it appears in the footage we use. Are you interested?” 
 
    The five thousand dollars he was offering for the marketing rights was unexpected and would help when it came to replacing my motorhome. But I wasn't sure I wanted to sell out so quickly and for so little. 
 
    I wondered if the amount offered was firm. I asked, “I might be interested. The money would help me buy a replacement, but I'm not sure I should sell the story to anyone. When you start running ads showing the accident, they might come back to haunt me. 
 
    “I'm facing medical bills that will likely be over a hundred thousand dollars, and maybe I should hold off on your offer until I talk it over with a friend.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other line, and finally the marketing man said, “Mr. Walker, I totally understand. You were in a serious accident, and it's not something to take lightly. I appreciate your concern about privacy and assure you that we would never release any information about you. 
 
    “But because you mentioned your medical bills, we might be able to offer you a bit more. If you don't mind holding, I'll ask my boss.” 
 
    He put me on hold, and I listened to background music while I thought about whether I wanted the world to see commercials in which my motorhome was destroyed. 
 
    I knew the wreck was already being viewed by millions on YouTube. Having it shown in TV commercials wouldn't change that. On the plus side, agreeing to the offer would put more money in my pocket and wouldn't affect my privacy any more than the YouTube video already had. 
 
    About two minutes later, the marketing man came back on the line and said, “Mr. Walker, thanks for waiting. I've spoken to my boss. He said we rarely pay this much for the customer stories we use. But in your case, because the accident is so well known, we see value in being able to use it in our promotional materials. 
 
    “But that value diminishes over time. Two or three months from now, something else will be popular on YouTube, and the video of your accident will be forgotten. 
 
    “For us to gain from the use of the video, we must be able to use it quickly, while it's still fresh in everyone's mind. Three months from now, it may not be worth anything to us or anyone else. 
 
    “But it's worth something now, so we can up our offer a bit. But understand this is our final offer. 
 
    “You can either accept or reject it. If you accept, we'll send you a contract via next day air. If you sign it and send it back to us, we'll send you a check for ten thousand dollars. 
 
    “If you reject our offer, you won't hear from us again. It's up to you to decide. But our offer expires in forty-eight hours.” 
 
    I didn't need forty-eight hours to think about it. Getting paid ten thousand dollars to use public domain video of the accident sounded like something I'd be a fool to pass up. As long as the contract clearly stated my privacy was protected, I would sign. 
 
    I told the marketing man to send me the contract and I'd read it over. If I liked what I saw, I’d sign it and send it back. He congratulated me on my decision and said the contract should arrive at my home the next day. 
 
    We ended the call. I tallied up the two checks the insurance company would be sending; twenty thousand for the motorhome and contents, and ten thousand for the use of the video. A total of thirty thousand dollars. 
 
    It would have been better for me not to have been in the accident in the first place, and not been in a position where I needed to replace my motorhome and everything in it, but the thirty thousand dollars the insurance company was offering would help ease the pain. 
 
    Clearly, the day was off to a good start. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    The swelling under my eye had gone down a little overnight, but the skin around it had turned a deep shade of purple. Anyone seeing me would think I'd either been in a fight or walked into a door. 
 
    If they asked, I'd tell them it was a door. 
 
    Taylor showed up at nine, right on time. I heard the crushed shell of the driveway crunching under her tires as she pulled in. I looked out the window and saw she was driving a Miata. A small two-seat sports car. Red with a black convertible top. 
 
    My first thought was that a two-seater might not be big enough for both of us. For her, it was the right size. She was about five foot four with a slim build. She'd have no problem getting behind the wheel. But I was a six-footer and even though I'd lost fifteen pounds while in the hospital, I still weighed close to one seventy. And then there was the issue of the roof line. I wasn't sure I'd be able to sit inside the Miata without hitting my head on it every time she hit a bump. 
 
    While I was thinking about this, she climbed out of her little red sports car wearing dark blue shorts, a white shirt tucked into her pants, and a chauffeur’s cap on her head. 
 
    When I went outside to greet her, she said, “Good morning, boss. Hope you had a good night. I'm ready to go whenever you are.” 
 
    She seemed cheerful for someone who had just lost their job, but maybe that was her nature. If it was, I liked it. Cheerful was good. 
 
    I grabbed my wallet, my burner phone, a stack of lost cat flyers and went outside to her car. When I got close, she walked over to the passenger side and opened the door for me. I looked inside. The seats and floor were clean. I'd have to duck to get in, but it looked like there would be enough room for me to sit comfortably. 
 
    I got in, and she closed the door behind me. 
 
    When she climbed into the driver's seat, I said, “There's no need for you to open the door for me, I can do it myself.” 
 
    I pointed to her head. “Nice touch with the hat. But you don't need to wear it for me.” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
    She pulled off the hat and dropped it in the small storage cubby behind her seat. Then she asked, “So what do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “My car. What do you think about my car?” 
 
    I thought a lot of things about it, but mainly I thought it was small. I didn't tell her that. I just said, “It's sporty.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, it's sporty. But what else?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It probably gets good gas mileage.” 
 
    “It does, about thirty-two miles per gallon. But what else? Go ahead and say it.” 
 
    I wasn't sure what she wanted me to say, so I said the only thing I could think of. “It's kind of small.” 
 
    She nodded. “That's it. I knew you were thinking that. That it's small.” 
 
    I didn't want her to feel bad about her car, so I said, “It may be small, but I bet it's fast.” 
 
    “It can be, but I'm scared to take it out on the highway to see how fast it can go. It sits low, and with all the big trucks whizzing by, I feel like I have a target on my back. 
 
    “So, you're right. It’s small. Too small for what I need. I've got audio gear I have to haul to events, and none of it will fit in the Miata. I need something bigger.” 
 
    I sat up straight, and my head rubbed the roof. She noticed and said, “See, it's too small. I definitely need something bigger.” 
 
    She was right, so I asked her, “Why don't you get a truck or van? They have plenty of room.” 
 
    She frowned. “That’s what I want. A van. But I don't have a job and don't have enough money to buy one. That's why I'm still driving around in this roller skate of a car.” 
 
    I didn't know what else to say, so I kept quiet. Taylor kept quiet, too, at least for the moment. Then she reached out and patted the dash. “At least it's paid for. It's been a good car, and it’s never let me down. If it were bigger, I wouldn't even think about getting anything else.” 
 
    We'd been sitting in the driveway, talking about her car, for almost five minutes. I could understand why she felt the need to tell me her car was too small. She'd been hired to be my driver, and she felt bad about showing up in something that I might not fit in. 
 
    With both of us sitting in it, our shoulders rubbed, and my knee was resting near the gear shift. Each time she went from one gear to another, her hand would be grazing my thigh. I wasn't going to complain though. I was happy to have someone driving me around. 
 
    She looked over and asked, “Are you buckled in?” 
 
    I wasn't. I knew if we were in an accident and the belt wasn't buckled I probably wouldn't survive. Even buckled in, the small car didn't offer much protection. It would probably crush like a beer can. Still, I put the seat belt over my shoulder, pulled it tight, and snapped it in. 
 
    When Taylor heard the click, she said, “Alright then, we’re ready to go.” 
 
    She put the Miata in first gear and headed down the crushed shell driveway. When we reached the road, she stopped and asked, “Where to, boss?” 
 
    I had a list of places in mind and shared them with her. 
 
    “First stop, Lowes. I need to get a heavy-duty stapler. Then on to Office Depot to get another hundred copies of the lost cat flyer made. 
 
    “From there we head up to the Walmart in Osprey. I want to put flyers up on the pole at the stoplight. A lot of people will see it there. 
 
    “Then we'll head back to Venice. At every light, we'll post a flyer. 
 
    “That should keep us busy until lunch. After we eat, I want to stop by the impound lot where they have what's left of my motorhome. I want to make sure they haven't seen my cat. 
 
    “If we don't find him there, we'll cruise the back streets around the wreck and look for him. 
 
    “That sound okay with you?” 
 
    “No problem, boss. Lowes first then Office Depot. Then up to the Walmart in Nokomis.” 
 
    She put the Miata back in first gear and, after checking for traffic, pulled out onto Manasota Key Road. The little car accelerated quicker than I expected, and we were soon crossing the bridge taking us to the mainland. 
 
    Taylor knew her way around Venice and it didn't take us long to knock off the first two items on our list. We got the stapler from Lowes and a hundred flyers printed at Office Depot, in color so Bob's photo clearly showed what he looked like. Black and white just didn't do him justice. Plus, we figured the bright colors would attract more attention. 
 
    When we got back to her car, she opened the door for me again and handed me the stack of flyers. Since there wasn't much room, I put them in my lap. 
 
    After Office Depot, we headed north to the Walmart Super Center. The parking lot was getting crowded, but we weren't there to shop and didn't need a place to park. We circled the lot and came back out on the street and headed for the light at US Forty-One. 
 
    Everyone who visited Walmart had to come through that intersection. Many would have to wait at the light. While waiting, they would see our flyer posted on the pole. Maybe the right person would see it and call with information about Bob. 
 
    Taylor pulled up to the stoplight, and I jumped out and stapled a flyer to the wooden light pole. I was back in the car before the light turned green. 
 
    From there, we headed south toward Venice. My plan was to staple flyers to the poles at each light, but as soon as we stopped at the next one, I realized we had two big problems. 
 
    The first was the heavy traffic. Being snowbird season, the roads were packed with people who were either lost or were driving slowly to take in the sights. The locals, who had jobs and needed to get to places on time, were driving fast, switching lanes and jockeying for position; with all the traffic behind and in front of us, it wasn't safe to stop and hold everyone up while I jumped out of the car to post a flyer. 
 
    The second problem was the light poles themselves. Unlike the wooden one at the Walmart light, all the poles on US Forty-One were metal, designed to withstand the high winds of a hurricane. As such, there was no way to staple anything to them. 
 
    The solution to both problems was easy. Instead of stopping at every light and holding up traffic, we'd pull into the parking lot of the closest business. 
 
    The first was a CVS drug store. I handed the stack of flyers to Taylor and went inside the store and bought two rolls of clear packing tape. 
 
    When I came back out, Taylor was standing by the passenger side of the Miata, ready to open the door for me. She was holding two flyers, ready to be posted on the nearby light pole. 
 
    I fooled with the child-proof packaging around the first roll of tape, and when I finally got to the sticky part, I peeled off a strip and put it on one of the flyers. I handed it to Taylor and said, “See that pole out there by the light? See if you can get this to stick to it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I'll try, boss, but it would probably work better if we put the tape on the top and bottom of the page. That way it won't blow or flutter in the wind.” 
 
    She was right. I handed her the roll of tape and said, “Go for it.” 
 
    She got out of the car, walked over to the pole and securely posted the flyer, using tape on the top, bottom and sides. While she was doing this, a car waiting at the light with three teenage boys inside honked to get her attention. Being an attractive blonde, she was probably used to that kind of thing. 
 
    She ignored the boys and turned toward me, pointing over her shoulder toward the flyer. She raised her hands in a motion that I took for, “How does it look?” 
 
    I gave her a thumbs up, and she headed back to the car. When she got in, she said, “Maybe I should be the one putting these up instead of you. It'll be quicker that way.” 
 
    I was starting to get a headache, and I wasn't going to argue. 
 
    From there on, I stayed in the passenger seat while Taylor hopscotched the Miata down US Forty-One, pulling over at every stoplight and posting one of our flyers. 
 
    When we got back to Venice, we started seeing the older ones that Abby had posted earlier. They looked to be in good shape, and there was no need to double up, so we didn't bother to post over them. 
 
    We had covered the main drag between Nokomis and Venice with our flyers. They would be seen by a lot of people. Hopefully, one of them would recognize Bob and give us a call. 
 
    It was nearly noon, and I was starting to get hungry. Taylor suggested the Lucky Dog, across from the Venice Publix. It was an old-fashioned diner that looked like a railroad car. I'd eaten there before and knew the food was pretty good. Orders got out quickly. 
 
    Around noon, the parking lot at the Dog would usually be full, but we were in a small car and didn't need much room. A car was pulling out just as we got there, and Taylor pulled into the empty space. We got out, went inside and placed our orders. All the booths were taken, so we went out and waited for our food at one of the tables under a sun umbrella. 
 
    Taylor didn't say much while we waited. She just smiled and nodded her head like she was enjoying the day. I tried my best to smile, but the pain in my head was increasing. 
 
    I was glad when our food came. I was hoping that eating and maybe drinking a Coke would do something for my headache. 
 
    It didn't. The pain was getting worse by the minute. 
 
    After eating, Taylor cleared our table and put the disposables in the trash. When she came back, I started to stand, but when I did, I felt dizzy and slightly nauseated. 
 
    She saw me wobble and asked, “You okay, boss? You're looking kind of pale.” 
 
    I wasn't sure whether I was okay or not. But I was sure I needed to get back in the car and sit down. I just hoped I could make it. 
 
    Next thing I remembered was Taylor shaking me and saying, “Wake up, boss. Wake up!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    She said my eyes had rolled back in my head and I had passed out. She thought I was having a stroke and she was scared. But she knew what to do. 
 
    Venice Regional Hospital was just behind the Lucky Dog. Somehow, she was able to get me into the Miata and to the hospital. 
 
    When I came to, she and one of the orderlies were trying to get me out of the car and into a wheelchair. I wasn't sure where I was, but I knew I had a killer headache and was too weak to get out on my own. I let the orderly pull me out of my seat and put me in a chair. He rolled me inside, where I was met by an emergency room nurse. She looked me over then asked, “Can you hear me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good. What's the problem?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Taylor walked up and said, “He passed out. I think he had a seizure.” 
 
    The nurse tapped something into the tablet she was carrying and asked, “Has he done this before? Passed out?” 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “I don't know. I only met him yesterday.” 
 
    The nurse saw my black eye, pointed to it and asked, “How did that happen?” 
 
    Taylor knew the answer. “He got punched in the face. Yesterday, on the beach.” 
 
    The nurse nodded. “Did you do it? Was it you who punched him?” 
 
    “No, it wasn't me. It was a guy I know. He hit him from behind.” 
 
    The nurse nodded again. “Anything else we should know? Any recent medical issues?” 
 
    Taylor thought for a moment then said, “He was in a car accident. The one on YouTube with the motorhome. He told me he had a concussion and was here last week.” 
 
    The nurse nodded again and told the orderly to wheel me into one of the triage rooms. Taylor followed and stayed by my side as we waited for a doctor. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the same one who had treated my concussion a week earlier walked in. Without saying anything, he came over and shone a tiny flashlight into my eyes. First the left, then the right. 
 
    He stepped back and said, “It doesn't look like you've had a stroke. That's the good news. The bad news is we need to find out why you have a headache and why you blacked out.” 
 
    He looked at his tablet and said, “I've ordered an MRI. The orderly should be here in a minute to take you there.” 
 
    He paused then asked, “How's your head? Does it hurt?” 
 
    “Yes, it hurts. Real bad.” 
 
    The doctor put his hand on my forehead and said, “Doesn't feel like you have a fever. You were in here last week with a concussion, weren't you? I wrote you a prescription for pain meds. Have you been taking them?” 
 
    I hadn't been in much pain, so I hadn't taken the meds. I didn't know if the doctor wanted to hear this, so I just shook my head and said, “No, I haven't.” 
 
    He frowned. “That might be part of the problem. Those pills keep you from having blinding headaches. They give your brain a chance to heal. You need to start taking them as prescribed. Even if you don't think you need them.” 
 
    He handed his tablet to the nurse standing behind him and said, “I'll come back after the MRI.” 
 
    He left the room, and an orderly with a wheelchair came in. He was a middle-aged man a little on the heavy side. He smiled and asked, “You ready for a ride?” 
 
    An hour later, after I'd had the MRI and was back in my bed in the triage area, the doctor came back in. He said, “Your MRI looked good. We compared it to the one we did last week, and it shows the swelling in your brain has gone down. That's good news. That's what we were hoping for. 
 
    “I don't think you had a seizure. I think the punch you took, along with the extreme headaches you were having, caused the blackout. The pain pills would have prevented that. 
 
    “Take the pills. Take it easy. And no more getting hit in the head. No driving, no alcohol, and no sex. It's important to give your brain time to heal.” 
 
    He'd told me the same thing the last time I was there. For the most part, I had followed his advice, except for the part about getting punched in the head. 
 
    He patted me on the arm and said, “If you like, we can keep you overnight, but I don't think it's necessary.” 
 
    He looked into my eyes again and then asked, “Do you still have a headache?” 
 
    I didn't. They'd given me a pill after the MRI, and it had worked wonders. My head felt normal. 
 
    “No, no headache. In fact, I feel pretty good.” 
 
    The doctor smiled. “That's a side effect of the pills. They make you feel better than you really are. But you're still healing, so take one of those pills twice a day for a week, even if you don't feel any pain. They're not addictive, but they're powerful, so don't take more than two a day. Promise me you'll take them.” 
 
    I told him I would, and I meant it. If taking the pills would keep me from getting pounding headaches and passing out, I'd take them as long as he wanted me to, whether I needed them or not. 
 
    He looked at his chart and said, “It looks like you're running a tab with the hospital. They've added this visit to your bill. 
 
    “If you have a seizure or if the headaches come back, even when you are on the meds, come in and see me. Don't wait.” 
 
    He smiled and left the room. 
 
    The nurse that had been standing behind the doctor stepped up and asked, “Are you ready to go home?” 
 
    I was. 
 
    She called an orderly who came in with a wheelchair, and even though I told him I could walk on my own, he wouldn't let me. 
 
    He said, “Boss, it's hospital policy. We wheel all patients to the door. Even the healthy ones.” 
 
    I wasn't going to argue. 
 
    He wheeled me through the halls and through the glass doors at patient pickup, the same as the last time I was there. I waited until Taylor rolled up in her little car. She got out and opened the passenger door for me, and this time, I let her help me get in. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    After leaving the hospital parking lot, Taylor turned south on US Forty-One and headed back to my temporary home on Manasota Key. Even though there were several places on my list we hadn't gotten to, she was set on getting me back home. 
 
    At the first light, she said, “I thought you were dying. I was really scared.” 
 
    She started to tear up, so I said, “Don't worry. I'm not planning on dying anytime soon. The doctor said I was okay. I just needed to take my meds. You can be sure I'll be doing that from now on.” 
 
    She looked at me, fighting back tears. “You better not die on me. I don't want to lose two jobs this week.” 
 
    I had to smile. It was the funniest thing I had heard all day. I laughed and said, “Just take me home. I'll be fine.” 
 
    She got me back to the house in record time. But not by speeding. There was too much traffic for that, and her car was too small to risk getting run over by a distracted driver. Instead of staying on Forty-One, she took a short cut through South Venice. 
 
    Driving the narrow streets through older neighborhoods, she'd made good time, but I was lost after the second turn. I'd not driven through that part of town, and the maze of streets along with the turns she took had me wondering where we were. 
 
    I was surprised when, just a few minutes after turning off Forty-One, we'd reached the drawbridge over the Intracoastal. That meant we were just minutes from home. 
 
    When we pulled up to the house, Taylor got out and opened the door for me. I was feeling a lot better and could have opened it myself, but she seemed eager to help, so I let her. 
 
    She stayed with me as I walked to the front door. I pulled the keys out of my pocket and handed them to her. “Will you unlock it, please?” 
 
    She unlocked the door and I waved her in, I followed her to the living room where I plopped down on the couch. I was thinking she would sit in the chair across from me, but she didn't. She just stood looking at me and shaking her head. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She pointed to the kitchen. “Can I get you something to drink? Maybe a glass of water?” 
 
    I said yes, and while she was getting water, I went to my bedroom and took three hundred dollars out of my safe. I put the money in my front pocket and went back to the couch. 
 
    Taylor was still in the kitchen, banging around, probably looking for a glass. She finally found one, filled it with water and brought it out to me. I thanked her and pointed to the chair across from me. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    She sat and watched as I took a sip from the glass then said, “I don't think you should be here alone tonight. If something happens to you, there won't be anyone around to call for help.” 
 
    She paused then said, “That's why I think I should spend the night. To be here in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    She waited to see what I would say. 
 
    The truth was blacking out had scared me too. I'd never had that happen before. The thought of doing it again or having a seizure was even scarier. 
 
    While I was pretty sure the doctor was right about me being okay if I took the pills, I still worried about what might happen if things went south when no one was around. 
 
    That's why I considered Taylor's offer. It would be nice to have her see me through the night. But I didn't want to impose, so I asked, “What do you normally do at night? When you're not taking care of strangers?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Not much. I live a pretty boring life. When I'm not working, I'm either out dirt fishing or back home reading sci-fi novels.” 
 
    I knew what she meant about sci-fi, but I had no idea what the other thing was. “Dirt fishing? What's that?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “That's my hobby. I dirt fish. I go to places where people hang out and use a metal detector to see what I can find. It probably sounds like I'm nutty, but I like doing it. Sometimes I find cool things. Everything from old coins and rings to cell phones.” 
 
    “Rings? You find rings?” 
 
    “Yeah, especially at the beach. People go out there and lather up with suntan oil. Their fingers get slick and the rings slide right off when they get in the water. Or they take off their rings and put them on their beach towel. When they get ready to leave, they shake the sand out of the towel, forgetting about the rings. They get buried in the sand and stay there until I come by with my metal detector. 
 
    “It probably sounds weird, but dirt fishing gives me plenty of exercise and an excuse to walk on the beach.” 
 
    I didn't think it was weird at all. Back before it was destroyed in the wreck, I kept a metal detector in my motorhome and had used it on the beach on Florida's Treasure Coast. I spent three days there swinging the detector, looking for buried treasure. After many hours of searching, I got lucky and found three gold coins and a gold ring, all from the Spanish Treasure Fleet of 1715. 
 
    Taylor was only the second woman I'd ever met who was interested in metal detecting. I wanted to know more. So I asked, “What's the most interesting thing you've found?” 
 
    She smiled. Dirt fishing was obviously something she liked talking about. She didn't hesitate with her answer. “So far it's been the wedding ring I found for an older couple. 
 
    “I was detecting late one evening on Manasota Beach, and these people came over to talk to me. A lot of people do that. They'll come over and ask to see what I’ve found. 
 
    “Usually I say, 'Not much,' and I'll show them a few pennies. Even if I've found a diamond ring, I won't show it to strangers. You never know what they might do. 
 
    “Anyway, this older couple came over, and instead of asking what I'd found, they asked me if I would help them find something they’d lost. 
 
    “The woman, who looked to be at least seventy, told me she had lost her wedding band in the sand near where they had been sitting. She said it was silver and had their wedding date engraved on it. 
 
    “She said it had no monetary value, but she'd worn it for fifty years, and it meant a lot to her. 
 
    “She offered to pay me to search, but there was no way I was going to take her money. We went over to where she thought they had been sitting, and I started detecting a grid pattern. I swung the detector back and forth in a straight line going twenty feet away from where I started. Then I'd turn and repeat the search pattern going twenty feet in the other direction. 
 
    “It took almost an hour to cover the forty-by-forty grid, but I hadn't come up with anything other than a few coins. 
 
    “I could tell the woman was getting discouraged, so I told her, ‘Don’t worry, I'll find it.’ 
 
    “I asked them how long it had been since they'd realized the ring was gone, and if they were sure I was searching the right place. 
 
    “The woman thought for a moment and said, 'We were here about two hours ago. We left to go to the car, and that's when I realized the ring was gone. I'm sure we were sitting about ten feet from the water. Right where you've been searching.” 
 
    “When she told me it had been an hour since the ring was lost, I knew what I was doing wrong. In the time that had passed, the tide had come in. Where they had been sitting earlier was about three feet underwater when they came to me. 
 
    “The water was cold, and the waves were coming in pretty hard. I didn't really want to get wet, but I wanted to find her ring. I waded into the shallow water and started searching. Ten minutes later, I found it. 
 
    “When I showed it to the woman she started crying. But before I gave it to her, I asked if she remembered the date that was engraved on it. 
 
    “She said of course she did. It was her wedding date. She told me the date, and when I checked the ring, it was a match. 
 
    “I gave it to her, and she slid it on her finger. She kissed her husband and hugged me. Then she offered me a reward. Any amount I wanted. 
 
    “By that time, I'd spent almost two hours searching for it; time that I could have been detecting other parts of the beach. No telling what I might have found. 
 
    “But finding that woman's ring was the best two hours I'd spent in a long time. She and her husband were happy, I was happy, and I didn't want a reward. When I told her, 'No reward,' she took my hand and said, 'You'll be blessed for your good deed.' 
 
    “She invited me to her home for dinner, but I declined. I was wet from my waist down. My shoes were full of sand. All I wanted to do was go home and shower off. 
 
    “Still, the woman persisted. She wanted to repay me in some way. She asked me to come out to the parking lot with her so she could give me her phone number. She said I should call her if I ever needed anything. 
 
    “I didn't think there was anything I'd need from her, but I went to her car anyway. It was a late model Lexus, light gold with a tan leather interior. 
 
    “The woman opened the door, reached in and came out with a business card. She wrote her number on the back and handed it to me. She said, 'Call me if you need anything.' 
 
    “She hugged me again, and she and her husband got into their Lexus and drove off. I haven't talked to them since. 
 
    “When I got home, I jumped into the shower and forgot about the woman's business card. But later, I looked at it more closely and was surprised to see the front of the card had the logo of a major TV network. The job title under her name was executive producer. 
 
    “All along I thought they were some poor, elderly couple who had come to the beach and run into some bad luck. But I was wrong. They weren't poor in either money or spirit. They were happy.” 
 
    Taylor's story reminded me of something that happened while I was on the Treasure Coast. I, too, had met someone on the beach. A woman who had changed the direction of my life. 
 
    I didn't tell Taylor, I just said, “Wow. That's some story. You did the right thing by finding their ring. And maybe it'll pay off. You said she works for a major TV network. Maybe she has connections that could help you find a job on another show.” 
 
    Taylor shook her head. “I'm not going to call her. It wouldn't be right. And anyway, if you don't die on me, I've got a job. At least for the next few days.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    When Taylor mentioned her job, it reminded me that I needed to pay her. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the three hundred dollars I had gotten earlier. 
 
    I held the money out. “Like we agreed. Three hundred dollars a day. Paid in cash.” 
 
    She didn't take the money. Instead, she said, “We only worked half a day, so you only owe me one fifty. And you don't have to pay it today. We can settle up at the end of the week.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You worked more than a full day. You arrived on time, you took me to the places I wanted to go, and you got me to the hospital when it was important. 
 
    “You stuck around until the doctors were through with me and drove me back here. 
 
    “It's after seven, so the way I see it, you more than earned the money. Please take it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don't feel right about getting paid. I know we agreed on it, but it just doesn't feel right. I don't feel like I earned it.” 
 
    I smiled and said, “You earned every penny. In fact, I feel bad about not paying you more. Take the money, and we'll talk about something else. Okay?” 
 
    She shrugged, took the cash and quickly put it in her pocket. 
 
    Then she said, “Earlier, I asked if you wanted me to stay the night. To be around in case something happened. You never gave me an answer, so I'm asking again. Do you want me to stay tonight in case you need a ride somewhere? I don't mind.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I'm feeling pretty good right now. The meds have kicked in. I feel a lot better than I did this morning. 
 
    “So I don’t think I need you to babysit me through the night. I do appreciate your offer, but I don't think it's necessary. I'll be fine. I'll eat dinner, watch the sun set over the gulf, and go to bed. 
 
    “When you get here in the morning, if I don't answer the door right away, call me. I might be on the beach or in the shower. I'll have my phone with me, just in case. If I don't answer, feel free to kick the door down and come looking. 
 
    “But I don't think that'll be necessary. I think I'll be up and ready when you get here.” 
 
    Taylor nodded. “If you're sure you don't need me, I'll leave. Just don't die on me.” 
 
    “Dying is not part of my plan, at least not anytime in the near future. But if I start to feel bad, I'll call you.” 
 
    She nodded, looked around and stood. “I guess I'll be going.” 
 
    She headed for the door, and I followed. She went out to her car and started it up, but instead of driving away, she turned off the engine, got out and came back to where I was standing. 
 
    “Boss, do you mind if I leave my car parked here while I go out on the beach and metal detect? Your part of the beach probably hasn't been detected in years, and there's no telling what I might find. I'll go north to avoid the TV house, and I won't be out there for more than an hour. You can sit on the deck and watch me if you want.” 
 
    I smiled. “You've got your detector with you? In your car?” 
 
    “Always. Never know when I might find a good place to search.” 
 
    “It fits in your trunk? How does that work?” 
 
    She put her hands together. “It folds in half like this. Down to about the size of a tennis racket. I'll get it out if you want to see it.” 
 
    She went to her Miata, opened the passenger door, and did something inside that made the trunk pop open. 
 
    Then she went to the back, lifted the trunk lid and pulled out a tennis racket cover. She unzipped it and pulled out a metal detector. 
 
    “This is my pride and joy. A Garrett AT Pro. Works on dry land and in the water. I've had it for three years and spent more time with it than I have with most of my friends.” 
 
    I looked at her detector and nodded. It was the same make and model I had used on Treasure Coast.  
 
    She pointed to a hinge device in the middle of the search rod. “See how it folds up? Just press the button on the hinge and it unfolds. To fold it, you press the button again. Then pull the search rod up to where it touches the coil. It's about half as long that way and easy to pack.” 
 
    “Did the detector come that way?” 
 
    “No, it's something I found on eBay. Called a ‘Fold and Go.’ Costs about fifty dollars. For me, it was well worth it. Without it, I wouldn't be able to get the detector in my car.” 
 
    I liked what I saw. So much so that when I bought a replacement detector, I'd definitely add a “Fold and Go” to it. 
 
    I didn't want to keep Taylor from the beach, so I said, “Go out there and find treasure. You can stay as long as you want. But with one condition. You have to promise to show me what you find.” 
 
    She picked up her detector and said, “I will. And if you change your mind about me staying over, just let me know.” 
 
    She went back to her trunk, pulled out a sand scoop and started to walk the path around the house that led to the beach. It was the long way around, with no stairs. To get to the water, she'd have to climb down a twelve-foot embankment then climb back up after she finished detecting. 
 
    I called out to her. “Taylor, no need to go that way. Come through the house and use the stairs off the back deck. It'll be easier. Come back the same way when you're done.” 
 
    She stopped and shook her head. “I don't mind going over the dune. If I go that way, I won’t be tracking sand through your house.” 
 
    She was right, if she went over the dune, and then came back through the house, she'd leave a trail of sand on the wooden floors. But there was an easy solution and I told her, “Don't go off the dune. Go through the house. It'll be a lot easier. When you come back, take your shoes off on the deck. That'll keep you from tracking sand in.” 
 
    "Whatever you say, boss." 
 
    She followed me through the house and out onto the deck. We scanned the beach and saw it was deserted. Not unusual because the only people who could get to it were residents or guests staying nearby. 
 
    I watched as Taylor went down the stairs and walked to the water’s edge. She powered up her detector, pressed a few buttons, and started going north, swinging the coil slowly as she walked. 
 
    I watched until I heard my phone chime with an incoming call. Since only Taylor and Abby knew the number and Taylor was on the beach, it had to be Abby. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    The first words out of Abby's mouth were, “Tell me you weren't at the hospital today.” 
 
    I didn't know how she knew, but I wasn't going to lie. “Yeah, I was there. Nothing serious though. The doctor checked me over and said I was doing fine.” 
 
    I tried to change the subject by asking, “How are things going where you are?” 
 
    She wasn't going to let me off the hook so easily. She asked, “What happened? How did you end up in the emergency room?” 
 
    Rather than go into detail, I gave her the abbreviated version. “I had a headache. Thought maybe I needed to check it out. I went to the hospital, and the doctor said it was because I wasn't taking my meds. 
 
    “They did an MRI and said everything looked good. They said I'd be fine if I took the meds as prescribed. 
 
    “Before you ask, yes, I plan to take them. Any other questions?” 
 
    As soon as I said it, I knew I had used the wrong tone of voice. I sounded angry and shouldn't have. Abby was concerned about me. I should have been grateful that she cared. 
 
    I immediately apologized. “Abby, I didn't mean that the way it sounded. It's just been a long day.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, followed by Abby asking, “Tell me about your day. Other than the visit to the hospital, how'd it go?” 
 
    I answered quickly. “It went pretty well. I spoke to the insurance company this morning. They're sending me a check for my motorhome. Not as much as I wanted, but it'll help. 
 
    “While I was talking to them, they asked if they could use footage of the wreck in their TV commercials. They said they'd pay me ten thousand dollars if I agreed. 
 
    “They're sending me the contract tomorrow.” 
 
    Before I could tell her more about my day, Abby interrupted. “Don't sign the contract until I see it. It might screw up what I've got going on up here.” 
 
    I was surprised with her answer. She had only briefly mentioned that the purpose of her trip could somehow be related to my accident. I wanted to learn more. “Tell me what you’re doing. I need to know.” 
 
    She paused then said, “Walker, there isn’t anything to tell, not yet anyway. Just promise me you won't sign any contracts until I come back. It's important. If you sign the wrong thing, it could mess everything up.” 
 
    Since she sounded serious, I said, “Okay, I won’t sign anything. But you've got to tell me what you're working on.” 
 
    She paused again then said, “Okay, here's the deal. I met with the owner of the Corvette. He's the guy running for a Senate seat in New York. 
 
    “When we met, he had his attorney with him. I guess rich people do that. Anyway, I talked about how the accident ruined your life and how the medical bills were piling up. 
 
    “At first, they said it wasn't their problem. The Vette had been stolen, and they had no control over the actions of the thief. 
 
    “I agreed with them about that. But I assured them they still had liability. They were the owners of the car; they were the ones who stored it in a way that it could be stolen, and they were the ones who should have known the car was a danger in the hands of the wrong person. 
 
    “Still, they didn't want to accept any responsibility. They said they were sorry for your losses, but they weren't going to do anything about it. 
 
    “That’s when I pulled out a New York Times poll that showed the guy was only a few points ahead in his Senate race. They had already seen the poll, so they weren't impressed that I had it. 
 
    “Then I pulled out a mock newspaper front page with the headline, 'Senate candidate refuses to take responsibility for accident that put a man in hospital for ten days.' 
 
    “I showed them the headline and asked, 'How would something like this affect your standing in the polls? Think the voters would like you more? 
 
    “Then I mentioned I had a meeting scheduled with a reporter from the New York Times the next day, and I could give him the story. One of two ways. 
 
    “I could tell them the accident was caused by a car the candidate owned and he is refusing to take responsibility for the damages. 
 
    “Or I could tell them that, even though the candidate wasn't driving the car, he stepped up and paid the victim's medical bills. 
 
    “I asked them which version they wanted me to give to the reporter. I knew what their answer would be, but they asked me to step out of the room so they could discuss it privately. 
 
    “I went outside and waited while they talked it over. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but I could hear someone shouting. Then the voices got quiet. 
 
    “A few minutes later, the politician’s attorney came out and told me they had decided it was in everyone's best interest for the candidate to cover all your medical costs. They said they had already called their insurance company to make sure it was going to happen. 
 
     “I knew better than to trust an attorney or a politician, so I asked if they would mind if I called the hospital to see if the bill had been taken care of. 
 
    “They said, ‘Go ahead, call them.’ 
 
    “I called the hospital's billing department, told them I was your wife and wanted to know the status of your bill. 
 
    “It took them a few minutes to look it up, but they were able to confirm an insurance company had called earlier and was covering everything. Even your latest visit. That's how I knew you were at the hospital today. They told me about it. 
 
    “So, anyway, your bill has been taken care of. When I speak to the reporter, I'll tell them that the candidate did the right thing.” 
 
    She paused, so I jumped in and said, “You're amazing! You got a New York politician to actually pay for something. That must be a first. I can't believe you got them to cover the hospital bill.” 
 
    She continued, “That's the good news. There's some bad news too. When I asked them about paying for your motorhome, they stood firm. They said, 'No way.' 
 
    “But then they let something slip. They said, 'Talk to the father of the kid who was driving. His office is not too far from here.' 
 
    “They wouldn't tell me who the father was, but they did say he was a wealthy investment banker whose son was starring in a reality show being shot in Florida. 
 
    “Since there aren't too many TV shows being shot near where the Corvette was stolen, I figured it was the one next door to us. 
 
    “The question is who on the show has a father who is an investment banker in New York? If we can find that out, we'll know who the driver was. 
 
    “I haven't seen the show, and don't know anything about it, but if I can find out who the father is while I'm still in New York, I could pay him a visit.” 
 
    When she paused, I filled her in with what Taylor had told me. “I know who the guy is. His name is Chance. Chance Boudin. His father is bankrolling the show.” 
 
    I could tell she was surprised by my answer because she asked, “Walker, how do you know that? Have you been reading TV Guide?” 
 
    I laughed. “No Abby, I haven't been reading up on the show. But I had a chance to talk to one of the people working on it. She told me things like who's in it, the basic story line, and the money behind it.” 
 
    Abby thought for a moment then asked, “So this Chance Boudin guy, the guy on the show, has a rich father? Do you know if the father lives in New York or what he does for a living?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and said, “I'm not sure what the father does, but if I had internet, I could probably look it up. But I can’t; there's no internet here. Doctor's orders.” 
 
    She laughed. “Good to know you're following at least some of what the doctor said. Too bad you didn't take the meds he prescribed like you were supposed to.” 
 
    She continued, “I've got internet here. I'll look him up. If he has an office in the city, I'll see if I can set up an appointment to talk with him tomorrow. If I can, it'll probably mean I'll have to stay another day. But it would be worth it if I can get him to pay for your motorhome. 
 
    “In the meantime, see if you can dig up any evidence that this Chance kid might have been the driver. Anything you can come up with might help.” 
 
    Until Abby told me that the driver of the Vette's father was an investment banker in New York, I hadn't even considered Chance as being involved in the wreck. I wasn't even looking for the driver. I was trying to find Bob and get my life back to where it was before the accident. 
 
    But now that it looked like Chance might have been the driver, I needed to dig deeper. I needed to find an insider who could tell me more; someone like Taylor. 
 
    Abby was still on the phone, so I decided it was time to tell her about her. I took a deep breath and said, “Abby, I know someone who's been working on the show. An audio technician. She's worked on every episode and knows Chance. Maybe I can get her to find out more. 
 
    “She got fired earlier this week, and I hired her as my driver. I'll see her early tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Abby was silent for a moment then asked, “This driver you hired, she's a woman, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is she pretty?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Before I could answer Abby's question, I heard tapping on the sliding glass door leading out to the deck. I looked up to see that Taylor was standing there. 
 
    She was grinning like a Cheshire cat and waving like she wanted me to come see what she'd found. 
 
    Abby was still on the line, but I wanted to see what Taylor was so excited about, so I said, “Abby, someone's at the door. I've got to see who it is. I'll call you back in a few minutes.” 
 
    Not waiting for her answer, I ended the call. Then I went outside to see Taylor. 
 
    Before I could ask what she'd found, she said, “You're not going to believe this!” 
 
    She leaned her metal detector against the deck railing and reached into her pocket. She grabbed something and pulled it out, keeping it hidden in her closed hand. She held her fist out toward me but didn't open it. 
 
    She smiled excitedly and said, “I found this on the north side. Not a treasure, but more than I expected.” 
 
    She opened her hand revealing five corroded pennies, a busted Hot Wheels car, and what looked like a child's promise ring. Typical beach finds; not anything to get excited about. 
 
    Still, I didn't want to discourage her. So, I said, “You found a ring! That's pretty cool. Is it gold?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. But that's okay because there's more. 
 
    “After swinging my detector on the north side of the beach and not finding much, I decided to try the south side down past the reality show house. There weren't any lights on, so I figured no one was there and it would be safe. 
 
    “I started detecting in that general direction, and when I got in front of the house, I started getting a lot of hits. Most were ringing up as pull tabs, but to find treasure you have to dig everything.  
 
    “So I dug everything and found a lot of beer tabs, a few coins, and a broken pair of glasses. I put everything in my trash bag, so next time I detect there I won't have to dig them again. 
 
    “I was getting tired and started to head back this way. I was still swinging the detector hoping to find something interesting. But every time it signaled a find, it turned out to be metal trash. I wasn't surprised; that's the way it usually is on the beach. You mostly find bottle caps and pull tabs. 
 
    “Still, if you keep at it long enough, you might find something really interesting.” 
 
    She reached in her pocket. “Like this.” 
 
    She brought out her hand with her fist closed and slowly opened it, revealing her treasure. 
 
    At first, I couldn't tell what it was. It was small, about the size of a Zippo lighter, and covered with sand. It looked to be made of black plastic. 
 
    While I was trying to figure out what it was, Taylor brushed the sand off, revealing more details. The small, black, plastic find had four tiny buttons, each with a small icon. 
 
    She handed it to me so I could get a better look. She watched as I rubbed off the remaining sand and seemed pretty sure I would be surprised when I saw what it really was. 
 
     After getting the sand off, I saw that she had found a car remote. The little white icons on the buttons were for lock, unlock, and rear hatch lift. The fourth icon looked like a trumpet. Probably used to honk the horn remotely. 
 
    It was an interesting find but not a real treasure. People have them in their pockets when they go to the beach, and sometimes they lose them. It's rare, but it happens. 
 
    I started to hand the remote back to her, but she stopped me and said, “Turn it over. Look on the back.” 
 
    I'd seen a lot of car remotes and most had the same buttons on the front and nothing on the back. I didn't expect this one to be any different, but to satisfy Taylor I turned it over to see what was there. 
 
    That's when I figured out why she had been so excited to find it. The back of the remote had an indented circle embossed with silver wings. The left wing had an outline of a checkered winner's flag, and the right wing had a Chevrolet logo in red. 
 
    I'd seen the image before—on the remains of the Corvette that had crashed into me. 
 
    Was it possible that the remote Taylor found came from the same Corvette? 
 
    I handed it back to her and asked, “Where did you find it?” 
 
    She pointed to the beach where they were filming the reality show. “Over there. About thirty feet in front of the steps. Someone working on the set either lost it or intentionally threw it away. Based on the lack of corrosion, it hasn't been in the sand long. Maybe less than a week.” 
 
    She smiled then asked, “You think this might belong to the Corvette that hit you?” 
 
    From the moment I recognized the remote as being from a Vette, I wondered the same thing. Was it just a coincidence or did Taylor actually find the keys for the car that had destroyed my motorhome? 
 
    To answer her question, I said, “I doubt these are from the same Vette. It would be too much of a coincidence. But there is a way we can find out. We can go to the impound lot and see if the remote unlocks the doors of the Vette there. 
 
    “We can’t go now. The lot is closed at night, and they have a big guard dog there. But first thing in the morning, we should go there and see if the remote works.” 
 
    Taylor nodded then yawned and said, “If you're sure you don't want me spending the night, I'm heading home. I'm tired, and it's been a long day.” 
 
    She handed me the remote and said, “You keep it. Better that you have it than me.” 
 
    She gave me a quick hug, grabbed her metal detector and headed for the door. She walked through the house, went out the front and I heard her drive away. 
 
    I looked at the remote, thinking about how strange it was for Taylor to find it so close to the place I was staying. 
 
    Was it just a coincidence or something else?  
 
    I hoped to find out the next day. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    After Taylor left, I microwaved a frozen dinner and ate it while thinking about the remote. Was it possible that it was from the car that had crashed into my motorhome? And if it was, how did it end up on the beach so close to where I was staying? 
 
    Asking myself these questions didn't present any easy answers, so I ate my meal and headed to bed. Even though I was excited about Taylor's find, I drifted off to sleep quickly. 
 
    Sometime later, maybe an hour, maybe more, my phone chimed me awake. I didn't want to take the call, but since only two people had my number, I knew it was probably important. I sat up, grabbed the phone, and looked at the caller ID. It showed “GG.” Abby. 
 
    I answered, and the first thing she said was, “You said you were going to call me right back. Three hours later and you still haven't called. I didn't know what to think. Maybe you went back to the hospital or got arrested or something worse. Whatever it was, it better have been serious because when you promise to call me back, you better do it.  
 
    “Now tell me why you didn't.” 
 
    She was clearly upset, and I couldn't blame her. She was worried that something bad had happened to me, and with good reason. I'd been in the hospital that day and a few days earlier. Things could have taken a turn for the worse. 
 
    I should have called her back like I promised. It was a mistake on my part. I quickly apologized and said, “Abby, I messed up. I should have called you right back, but I didn't, and I'm sorry. 
 
    “But something came up. Something you might find really interesting.” 
 
    I paused to see if she accepted my apology. Apparently, she didn't, because she said, “When I get back, you and I are going to have a little talk about what it means when someone makes a promise to me. I'm up here working on your behalf, and you don’t care enough to call me back. How am I supposed to feel about that?” 
 
    She paused, giving me a chance to reply. Instead of answering her question about her feelings, I said, “Taylor found something on the beach. Something important.” 
 
    Before I could tell her what it was, she asked, “Is Taylor the girl you hired as your driver? Is she still there with you right now? Is she spending the night?” 
 
    I didn't hesitate with my answer. “Yes, Taylor is the woman I hired to drive me around. She worked on the reality show next door until she got fired because of something I did. 
 
    “She and I are not involved in any way. She's not here now, and she isn’t spending the night. 
 
    “Before she left, she went metal detecting on the beach out front. And she found something that you might want to know about.” 
 
    I waited to hear what Abby was going to say. 
 
    She paused then asked, “So there's nothing going on between you and Taylor? That's good. Now tell me what she found that's so important you forgot to call me back.” 
 
    In my calmest voice, I said, “She found a remote belonging to a late model Corvette. She found it on the beach right in front of where they are taping the reality show. 
 
    “It wasn't corroded and looked to be a recent drop. Someone either lost it while on the beach or intentionally threw it away.” 
 
    There was a pause on the line then Abby asked, “You think there's a chance it fits the car that hit you?” 
 
    I shrugged even though no one was there to see me do it. “I don't know, but in the morning, we’re going to the impound lot to find out.” 
 
    I had thought about it while I was eating dinner and had come up with several reasons we wouldn't be able to test the remote. 
 
    The main problem was most of the car's electronics were either destroyed in the wreck or already sold as salvage. 
 
    Another potential problem was Rooster telling us that both the front doors would be pulled and sold. If they were gone, we couldn’t test the remote. 
 
    But then I remembered that in addition to the four buttons on the key fob, there was a small key tucked inside. One of the cars I'd owned had the same thing. A spare key in case the battery in the car was dead. 
 
    The remote that Taylor had found still had the key in it. If Rooster hadn't sold off both doors, we could use the key to see if it fit. 
 
    I didn't bother telling Abby about this. I just said, “We'll test it in the morning. If it works, we'll know it's from the right Corvette. 
 
    “That might not help us track down the driver. But at least we'll know that someone who either visited or worked at the reality house had the key with them.” 
 
    I could hear a man's voice in the background asking Abby a question. I assumed she was in her hotel room and perhaps she had a guest, a male one. 
 
    I didn't ask her about it though. Her private life was her business. But I was a bit jealous. If she had a man in her hotel room after midnight, it could only mean one thing. 
 
    She put her phone on mute so I couldn't hear what she was saying to the man, but when she unmuted, she said, “Walker, here's what I want you to do. 
 
    “Go into my bedroom and look in the top drawer of my dresser. On the right side, under my undies, you'll see the keys I found in the Vette when I was sitting in it. They aren't car keys, but they unlock something. 
 
    “Get those keys. Then find out where Chance Boudin lives and go there to see if the keys will unlock his door. If they do, we'll know he was in the Corvette. It won't prove he was the driver, but it'll mean he was in it at some time. 
 
    “Then go to the impound lot and try the remote that your new girlfriend Taylor found. If it works, it means someone in the reality house had them. Maybe Chance. 
 
    “Test the remote and keys, and do it early. I have a meeting with Chance's father at eleven, and knowing the keys belong to his son might help me convince him to pay for your motorhome. 
 
    “And Walker, this time call me back. Don't make me wait. Call as soon as you find out whether the keys work or not. Can you do that?” 
 
    I answered right away. “Yeah, I'll call you, promise. But before I can try the keys, I'll have to find out where Chance lives. Like I said before, I don't have the internet so I can't look it up.” 
 
    Abby didn't wait for me to finish; she just said, “You don't need the internet. Just ask your new girlfriend. You said she knows Chance. She probably knows where he lives. Get her to take you there.” 
 
    Before I could tell Abby that Taylor was in no way my girlfriend, she ended the call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    I didn't get much sleep after the call with Abby. I had too many things running through my mind. Like did the remote belong to the wrecked Corvette? If it did, what did it mean? 
 
    And what about the man's voice in the background during Abby's call? Who was he? What was he doing in her room so late at night? 
 
    Maybe it was the TV. But it didn't sound like it. It sounded like a man in the room with her. 
 
    Then there was the problem of finding out where Chance lived. I needed to go there to try the house keys Abby had found. 
 
    But that created another potential problem. If I showed up unannounced at his place, there was no telling what he might do. On the beach, he had warned me it wasn't over between us. If I showed up at his home, he might shoot me and claim I was an intruder. 
 
    The biggest thing I worried about, though, was not getting any calls about Bob. We had plastered posters all over town offering a big reward for his safe return, and so far, nothing. 
 
    He had been gone ten days, and no one had reported seeing him. With the big reward, Abby said people would be out looking for him. But so far, no luck. 
 
    Maybe he didn't survive the wreck. Or maybe he did but was so badly injured he died a few days later. Or maybe he got run over in traffic. 
 
    It wasn't something I wanted to think about. I wanted to believe he was still alive and just waiting to get found. I needed to get out and search for him. But I couldn't. Not yet. 
 
     Abby wanted me to try the remote on the Vette and the house keys at Chance's place. She had a meeting in New York and needed to know the results before eleven. 
 
    That'd keep me busy the first half of the day, but after that, I was going to get serious about finding Bob. There was no way I was going to give up on him until I knew for sure, one way or the other. 
 
    I finally got to sleep around five, but I was up two hours later getting ready for Taylor. I figured she'd probably show up early, anxious to find out if the remote worked in the Corvette. 
 
    I needed to tell her that Abby thought Chance was the most likely driver. To prove it, I would need Taylor's help in testing the house keys Abby had found. 
 
    She showed up early. She pulled her Miata up to my door just after eight. I went out and met her as soon as she got out of her car. 
 
    Unlike the day before, she wasn't dressed as a chauffeur. No hat, no bow tie, no tucked-in white shirt. Instead, she was wearing tan cargo shorts, a black tee shirt, and a blue ball cap. Her long, blonde hair was tied in a ponytail. With her tan and dark glasses, she looked like a girl who belonged on the beach. 
 
    She saw me coming, and said, “Morning boss. We heading out early today?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yep, we're leaving as soon as I get my sunglasses.” 
 
    I went back inside, grabbed my glasses, wallet and, most importantly, the house keys Abby had found. I'd already put the remote in my pocket. 
 
    When I went back outside, Taylor was leaning against her car, talking to someone on her phone. The conversation ended quickly, but before it did, I heard her say, “Call me before you do.” 
 
    She put the phone in her pocket, nodded in my direction and asked, “You ready?” 
 
    I was. We got in her car, and she headed down the driveway. When we reached Manasota Beach Road, she looked both ways then pulled out and headed north toward the impound lot where the remains of the Corvette were stored. 
 
    I hadn't eaten breakfast, so I suggested we stop at the McDonald’s on Forty-One, just past Jacaranda. Traffic was light, and it didn't take us long to get there. 
 
    As we sat in the drive-through waiting for our order, I pointed to the light on the corner and said, “That's where it happened. I had turned left on Forty-One, and the Vette hit the swale, went airborne and plowed into me." 
 
    Feeling cramped in Taylor's little car, I wondered if we would survive if we were hit at any speed. Her car didn't have much mass and sat so low that other drivers might not see us. 
 
    They could change lanes and drive right over us, crushing the car and us in it. With that in mind, I said, “We need to be careful on the road today. There's a lot of traffic.” 
 
    Taylor nodded. “I'm always careful, boss. Don't worry; no one's going to hit us.” 
 
    With nearsighted seniors driving slow and lifted trucks racing to get around them, I wasn't so sure. 
 
    I tightened my seat belt, thinking it wouldn't be much help if one of those trucks rolled over us. 
 
     After getting our McDonald's breakfast to go, we headed north. Taylor was driving with one hand on the wheel and the other holding the breakfast burrito from McDonald's. 
 
    She was confident with her driving skills, maybe more than she should have been. Driving in traffic with one hand while holding a burrito in the other wasn't something they taught you in driver's ed. 
 
    Not wanting to distract her, I didn't tell her how things could go terribly wrong in an instant. It just took one fool going way too fast, not paying attention, and your life could be changed forever. 
 
    It had happened to me. 
 
    I had given Taylor the name of the impound lot, and she knew the way. We got there quickly. 
 
    Leaving her out in the Miata, I went into the office and found Rooster sitting at his beat-up metal desk behind the counter, coffee cup in hand. He looked up and saw me. “You're the RV guy. Any luck finding your cat?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But I'm still looking. Have you seen him around here?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope. No cats around here. Just a bunch of wrecked cars.” 
 
    He stood, came over to the counter and asked, “What can I help you with today?” 
 
    I nodded back toward the impound lot. “Is that Corvette still out there?” 
 
    He rubbed his chin like he was thinking about what car I was asking about; then it came to him. “Yeah, the Corvette. The one that crashed into your motorhome. We still have it. At least some of it. We sold the top, the rear end, and a few other things. 
 
    “You need something from it?” 
 
    I pulled the remote from my pocket and held it up so he could see. “I want to see if this will unlock the doors.” 
 
    Rooster shook his head. “No can do. Sold the doors three days ago.” 
 
    My heart sank. Without the doors, we couldn't try the remote. I turned to leave, but Rooster stopped me. “You know, on that model Corvette, there's a lock under the rear hatch. It's there in case the car battery dies.  
 
    “If your remote still has the emergency key in it, you could try that. The rear hatch is still there.” 
 
    “Rooster, you're a life saver. Will you go out there with me so we can try it?” 
 
     “Sure, I'll go. But I'll have to bring the dog in. He doesn’t like seeing strangers in the yard.” 
 
    He pointed to the door and said, “Wait in your car while I take care of the dog. I'll come get you when he's penned up.” 
 
    I thanked him and went out to Taylor's Miata to wait. When I got inside, she asked, “Are they going to let you try the remote?” 
 
    I shook my head. “They can't. They sold the doors. No way to test it.” 
 
    I hesitated then said, “But there's a hidden lock under the rear hatch. Rooster says we can use the spare key. If it works, it'll mean it goes with the car. 
 
    “As soon as he gets Roscoe put up, he'll take us over there.” 
 
    Taylor smiled. “Next time, lead with the good news instead of the bad. Now tell me who Rooster and Roscoe are.” 
 
    I told her about the guy who would be going out into the yard with us and about his dog, Roscoe. But I didn’t tell her about the other set of keys we needed to test, the ones Abby had found. 
 
    Rooster came out of the office and waved us over. “Dog's up. Let's give the key a try.” 
 
    Taylor and I got out of her car and followed him into the impound lot. He led the way as we walked past cars in various states of disrepair. Some had obviously been in serious wrecks, while others showed almost no damage. The undamaged ones were probably towed to the lot for illegal parking or traffic offenses. 
 
    My motorhome was still sitting where it had been before, but it looked a lot worse. Being open to the Florida sun, the sea birds and the big dog living in the lot was taking its toll. 
 
    When Taylor saw it, she stopped in her tracks. She said nothing for a few moments then turned to me and said, “I can't believe you survived, but I'm glad you did.” 
 
    That made two of us. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    After walking past my wrecked RV, Rooster took us to the remains of the Corvette. There wasn't much left. Both doors were gone as was most of the interior. The back glass, which hadn't shattered during the wreck, was also gone, as were the tail lights and most of the Corvette emblems. 
 
    But the frame of the back hatch, where we needed to test the remote, was still there. Rooster held out his hand and said, “Let me see the key.” 
 
    I gave it to him, and asked, “You think it'll work?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Won't know until I try.” 
 
    He bent over just behind the rear hatch and used his hand to feel just above where the license plate had been. He wasn't smiling while he was doing this. In fact, he said, “I don't like putting my hands up where I can't see what they're touching. Could be a spider or wasp nest up there. I've been bitten by both and don't want it to happen again.” 
 
    I understood. I'd been stung by a wasp before, and it hurt like hell. Spiders I stay away from. Most are harmless but not all. The little ones were the ones that would get you. A bite from a brown recluse could be painful, might even send you to the hospital for a few days. 
 
     Rooster should have been wearing the big, heavy gloves he had let me borrow when I searched the motorhome. But he wasn't. They were still in his back pocket. 
 
    I watched as he ran his bare fingers under the hatch, moving them along the edge, searching for the keyhole.  
 
    It didn't take him long to find it.  
 
    I’d already given him the key, so he had it in his hand. But instead of trying it, he held it up and said, “This is the master. It'll unlock everything on this car. They hide these in the remote so if the car's battery dies, you can still unlock it.” 
 
    He'd told me the same thing before, but now we were going to put it to the test. 
 
    He bent down and tried to slide the key into the lock. It went in without any effort. But when he tried to turn it, nothing happened. The key wouldn't move. 
 
    Rooster tried several more times but with the same result. The master key wouldn't turn the cylinder in the lock. 
 
    He let out a deep breath and turned to me. He held the key up, and I was prepared for the bad news he was about to deliver. He was going to say the key didn't go with the Corvette. 
 
    But that's not what happened. He said, “The key went in pretty easy; that's a good sign. The fact that it didn't turn the lock doesn't mean it won't work. Could be the lock was never used and it just needs a little lube. I’ve got some in the office. Wait here while I go get it.” 
 
    Rooster walked away, humming a familiar tune. I wasn't sure what it was, but it sounded like something from a TV commercial. 
 
    Taylor had been quiet since we'd entered the impound lot. When we walked by the remains of my motorhome, she'd said she was glad I survived. But she had said nothing since. 
 
    I didn't mind the silent treatment; it's okay with me when people don't talk. But if something was bothering her, I wanted to know. I asked, “Are you okay? You're not saying much.” 
 
    She nodded then said, “It's this place. So many wrecks, so many sad stories behind them. I hate to think about how many people died in the cars around us.” 
 
    She continued, “When I saw what was left of your motorhome, I realized how lucky you were. You being alive after something like that really puts things into perspective. 
 
    “We go along every day complaining about the little things, things that really don't matter when compared to what happened to a lot of people who were in the wrecked cars around here.” 
 
    That was the end of our conversation. She had told me how she felt, and I could understand what she was feeling. I felt the same way. Many of the wrecks were life-changing or life-ending events for the people involved.  
 
    We stood in silence waiting for Rooster to return.  
 
    He wasn't gone long. He came back holding a small white tube, about the size of a cigar. 
 
    He held it up so we could see it and said, “A lot of the cars around here have stuck locks. We use this powered graphite to loosen them up. It usually does the trick.” 
 
    He walked to the back of the Corvette, got down on his knees, and put the nipple of the graphite tube into the lock cylinder. He squeezed it three times and then put the tube into his shirt pocket. 
 
    Still down on his knees, he put the master key from the remote into the lock and tried to turn it. At first, it didn't budge. But he kept wiggling the key, and each time it moved a bit further in the lock. 
 
    After several tries, the key unlocked the cylinder. Rooster stood and said, “It works. It's the right key for the car. Where’d you find it?” 
 
    I pointed at Taylor and said, “She was metal detecting on the beach last night and found it in the sand.” 
 
    Rooster handed her the remote and said, “That's a lucky find. It doesn’t look like it's spent much time in the sand though. But I'm glad you found it and happy it still works.” 
 
    He took a breath then turned to Taylor and said, “If you want to sell it, I'll give you a hundred dollars for it.” 
 
    Instead of taking his offer, Taylor turned to me, held out her open hand and said, “Take it. It's yours. You decide what to do with it.” 
 
    I took the remote and said, “I'll keep it for a few days, just until we get this thing settled. After that, you can have it back. You can do whatever you want with it.” 
 
    She turned to Rooster. “I'll bring it back to you when we're done. It's not something I want to keep.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, sometimes a key can bring nothing but bad luck. Just look what it did for whoever was driving the Corvette.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    After leaving the impound lot, I called Abby and let her know the key Taylor had found belonged to the Corvette. 
 
    I thought she'd be excited to learn that it fit, but she wasn’t. In fact, she sounded like it didn't matter much. She said, “I'm glad it worked, but it doesn't really prove much. What we really need to know is if the house keys belong to Chance. If they do, it'll make my meeting with his father go a lot better. 
 
    “I found him on the internet. His full name is Ezra Boudin, and he heads a large investment firm and has an office in New York. He also has a major interest in a casino in Atlantic City. 
 
    “I called his office to try to see him, but his secretary said his calendar was full and there was no way I could meet with him. But she said that if it was important, she could arrange a meeting with one of his assistants. 
 
    “Since I couldn't talk to the man himself, I went ahead and made an appointment with one of his underlings. Maybe once he hears my story, he might get me in to see Boudin. But I don't have my hopes up. Not unless the key works at Chance's place. 
 
    “Try it. Call me back before my meeting at eleven. I need to know either way.” 
 
    She ended the call, and I turned to Taylor. “We need your help. When we first inspected the Vette, Abby found some house keys in the console. She thinks they might belong to Chance. The only way to know for sure is to visit his place and try them. But to do that, we need to know where he lives. That's where you come in. 
 
    I paused then asked, “Do you know where he lives?” 
 
    She nodded. “I do. He has a condo on the beach about four miles past the reality show house.  
 
    “I've been there, but it wasn’t by choice. The show had been picked up for another season, and he held a party. The producer said everyone had to go, whether we wanted to or not. 
 
    “I went but didn't stay long.” 
 
    I nodded. “So you know where he lives. What’s the name of the building he’s in?” 
 
    She hesitated like maybe she was trying to decide whether or not to give up his address. But, finally, she said, “He’s in the Portofino. He has the entire top floor. He lives there alone, and if I remember right, it has four bedrooms, five baths, and a wall of glass overlooking the beach. 
 
    “The only way to get to his place is to use the private elevator that goes from the parking deck to the foyer outside his front door. You need a special key to open the elevator doors.” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and pulled out the keys Abby had found. Think one of these will work?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don't know. He had a doorman working the elevator when I went there; I didn't need a key.” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment then said, “If you're going to Chance's place, you'll have to be careful. He's got security cameras everywhere. One in front of the elevator, another one where the elevator opens in his foyer, and another in his private parking space. If he's home, and he sees you on one of the cameras, you could be in trouble. 
 
    “I know he has at least one gun. Maybe more. I don't think he'd shoot you, but he might. 
 
    "If you want, I can take you there. Just tell me when.” 
 
    It was almost nine when we left the impound lot and it was getting close to ten. Abby wanted me to call and tell her what we found before her meeting at eleven. That meant I had less than an hour to get to Chance's place and try the keys. 
 
    Taylor was driving. We were already headed back to our place on Manasota Key. When we crossed the drawbridge leaving the mainland, I asked, “Will he be home?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don't know. This early, there's no telling. But later on, after one, he’ll usually be on the set. They shoot three days a week, depending on the weather. Usually Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. 
 
    “They didn't shoot this past Tuesday. Too much wind. But the weather is nice today, so they're probably setting up for a shoot. Chance and the other cast members have a meeting with the writers before the cameras roll; it usually starts at eleven. But Chance doesn't always go. He doesn't think he needs to follow a script. He likes to make it up as he goes. 
 
    “But he has to be on set by noon, whether he goes to the writer’s meeting or not. So the best time to check his place would be in the afternoon, after twelve. He won't be there then.” 
 
    That wouldn't work for me. I needed to find out about the keys before eleven. If I waited until noon, it would be too late. 
 
    And frankly, I wasn't worried about running into Chance. He was a big guy but soft and inexperienced when it came to defending himself. If he came at me again, I'd be ready. 
 
    He wouldn't get a second chance to get the first punch in. 
 
    “Let's go there now. I need to find out about these keys.” 
 
    She slowed her Miata and asked, “Are you sure? Because this time of day, he'll probably be there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm sure. Let's get this over with.” 
 
    She dropped the Miata into second gear, and we headed toward Chance's condo. 
 
    When we were close, she said, “Maybe we should park at the building next door then walk over on the beach side, so his security cams won't pick us up.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good idea, that's what we'll do.” 
 
    She slowed as we got close to Chance's building. It towered well above the older mom and pop motels in the area. The parking lot was gated, which meant even if we wanted to go in, we couldn't. 
 
    Taylor found a spot in the lot next door, and we walked to the beach, trying our best not to look out of place. Everyone else was in swimsuits and toting towels and beach chairs. We were going in empty-handed. 
 
    But nobody seemed to care what we were doing. They were too busy trying to find their perfect spot in the sun or, if they already had a spot, were watching the waves while slathering on sunblock. 
 
    Taylor led me to the high tide mark at the water's edge, and we followed it north until we came to the beach side of the Portofino. A path leading toward the building had a sign that said, “Private Property. Portofino Guests Only.” 
 
    There was no gate on the path, nothing to keep us out, so we followed it to the Portofino parking deck. Before entering, Taylor stopped and pointed out the security cameras. There was one at the parking deck entrance and another at the exit. 
 
    She pointed to a bank of elevators. I could see a security camera facing them.  
 
    Still standing just outside the parking deck, she pointed to a glass door with a sign above it that said, “Private.” 
 
    The door led into a small carpeted room with an elevator door at the back. It looked to be the ground floor foyer for a private elevator. 
 
    I asked Taylor, “Is that his, and is the door locked?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s his. But I don’t know about the door. It wasn't locked the last time I was here. But the elevator is. That's where you need to try the keys. 
 
    “There's an intercom there you can use to let Chance know he has a visitor. When someone uses it, he can check the security cam. If he approves of the visitor, he can buzz them onto the elevator. 
 
    “They probably keep the outside door unlocked so UPS and FedEx can drop off packages. But I don’t know for sure. 
 
    “You'll be on his security camera when you get close to that door and then the elevator. Don't act suspicious.” 
 
    I almost laughed. How do you not act suspicious when you're on a security camera trying to see if a key you shouldn't have will get you in a door you shouldn't be going through? 
 
    I was wearing a ball cap I’d found in Abby’s room that morning and pulled it down tight so that it mostly hid my face. I turned to Taylor and said, “It shouldn't take long for me to get over there and try the key. Wait here until I get back.” 
 
    I casually made my way over to the glass door, trying my best not to look suspicious. I walked up to it, opened it and went into the foyer. Once inside, I went over to the elevator, acting like I belonged there. 
 
    I looked around, hoping to find a keyhole near the elevator where I could try each of the three keys I'd brought with me. But I didn't see a keyhole. Instead, on the wall next to the elevator were two buttons. One read, “Intercom.” The other read, “Penthouse.” 
 
    I pressed the Penthouse button, and the elevator door rolled open. I was surprised I was able to get in without a key. Taylor had said one was needed, but I had gotten in without it. 
 
    Looking around inside the elevator, I saw that, instead of a row of buttons with different floor numbers, there was just a keyhole. 
 
    Because I wanted to spend the least amount of time in the elevator, I tried the smallest of the three keys. 
 
    It went in without any resistance. I knew that even if it went in, it didn't mean it would turn the lock. The only way to find out for sure was to try. 
 
    I gently turned the key clockwise, and the elevator doors immediately closed. Within seconds, I was being carried up to the penthouse, where Chance lived. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    When the elevator doors closed, I quickly turned the key counterclockwise, thinking that would take me back down to the ground floor. But it didn't. 
 
    The doors remained closed. The elevator kept going up. There were no other buttons to press: no stop button, no down button, nothing to control the actions of the elevator. 
 
    Taylor had said it would take me directly to the private foyer leading to Chance's living room. If he were home, his security system would probably let him know I was coming. There was no way I could prevent it.  
 
    The elevator was taking me to his front door, whether I wanted to go there or not. 
 
    If he were home, my showing up unannounced at his doorstep might give him reason to think I was coming after him, to finish the fight. If he felt his life was in danger, he could use deadly force to stop me. Florida's stand your ground law makes it legal. 
 
    The elevator took me to the penthouse, and with a whoosh, the doors parted, opening up to a thickly carpeted foyer leading into Chance's home. 
 
    He was there, waiting for me; baseball bat in hand. 
 
    He slapped the bat against his open hand and asked, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I smiled and came up with a quick answer. I pulled the set of keys out of the elevator, and said, “I'm returning your keys.” 
 
    He looked at them, then at me, and asked, “How did you get my keys? Nobody is supposed to have those except for me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. That's why I'm bringing them back. I figured you wouldn't want anyone else finding them and breaking into your place.” 
 
    He slapped the bat against his palm again, and said, “You didn't answer my question. How did you get my keys?” 
 
    I smiled before I answered. Then I said, “You left them in the Corvette. Remember? You put them in the console before you went for a drive.” 
 
    Again, he shook his head. “They were in the Corvette? I don't remember leaving them there. But it doesn’t matter. What were you doing looking through Chipster's Vette?” 
 
    I didn't know who Chipster was, but I figured he was the son of the Vette's owner. 
 
    “I was trying to find out who was driving when it crashed into my motorhome.” 
 
    I let my answer sink in then said, “Yeah, it was me in the motorhome that you hit. If you hadn't been in such a hurry to run off after the wreck, you wouldn't have forgotten your keys. Since I found them, I'm bringing them back to you.” 
 
    He looked surprised then asked, “That was you in the motorhome?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was me. The cops said you were doing well over a hundred when you crashed into me. I'm surprised you didn’t get hurt. I wasn’t so lucky.” 
 
    Still holding the bat, Chance took two steps back. He frowned and said, “I wasn't driving the Corvette. I wasn't even in it when it hit you. I can prove it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    “You can prove you weren't in the Corvette?” 
 
    “I can. But we need to get something clear first.” 
 
    We were still standing in the foyer outside of Chance's condo. He was still holding a baseball bat. 
 
    He pointed it toward my head and said, “If you came up here to hurt me, you made a mistake. You stepped into my home without my permission. I have a right to use deadly force to protect myself.” 
 
    I held up both hands and said, “Chance, the last thing I want to do is hurt you. You and I both have had a run of bad luck. You wrecking your friend's car and me being in the motorhome you ran into. 
 
    “But it looks like you came out way better than me. You were able to walk away from the crash. I wasn't. I spent ten days in the hospital and have a month of recovery in front of me. 
 
    “You still have a place to live in; I don't. The motorhome was my home. Now that you've destroyed it, I’m homeless. And it's your fault. 
 
    “Since it was you who destroyed my home and almost killed me, the question is are you going to man up and cover the damages? 
 
    “Fifty thousand ought to do it.” 
 
    Chance shook his head and chuckled. “You don't get it, do you? I wasn't driving the Vette. It wasn't me that crashed into you. I can prove it. But like I said, you have to promise me two things before I show you the proof. 
 
    “First, you have to promise you're not going to hurt me. Because if you try, I'll get my gun and we'll see where it goes from there.” 
 
    I didn't see a gun, but just in case he had one, I said, “I didn't come here to hurt you. I just want to find the truth.” 
 
    He pointed at my head again, this time without the baseball bat. “Sorry about the black eye. I shouldn't have punched you. I was having a bad day. That's no excuse. I shouldn't have done it.” 
 
    His apology caught me off guard. He was supposed to be a bad guy, someone who beat up on women. But now he was being nice. I couldn't figure out why, but I didn't let my guard down. “Okay, so I've agreed not to hurt you, even though you sucker punched me. What's the second thing you want me to promise?” 
 
    Chance looked around like he was undecided about whether he should tell me the second thing or not. 
 
    Eventually, he made up his mind. “You have to promise never to repeat or tell anyone what I'm going to show you. No matter what you think about me, you absolutely cannot tell anyone. 
 
    “Think before you answer because this is serious. You let it slip, and it could ruin innocent lives. It could hurt people who had nothing to do with the crash. Unless you can give me your word, I'm not going to show you the proof, and you can leave right now.” 
 
    I was still pretty sure that Chance was driving the Vette, but if he had proof that showed otherwise, I wanted to see it. Even if it meant I couldn’t share what he showed me with anyone else. 
 
    “Okay, I promise I won't tell anyone. You have my word.” 
 
    Chance nodded and said, “Come inside; there's something I want you to see.” 
 
    He stepped into the living room of his condo and walked over to a small desk. On the desk were a keyboard and a joystick, above them a widescreen computer monitor showing six different camera views. Each had the date and time across the bottom. 
 
    He pointed at the display and asked, “You know what that is?” 
 
    “Yeah, your security camera feeds.” 
 
    “Good, so you'll understand what we'll be looking at.” 
 
    He then asked, “What day was the accident?” 
 
    I told him, and he entered the date on the keyboard. The monitor view changed, showing six separate camera images, each date-stamped with the date of the accident. 
 
    Two of the cameras showed the parking area, one showed the ground floor elevator foyer, another showed the top floor foyer. Another was a view of the balcony of the living room. The last camera showed two people sleeping in a bed. 
 
    Chance pointed at the one showing the bed. “Watch that one.” 
 
    He fast forwarded until the time stamp was six am, the day of the crash. 
 
    The video showed one of the people getting up out of the bed, a man about Chance's age. He stood, stretched and then walked away. The other person didn't get up. 
 
    Chance fast forwarded to seven o’clock. 
 
    He pointed to the screen. “That's me in bed. Still there at seven in the morning.  
 
    “What time was the crash?” 
 
    “The police report said it happened at eight forty-seven.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “OK, let's see what I was doing at eight forty-seven that morning.”
He fast forwarded the video until it got to eight forty and then set it to normal speed. It showed Chance sitting in bed talking on the phone. There was no doubt it was him. 
 
    “See, I told you I could prove it wasn't me. I was still at home when you got hit.” 
 
    If I believed what I saw on the video, it did prove he couldn’t have been driving the Vette. But maybe it was a trick.  
 
    “You could have altered the video. You could have changed the date.” 
 
    He looked at me and asked, “Do I look like someone who has the computer skills to alter the time stamp on a security system like this? If I could, don't you think I would have deleted the parts showing who my guest was that evening?” 
 
    I hadn't gotten a good look at his bed mate. I could see it was a man but not someone I recognized. 
 
    “Okay, you weren't the driver. Who was? Was it your guest? He left early enough. He could have been driving.” 
 
    Chance scrolled the video back to when his guest had left his bed. He paused on the frame that showed his guest's face. 
 
    “That's Chippy. The guy whose father owns the Vette. We had taken it to a club in Sarasota the night before. We stayed until around eleven and then came back here. I couldn't find the remote to open the gates, so we parked the Vette next door and came up here. 
 
    “Chippy spent the night and left early the next morning, with the Vette.” 
 
    He paused, and when he did, I asked the obvious question. 
 
    “So are you saying it was Chippy who was driving? According to the police, he has an alibi. They say he was in New York that day.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “They're right; he was in New York. When he left my place, he went to the Venice Airport, where his father's private jet was waiting. He boarded and flew to LaGuardia. 
 
    “He arrived there around ten. You can check the flight records. They'll show I'm telling the truth.” 
 
    I nodded. “So now you're saying Chippy took the Corvette to the airport and left for New York soon after. Which means neither one of you was driving. If I believe that, the question is who was?” 
 
    Chance went to his keyboard and pressed a key. The monitor above it switched back to real time. He stood and said, “If you want to know who was driving, find out who took Chippy to the airport; they were supposed to bring the car back to his place and leave it there. 
 
    “Apparently, they didn't.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    Chance's video pretty much convinced me that neither he nor Chipster was driving the Vette when it crashed into me. 
 
    But I had a question for Chance. “Why were your keys found in the Vette?” 
 
    He smiled and said, “That's the set I gave Chippy. When he's in town, he usually stays with me. He keeps those keys in his car so he can get in here when I'm not home.” 
 
    It sounded plausible, and since I didn't want to know more about Chance and Chippy's relationship, I moved on to another question. “What about the remote found on the beach? How'd it get there?” 
 
    Chance looked confused and didn't answer right away. Then he asked, “What remote? What beach?” 
 
    I answered quickly. “The remote to the Vette. It was found on the beach in front of the reality house.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don't know anything about that. I sure didn't put it there.” 
 
    It was getting close to eleven. I needed to call Abby and let her know about Chance's innocence before she met at his father's office. But I had one last question. 
 
    “You said you didn't know who drove Chip's Vette back from the airport. What about who picked him up that morning? That should be on your video, right?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It should be, but it isn't. I went through all the parking lot footage and didn't see anyone come in. 
 
    “Then I remembered Chip's Vette was parked next door, where we left it the night before. It was out of range of my parking cam. 
 
    “I checked the elevator cam to see if it showed his driver, but it didn’t. Either the driver knew where the security cameras were, and stayed out of range, or he waited for Chippy in the other parking lot.” 
 
    Chance looked at his iWatch and then back to me. “I'm glad we've had this little talk, but I need to get ready for today's shoot. It's time for you to go.” 
 
    He led me to the elevator. As the doors were closing, I asked, “Do you know who was driving?” 
 
    He smiled and said, “You're a smart guy. You'll figure it out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    Back on the ground floor, when the elevator doors opened, Taylor was nowhere in sight. Looking around, I saw that she was hiding behind one of the support columns, just out of the camera's view. 
 
    She whispered, “Come on; let's go.” 
 
    I walked over, and she said, “I was just about to call to find out what happened to you. I saw the elevator doors close and didn't know if you were locked in or if the elevator was going up on its own or not. Chance could have seen you coming and might have been waiting for you when the doors opened. 
 
    “You were gone a long time. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    I smiled and pointed toward the hall that led back out to the beach. “Let's go. I need to get back to the house and make a call. I'll tell you everything on the way.” 
 
    She nodded, and as we headed to the beach, she made sure to stay out of the range of the security cameras. 
 
    As soon as we hit the sand, she stopped and said, “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Not until we get to the car. We have to hurry because I need to call Abby.” 
 
    We moved along the edge of the beach, avoiding the sun seekers sprawled out on their towels, and made good time getting to the Miata. 
 
    When we got in, Taylor demanded, “Tell me what happened. Did you talk to Chance?” 
 
    I pointed out the windshield and said, “Drive. Get me home.” 
 
    She started the Miata, put it in first gear, and headed back to the house. I figured we'd be there in five minutes. Maybe sooner. 
 
    I gave her the short version of what happened after I stepped in the elevator. “Chance was home. He was waiting for me with a baseball bat when the doors opened. He wanted to know why I was trespassing. 
 
    “I told him I was bringing his keys back and that I thought he was driving the Vette when it hit me. 
 
    “That's when he laughed and claimed he wasn't the driver. He said he didn't know who was, but it wasn't him. 
 
    “I didn't believe him, but he showed me something that proved he couldn't have been. He had an airtight alibi, one that I couldn't punch any holes in. 
 
    “That was pretty much the extent of our conversation. I gave him the keys and left.” 
 
    Taylor wanted to know more. “He claimed he wasn't driving? And you believed him?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that's what he said. I'm pretty sure he was telling the truth.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don't know. Everything adds up to him being the driver. But if it wasn't him, who did he say it was?” 
 
    “He didn't say. He just said, 'You'll figure it out.' I don’t know what he meant by that. I'm not sure I'll figure it out or whether I want to or not. There really is no point in finding out who was driving. 
 
    “They were probably drunk or on drugs and didn't do it on purpose. They didn't plan to crash. It just happened.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Taylor kept asking questions. “So did you tell him you were almost killed?” 
 
    “Yeah, I told him. He said he felt bad but it wasn't his fault. He wasn't driving.” 
 
    “Did you really give his keys back?” 
 
    “I did. I figured the keys weren't going to do me any good. I didn't have any reason to go back to his place. Me keeping them would just create problems. So I gave them back. 
 
    Taylor nodded but didn't say anything. She just kept driving. 
 
    Three minutes later, we got to our house. As I reached for the door handle to get out of the Miata, I turned to her and said, “I need to call Abby. You mind waiting out here?” 
 
     “No, not at all. I've got a call I need to make.” 
 
    I headed for the door and saw that FedEx had dropped off two packages, both from the insurance company. One would have a twenty-thousand-dollar check in it, the other a contract for ten thousand more if I signed it. 
 
    I opened the front door and dropped the packages on the kitchen counter and immediately called Abby. 
 
    She answered on the third ring. Without even saying hello, she asked, “Did the keys fit?” 
 
    I could have given her a long, drawn out answer, telling her all about my meeting with Chance. Instead, I just said, “The keys did fit. I went up to his place, and we had a little chat.” 
 
    She interrupted me. “You didn't hurt him, did you? Tell me you didn't get into a fight again?” 
 
    “No Abby, I didn't get into a fight. And I didn't hurt him. Like I said, we had a little chat, and he proved that there was no way he could have been driving the Vette. He said he felt bad about the accident, but he wasn't responsible and wasn't going to pay for damages.” 
 
    “You believed him?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. He showed me a video from his security camera that proved he couldn't have been driving the Vette. Boudin's son couldn't have been driving either. 
 
    “He claimed he didn't know who was but said I'd figure it out. After our little chat, I gave him his house keys and left.” 
 
    There was a pause on the line, and after a moment, Abby said, “Well, I guess it's good that I didn't get a chance to confront his father. His assistant canceled our meeting, saying that something had come up. 
 
    “But I did get something; a free night at the casino the guy owns and a hundred-dollar casino credit. I didn’t even have to ask. They offered it as soon as I got there, giving me the feeling they wanted me to leave town. 
 
    “I plan to do just that. I'm heading to Atlantic City tonight. I'll catch a flight back to Florida tomorrow.” 
 
    When she paused to take a breath, I asked, “Any news on Bob? Anyone call saying they found him?” 
 
    She didn't hesitate with her answer. “I've gotten a lot of calls, mostly from people wanting to know if I wanted a replacement cat, but none from anyone who sounded like they’d really seen him.” 
 
    She paused then said, “Walker, it's been almost two weeks. You may not find him. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    I started to tell her she was wrong, that I would find Bob alive, but before I could, she said, “They've just called my flight. I need to go.” 
 
    She ended the call, and I put my phone away. I'd forgotten to ask her about the FedEx packages. The day before, she'd said not to sign the contract before she saw it. She'd said something about how signing might mess up her planned meeting. 
 
    But since her meeting had been canceled, I saw no reason not to sign. I ripped open the envelope, looked over the one-page contract and signed a copy. 
 
    I slid it into the envelope and sealed it up. 
 
    I knew there was a FedEx drop box in the Walmart parking lot next to the Verizon store. If I went there, I could send the package and go to Verizon and get my busted phone replaced. 
 
    I grabbed the broken phone and the FedEx package and went outside to talk to Taylor. 
 
    She was leaning against her car, her back to me. Phone in hand, I heard her say, “That's the story we have to stick to. I'll make sure he does.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    When she turned back around and saw me, she said, “Everything good, boss?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
    The FedEx drop point was about seven miles from our beach house. Taylor had agreed to take me there, and we were sitting side by side in the cramped cabin of her Miata. She was driving. 
 
    She hadn't asked me about my phone call, and I hadn't asked her about hers. I didn't know who she was calling, but it sounded like they agreed on something. 
 
    Usually, during snowbird season, the road from the beach on Manasota Key into Venice is crowded, all the beach goers in a hurry to stake out their place on the sand and the locals going into town to get away from the crowds. 
 
    Some days, though, when the weather threatens rain, the snowbirds will stay away from the beach, not wanting to get caught when storms with lightning roll in. 
 
    It was one of those days. Dark clouds were starting to pile up over the gulf. The wind was pushing them in our direction. 
 
    Taylor pointed to the sky. “It's going to rain. That means they're not shooting today. That's why Chance was home.” 
 
    I nodded. What she'd said made sense. They didn't want their camera crew and their expensive equipment on the beach when a storm rolled in. They'd wait for a better day; one with sunshine and blue skies. 
 
    I didn't mind the rain. In fact, I liked it. It cleansed the air and washed away some of the grime from the beaches. On hot days, it cooled things down, at least until the humidity built back up. 
 
    The rain was still holding off when we reached the FedEx drop point in the Walmart shopping center. Taylor pulled up to the drop box, close enough for me to put the package in without having to get out of her car. 
 
    After I dropped it off, Taylor turned to me and asked, “Where to next, boss?” 
 
    I showed her my busted phone and said, “Take me to the Verizon store. It's in this same parking lot.” 
 
    I'd gone long enough without a reliable phone. The burner that Abby had left me with didn't have internet and couldn't connect to my old phone's voice or text messages. 
 
    I'd probably missed a lot of calls and a few texts from people who might have been worried about me. I needed to let them know I was still alive. 
 
    When we got to the Verizon store, I asked Taylor if she wanted to go in with me. She didn't. She said she'd rather stay out in the car. There were calls she needed to make and, if it were okay with me, she'd make those while I was inside the store. 
 
    I didn't mind her not going in with me, she had things to do, and I could get a new phone without her at my side. 
 
    There was a short line of customers waiting to buy new phones or upgrade their old ones. The four employees behind the counter were moving things along, and it didn't look like I'd have to wait long. 
 
    A few minutes after I'd gone inside, an older gentleman wearing a red blazer with a Verizon logo ushered me up to the service counter. The woman there, a tall, middle-aged blonde, was also wearing a red Verizon blazer. Her name tag said she was Dianne. 
 
    She smiled and said, “Welcome to Verizon. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out my broken phone. “I need to replace this.” 
 
    She looked at the screen and the warped case. “Looks like it took a pretty big hit. What happened?” 
 
    I pointed out the showroom windows toward the light at Forty-One and Jacaranda.  “You know the big wreck? The one with the motorhome and the Corvette?” 
 
    She nodded like she knew what I was talking about. 
 
    “I was driving the motorhome. The phone was with me. I survived. It didn't.” 
 
    She seemed confused for a moment then turned to the man who was working the station next to hers. She said, “Scotty, could you please join us?” 
 
    The man, who I assumed was Scotty because that's what she called him, came over and stood beside her. He smiled at me then asked if there was a problem. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, no problem. I just wanted you to look at this phone.” 
 
    She held it out, and his response was, “Wow, what happened to it?” 
 
    She tapped the cracked glass and said, “You remember that bad wreck? The one where the Corvette crashed into the motorhome?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I remember. Why do you ask?” 
 
    She turned and pointed at me. “This is the guy who was driving the motorhome. The phone was with him.” 
 
    Scotty looked at me and asked, “You were in the motorhome? I didn't think anyone survived. I've watched the video over and over. That Vette almost cut the motorhome in half.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I know. I was in it when it hit. And yeah, I survived. But like I told Dianne, my phone didn’t, and I need a replacement.” 
 
    Scotty nodded, turned and whispered something to Dianne. Then he walked away. 
 
    Dianne returned to me and asked the questions they always do when you take your phone in. She needed to know my name, the phone number, and the name on the monthly bill. 
 
    As I answered each question, she entered the details into the small tablet she was holding. When she was done, she said, “Mr. Walker, you qualify for a free replacement phone. Which one do you want?” 
 
    I knew that new models had come out since buying the one I had been using. Most were only slightly better. The changes were mostly to the user interface, which didn't make the new ones easier to use than the old. 
 
    For that reason, I said, "I want one just like the one I had before. I liked the way it worked and don't want to try to learn how to use a new one. I want the new phone to have the same number as the old one. And I want to be able to retrieve any texts or voice messages I may have missed." 
 
    She smiled again and explained that my old phone was a discontinued model. They didn't have it in stock. But they did have the newest one. She said other than having a better camera and a longer lasting battery it was pretty much like my old one. 
 
    She went on to say she could pull the SIM card from my old phone and load all the data and settings from it into the new one. I told her to do it. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I had my new phone in hand and walked out of the store. I quickly checked my voice mail and saw there were sixteen unheard messages and forty-two texts. 
 
    They'd have to wait until I got back to the beach house before I could deal with them. I had more important things I needed to do. 
 
    When I got to Taylor's Miata, she was inside talking on her phone. I didn't want to interrupt or listen in on her call, so I moved to the front of the car and waved. 
 
    She smiled then pressed the button to unlock the doors, letting me know it was okay for me to get back in the car. 
 
    I climbed in and took my place in the passenger seat. She still had her phone to her ear and was saying, “Thanks for letting me know. I'll be sure and watch.” 
 
    She ended the call and turned to me. “That was the producer of the show. He said they missed me on the set and after talking it over with the rest of the crew, they wanted me back. He wanted me to be sure I watched TMZ this evening. He said they had a segment on the show and I needed to see it.” 
 
    I nodded. “That's great news. I guess they figured that, after being assaulted by Chance, they couldn't risk you filing a lawsuit.” 
 
    She frowned and then said, “About that, if anyone from TMZ calls and asks about what happened on the beach that day, you need to tell them it wasn't you and you don't know anything about it. 
 
    “It's really important you don't tell them anything. Nothing at all. Just say it wasn't you.” 
 
    I thought about her request then asked, “Why would TMZ be calling me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Apparently, they have a video showing Chance and me on the beach that day, and of you coming up and getting involved. 
 
    “They plan to run the video tonight. Before they do, they might call you to hear your side.” 
 
    I shook my head. “How they'd get my number?” 
 
    She looked at me and started to say something but then stopped. She thought about it for a moment and then said, “It's important. If TMZ or anyone else calls asking about what happened on the beach that day, tell them you know nothing. Okay?” 
 
    I didn't know why she didn't want me to tell the truth about what happened, but if it were a condition of getting her job back, I'd play along. 
 
    “Okay, if that's the way you want it. I won't say anything.” 
 
    Then I said, “I guess that means you won't be my driver much longer.” 
 
    She nodded. “Didn't you say your girlfriend will be back tomorrow? She can drive you around.” 
 
    Abby wasn't my girlfriend. At least I didn't think she was. But maybe I was wrong. She'd rescued me from the hospital, nursed my injuries and had gone to New York on my behalf to try to get the guilty parties to pay up. 
 
    Maybe there was more to our relationship than I realized. I would have to ask her about it when she returned. 
 
    I didn't share this with Taylor. I just said, “I guess she'll be my driver if you quit.” 
 
    Taylor had kept the engine in the Miata running while I was getting a new phone. It was the only way to keep the air conditioner going, and in Florida when you sit in a parked car very long, you need AC, regardless of the season. 
 
    With the engine already running and me with my new phone, she asked, “Where to, boss?” 
 
    I thought for a moment and then said, “Take me to the fire station on Englewood Road. The one next to the church.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    She didn't ask me why I wanted to go to the fire station. She just drove. Quicker and a little more recklessly than she'd been driving before. Maybe she was thinking about her new job or the video that would be on TMZ that evening. Either way, we got there quickly. 
 
    She found an open parking slot on the side of the building away from the fire truck entrance and turned to me. “You need any help getting out?” 
 
    “No, I'm fine. I'm going to thank the EMT team that rescued me. I figured I owed them. You want to come with?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you go in without me. I need to make a few calls.” 
 
    For reasons I didn't understand, she leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. I smiled, climbed out of the little Miata and made my way to the front door of the station. 
 
    I opened the glass door and stepped inside. A short, stocky woman behind the customer service desk greeted me and asked, “What can we do for you today?” 
 
    I smiled. “I was driving the RV that got hit by the Corvette. I'd like to thank the team that responded. Are they here today?” 
 
    The woman looked at me and asked, “You were in that motorhome? And you survived? We didn't think you would.” 
 
    She picked up her phone and over the intercom I heard the words, “Team six, come up front, please. You have a special guest.” 
 
    I didn't know if I was special or not, but I wanted to meet team six and thank them. 
 
    A few moments later, the swinging door that separated the front office from the fire and rescue station swung open and four men and a woman made their way through. 
 
    The woman behind the desk turned to them and said, “You're not going to believe this, but that man is the one who was driving the motorhome. The one that was hit by the Vette. Not only did he survive, he came to see us.” 
 
    She turned to me. “Was there something you wanted to say?” 
 
    I nodded and told the team members how much I appreciated their work. They had saved my life. 
 
    I wanted to say more but couldn't. All I could do was thank them, over and over. 
 
    One of the men in the group stepped forward, put his hand on my shoulder and said, “We're all glad to see you made it. We appreciate you coming in and thanking us. Not many people do.” 
 
    I shook hands with each of the team members and then posed for a group photo. Each member would get a copy. 
 
    I'd been there ten minutes, and I didn't want to take up any more of their time, so I thanked them again and headed for the door. 
 
    Then I remembered a question I needed to ask. I turned back and asked, “Did any of you see my cat? He was in the motorhome with me.” 
 
    Each of the team members thought for a moment then started shaking their heads. They hadn't seen a cat. Or the remains of one. 
 
    This was a bit of good and bad news. The good was they hadn't found him dead. The bad was no one had remembered seeing him in the wreck. 
 
    I thanked them again and started heading for the door. 
 
    Before I got to it, a woman's voice behind me said, “Wait.” 
 
    When I turned around, she turned to the other team members. “Didn't Haywood say something about a cat?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
    I didn't know who Haywood was, but if he had seen a cat, I wanted to know more. 
 
    The tallest man in the group rubbed his chin and said, “Now that you mention it, he did say something about a cat sleeping in his van. He didn't know the cat was there until he got home that day.” 
 
    I nodded. “Tell me more about Haywood and this cat he found.” 
 
    The tall man thought for a moment then said, “He was here on a training exercise that day. He had bought a camping van the day before and had driven it in that morning to show it off. 
 
    “It was an older one; a conversion. A GMC, I think. 
 
    “Anyway, he said he bought it for his wife and was going to surprise her with it at the end of that day. 
 
    “He had all the doors open to air it out and to show us the inside. He was proud of it. 
 
    “We were outside looking at it when the station alarm sounded. 
 
    “We grabbed our gear and headed out. Haywood went with us. 
 
    “At the end of the day, he headed back to his home in Fort Myers. 
 
    “When he called the next morning with our team score, he mentioned something about finding a cat sleeping in the back of his van. 
 
    “We didn't think much of it. A lot of feral cats hang out in the woods behind the station. We figured one of them saw the van with its open doors and climbed in to take a nap. 
 
    “That's all I know. I don't know if it's still there or not.” 
 
    “Did he say what the cat looked like?” 
 
    “No, all he said was there was a cat in his van.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is Haywood around today? Can I talk to him?” 
 
    The woman from team six spoke first. “He is our regional fire response trainer. He only comes up here once a month. He won't be back for another week or so.” 
 
    The fire station was less than a mile from the crash, and it could have been Bob who hid in the van. I needed to find out for sure. 
 
    “I want to call him. Do you have his number?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Haywood is on duty. You can't talk to him until his shift is over tomorrow morning. But I've got his wife's number.” 
 
    She gave it to me, and I thanked her and the team again. Then I headed back outside. 
 
    When I got to the Miata, the engine was running, and Taylor was on the phone again. When she saw me, she ended the call quickly and reached over and unlocked the passenger door. 
 
    When I stepped in, she asked, “Where to, boss?  
 
    There was only one place I wanted to go. To Haywood's home to check out the cat. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
     I called Haywood's wife and she answered on the first ring. “I hope you're not calling trying to sell me something. Because if you are, you've wasted your time.” 
 
    I was afraid she was going to hang up, so I quickly said, “I'm calling about the cat. The one in your van.” 
 
    She didn't hesitate with her reply. “Good, come get it. If it's not gone by the end of the day, I'm taking it to the shelter. I'm allergic and don't need one hanging around here.” 
 
    To keep her talking, I said, “Ma'am, could you tell me what the cat looks like? I've lost mine, and I'm trying to find him. If he’s there with you, I'll come get him today. 
 
    “Mine is a big, orange tabby. With a bobtail. Does that sound like the one you have?” 
 
    I was hoping she'd say yes, but she didn't. Instead she said, “I don't know what the cat looks like. He hides in the van. Stays out of sight under the couch in the back. 
 
    “The only way we know he's there is when we open the door to give him food and water, we can hear him crying. 
 
    “There's one thing for sure I know about that cat. Today's the last day he's going to be living here. Tomorrow he's going to the pound.” 
 
    Since the woman couldn't give me a description, my only option was to go see the cat in person. “Can I come look? I want to see if he's mine.” 
 
    “Sure, come on down. Bring a cage because the cat is leaving with you.”  
 
    She gave me her address, and I showed it to Taylor. “Think your Miata can make it to Fort Myers?” 
 
    “Yeah, if we stay off I-75. We can take Forty-One all the way through Port Charlotte and Punta Gorda. It's safer going that way.” 
 
    I didn't care how she got us there; I just wanted to see the cat before Haywood's wife dropped it off at the shelter. I said, “I'll pay you an extra two hundred if you can get me there.” 
 
    She didn't hesitate. She said, "Deal." 
 
    According to the GPS, it'd take about an hour for us to reach Haywood's home. Halfway there, Taylor said, “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    I didn't know what she was going to say, but I wanted to hear. 
 
    What she told me was totally unexpected. 
 
    She said, “Here's the deal. What you saw on the beach between me and Chance was a rehearsal for a play we're auditioning for. As part of the play, Chance comes home and finds me in bed with another woman. Things get out of hand, and that leads to the slapping scene. 
 
    “That's what you saw that day. Us rehearsing for a play. 
 
    “When Chance saw you come over to us, he thought you were going to hurt me. That's why he punched you, to protect me. 
 
    “We were rehearsing a scene. He didn't expect you to butt in, but you did. He was trying to keep me safe when he hit you." 
 
    She continued, “It wasn't your fault that you didn't realize we were acting out a scene.” 
 
    She wouldn't look at me while she was saying this. She just stared ahead. Trying to act like what she'd told me was the truth. 
 
    Of course, I didn't believe her. It sounded like a story someone made up to make sure the show stayed on the air. Maybe that's the way it works. When an actor gets caught doing something bad, the kind of thing that can get him booted off the show, the actor's agent comes up with something that'll clear him. No matter how far from the truth it is. 
 
    I wasn't happy about it and said, “So that's the way you're going to play it? Tell the world you were both acting out a scene and that what I saw wasn't real? 
 
    “I know better. You weren't acting. The fight was real. You and I both know that what happened on the beach that day wasn't an act. 
 
    “They must be paying you pretty good for you to go along with their story.” 
 
    Taylor nodded. “They are. They've given me twenty thousand dollars and added me as a cast member on the show. I'll be the shy girl from next door that Chance falls for.” 
 
    I shook my head and said, “Congratulations. You made the show.” 
 
    Then I asked, “Is that the only secret you've been keeping from me? Isn't there something else?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
    We arrived at Haywood's home around three thirty that afternoon. A ten-year-old GMC conversion van was parked in the driveway. It looked to be in good condition. 
 
    As soon as we pulled up, a woman wearing gym clothes stepped out of the house with car keys in hand. She said, “I hope you're here to get that cat. He needs to be gone.” 
 
    She handed me the keys and said, “Open the side door, take a look.” 
 
    I got the door open. I didn't expect to see a cat right away, and I didn't. There was a bowl of food and another of water behind the passenger seat. A small litter box sat behind the driver's. 
 
    That told me they'd been taking care of the cat. They didn't let it die. 
 
    From behind me, she asked, “Is it yours?” 
 
    At that point, I didn't know. I hadn't seen the cat yet. I didn't know if he was my Bob or not. 
 
    I crawled into the van and whispered, “Is that you, Bob?” 
 
    From under the bed in the back, I heard a whimper. Maybe it was him. 
 
    I scooted closer to the bed and asked, “Bob, you ready to go home?” 
 
    This time the whimper was louder and stronger. 
 
    But I still wasn't sure that it was him. So I said, “Bob, are you hungry?” 
 
    He'd heard me say the same thing many times before, and it always had him come running. This time, he poked his head from under the couch and said, “Meow,” then started purring. 
 
    I reached over and stroked his head. He leaned in closer so I could do his ears and back. While I was rubbing him, I checked to see if there were any broken bones or dried blood. 
 
    I didn't find any obvious injuries, but I'd for sure take him to the vet for a full checkup after I got him home. 
 
    From behind me, Haywood's wife asked, “Is that your cat? Are you going to take him with you?” 
 
    I turned to her and said, “Yes ma'am. It's my cat. He's going back home with me.” 
 
    “Good. Glad to see him go.” 
 
    I offered her the reward money, but instead of taking it, she pointed to the van in the driveway and said, “The best reward would be for you to take that van with you. 
 
    “My husband surprised me with it, saying it would be my daily driver. He expected me to be happy about it, but I wasn't. As soon as I opened the door, I knew there was a cat in it. I started sneezing, and my throat started burning. I had to get away from it. I'm allergic to cats. 
 
    “But that's not all. The van's too big for me, too hard to park and uses too much gas. I don't want anything like it. 
 
    “What I really wanted was a sports car. Something like the one you rode up in.” 
 
    She went over to look at the Miata and Taylor followed. I stayed in the van with Bob. 
 
    I could see the two women talking, nodding their heads in agreement about something. They shook hands, and I watched as Taylor gave her the keys to the Miata. 
 
    She walked over to me and said, “I just traded my car for this van. I needed something bigger, and she wanted something smaller, so we agreed to trade. 
 
    “She's got the title, and I have mine. We're going to sign them, and the deal will be done. 
 
    “I don't know how her husband will feel when he sees she's traded for the Miata, but she said it's what she wanted and since the cars are worth about the same, she was willing to trade even. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    At that point, all I could think about was getting Bob home. Getting him there in the van would be a whole lot easier than in the Miata. So I said, “Sounds like a good deal to me. You were looking for something bigger, and now you've got it. Take me home.” 
 
    After she put everything from her Miata into the back of the van, she climbed up into the captain’s seat and started the motor. 
 
    The doors locked automatically, and the air conditioner started blowing. Warm air at first, but soon after, cold. 
 
    She adjusted her seat and mirrors and said, “You ready to go?” 
 
    I was. 
 
    Bob had come out from underneath the couch while the two women were doing the car deal, but had headed back to safety when Taylor came to tell me the van was hers. 
 
    He hid under the couch most of the way through the stop-and-go traffic of Punta Gorda and Port Charlotte. But when we hit the smooth pavement of Englewood Road, he came up front and hopped up into my lap. 
 
    He sat there and gave himself a good cleaning, purring loudly. 
 
    When we turned onto Manasota Beach Road, about five miles from the house, Taylor turned to me and asked, “You know, don't you? You figured it out?” 
 
    I was pretty sure I knew what she was talking about, but, just in case, I said, “Tell me about it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
    “It was an accident. I had just dropped Chip off at the airport, and he'd made me mad by telling me there was nothing between us. I was just his driver, a way for him to get to the airport and back when he was in town. 
 
    “He told me to get his car washed and take it back to his place. He treated me like I was one of his staff, nothing more. 
 
    “I decided to show him. I hopped in his Corvette and took off. I was planning on driving it all day until it ran out of gas. 
 
    “When I got to the straightaway at Jacaranda, I floored it, and it took off. Next thing I knew I was in the woods, on the other side of your motorhome. The airbags had exploded, and I was covered with white powder. 
 
    “I wasn't sure what had happened, but I knew I needed to get away. I climbed out the window and took off walking. 
 
    “Then I got an Uber to take me home.” 
 
    She turned to me with tears in her eyes and said, “I really didn't mean to hit you. It was an accident. I should have told you sooner, but I just couldn't. You had helped me fend off Chance and offered me a job when I'd lost mine. I needed the money and was afraid if I told you, you'd call the cops. I'm so sorry.” 
 
     I didn't know what to say after hearing her confession. I was already peeved off about her supposed rehearsal on the beach with Chance. She had sold out for money and left me hanging. 
 
    She'd done the same thing with the wreck. She knew from the first day we'd met that I was in the motorhome she'd destroyed. But she'd said nothing. In fact, she'd led me on trying to frame Chance. 
 
    As I thought about it, a question came to mind. “So the car keys you found on the beach that night, you really didn't find them, did you? You had them with you all the time.” 
 
    She nodded but said nothing. She pulled her van into the driveway of the beach house where I was staying and killed the motor. She started to get out, but I said, “Stay here. I'll get the money I owe you. Then we're done.” 
 
    I picked up Bob and carried him inside. I took him into my bedroom and gently set him on the bed. 
 
    Then I went to my safe, grabbed the money I owed Taylor. 
 
    When I went back outside, she was gone. She had driven away before I could pay her off. 
 
    Back inside, with Bob in my lap, I called Abby.  
 
    When she answered, I said, “I found him.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
    The next day, Abby got in from Atlantic City. The first words out of her mouth were, “Where is he?” 
 
    She didn't ask how I was feeling or tell me she'd missed me. She only wanted to know about Bob. 
 
    In the day and a half that he'd been back, he'd settled right in. He had already claimed my bed as his own and would hop up onto it, snuggle up against my pillow and nap. Sometimes, I'd nap with him, and he would purr when I did. 
 
    I led Abby into the bedroom, and as soon as Bob felt her presence, he sat up in the bed and made his way over to the edge so she could pet him. 
 
    While she was busy with him, I asked, “So how was Atlantic City?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “I did all right. Made enough to cover all my expenses with a little left over.” 
 
    I knew she probably had done more than just all right. Last time I was in a casino with her, she had won almost thirty thousand dollars in less than twenty minutes. 
 
    I figured she had probably done as well in Atlantic City. But if she didn't want to tell me how much she'd made, I wasn't going to ask. I was just happy she was back. 
 
    She tapped the bed and said, “I'm tired. Come take a nap with me and Bob.” 
 
    And I did. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Seven 
 
    The next morning, Abby wanted me to go into town with her to take care of a few things. She said Bob needed his sleep and wouldn't miss us if we were gone for an hour or two. 
 
    I didn't want to leave him, but Abby was probably right. He'd sleep most of the day. 
 
    We made five stops that day. One at each of the animal shelters we'd visited earlier in the week. 
 
    At each one, Abby donated five thousand dollars, all in cash. 
 
    At the last shelter, the one on Dearborn Street in Englewood, she made the same donation and then adopted the kitten that looked like a miniature Bob. He cried when she'd picked him up, but he soon cuddled into her arms. 
 
    When we started to leave, she handed me the car keys and said, “You drive.” 
 
    When we got back to the beach house, Abby introduced Bob to the kitten. At first, he shied away, but the kitten wouldn't leave him alone. He followed Bob everywhere he went. 
 
    If Bob lay down to rest, the kitten would lay down beside him. If Bob went to the litter box, the kitten would follow. 
 
    After a while, Bob decided the kitten wasn't so bad. It gave him someone to play with and it wasn't long before we'd find them snuggled up together, with both of them purring. 
 
    That evening, while we were eating dinner, Abby said, “I have a friend in Cedar Key. He's found something you might be interested in.” 
 
    “What he'd find. Gold coins? Buried Treasure?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, nothing like that. It's a motorhome. 
 
    “One of the people staying in the same park where my friend is wants to sell his motorhome. My friend knew about how you lost yours and thought you might be interested in it. 
 
    “It's the same make and model as your old one, except it's twelve years newer and two feet longer. And it has three slide outs instead of just one. 
 
    “Unlike your old motorhome, the one up there has a wall-to-wall bedroom with a queen bed. It's private and plenty of room for two people.” 
 
    It sounded interesting, so I asked, “When can we go see it?” 
 
    Abby shook her head. “We can’t. We've got a cat and a kitten here we need to take care of. 
 
    "But I figured you'd probably want the one they are selling, so I told them you'd buy it. They're bringing it down tomorrow. All you'll need is a check for forty thousand dollars. If you don’t want it after you see it, I'll buy it. I think I can make money selling it.” 
 
    Two days later, Bob and I moved into our new home. I used the insurance money plus some of my own to pay for the motorhome Abby had found. It was much newer and nicer than my old one. And I didn't mind paying the ten-thousand-dollar difference. 
 
    After Bob and I settled in, we were soon ready for our next adventure. 
 
    Abby's boss still wanted us to go to St. Augustine. The trip would be a good shakedown cruise for the new-to-me motorhome and a way for Bob and me to get back to the life we loved. 
 
    To make it more interesting, Abby planned to go with us. But with two conditions. She was bringing little Buddy along, her new kitten. 
 
    And she wasn't going to sleep on the couch.  
 
    I'd already decided I wouldn't be sleeping on it either.  
 
    It was looking like it could be an interesting trip.  
 
   


  
 

 Author’s Notes 
 
    Most of the locations in this book are real, but none of the characters are, except for Mango Bob. 
 
    If you plan to visit Florida and want to avoid the crowds while staying on pristine beaches, consider visiting the Venice and Englewood area. 
 
    Located about halfway between Sarasota and Fort Myers, it's a place where you can enjoy the laid-back atmosphere while spending your days on the beaches searching for shells and sharks’ teeth. 
 
    In the evenings, you can visit the seven-hundred-foot Venice fishing pier to watch the sun set over the gulf then eat at one of the many local restaurants. 
 
    There's plenty to do in the area, but if you want to avoid the snowbird traffic, make Englewood your destination. 
 
    While in the area, look for a motorhome with a big orange tabby cat sitting on the dash. It might be Mango Bob. 
 
    Finally, if you like this book, please post a positive review on Amazon. Good reviews keep me motivated to create new volumes of the adventures of Mango Bob and Walker. 
 
    As always, thanks for your support. 
 
      
 
    Bill Myers 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The adventure continues . . . 
 
    If you liked Mango Crush, please post a review at Amazon, and let your friends know about the Mango Bob series. 
 
    Other books in the Mango Bob series include: 
 
    Mango Bob 
 
    Mango Lucky 
 
    Mango Bay 
 
    Mango Glades 
 
    Mango Key 
 
    Mango Blues 
 
    Mango Digger 
 
    You can find photos, maps, and more from the Mango Bob adventures at http://www.mangobob.com 
 
    Stay in touch with Mango Bob and Walker on Facebook at: https://www.facebook.com/MangoBob-197177127009774/ 
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