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Chapter One
 
 
 
I needed to hit someone. My body was screaming for it. I totally missed the rush I got from slamming into first-stringers with enough force to get them carried off the field—in a neck brace. Honestly, guys on defense talked about wanting to sack the quarterback, block a pass, or tackle the ball carrier—like that’s what football was all about. In my playbook, those are just so much more frosting on the cake. The meat and potatoes of every play was the hitting. Not a bump-and-roll type of thing, but a hit that would rattle their teeth—and shatter their nerve.
I was on some kind of auto-GPS mode this morning. My feet took me where I needed to go without me thinking about it. Exactly why I decided to walk to the Surf Shop that early—you wouldn’t understand. I’m not even sure I did. Tommy, Jude, and every other guy with half a brain slept in on Saturday mornings. But the stretch of the legs felt good. And Eli would already be at the Surf Shop. He’d been keeping the shop going ever since his dad died early in the football season. Even though Eli didn’t play football, he totally understood me—and that need to hit.
Offense or defense, every play was about yardage. And when I freight-trained a guy wearing a different colored jersey, we gained an invisible field advantage even if the line of scrimmage didn’t move an inch. It was an intimidation thing—and that was my thing. Three years ago, my freshman coach told me something I never forgot. 
“Pete, hit your man like a Mack truck on the first play—and you’ll set the tone for the entire game.” 
I took it a step further. I hit with that kind of force every play of the game. I’m a human battering ram. Anyone I tagged in the game knew my jersey number—and feared it. When I took someone down, he didn’t have to look at my number to know who did it.
I picked up the pace, antsy to get to the Surf Shop. Seagulls wheeled and glided overhead, riding the steady breeze off the Pacific. They seemed as restless as I was. I hoped Eli would have something physical for me to do. Like rotate the tires on his dad’s old pickup. Anything to work off some of that juiced-up adrenalin I was feeling. I missed the practice. I missed the games. 
Two scoreboards showed the stats in every game. The big one at the end of the field was the one the people in the stands are always so concerned about. But the scoreboard on the field was what I was all about. The things the spectators couldn’t see. The fear that looked back at me from inside my opponent’s helmet. The players who limped after I’d tackled them. The way they flexed their fingers as if trying to pump up their strength. The way they rolled their shoulders between downs, trying to work out the kinks and lumps I was pounding into them. The guys I punished play after play, who went to the sidelines to shake it off—and to build up the guts to come back. Oh, yeah. I added to my scoreboard on every play. And it had been way too long since I’d racked up some points.
Some parents were always on their kids about treating others nice. I guess my dad had a different take on all that. His philosophy? Hit enough guys hard enough, and doors opened for you. College doors. And if I was going to get to college, I’d need a scholarship. My dad had always been clear about that. No loans. Period. 
The education wasn’t what I was after. I just wanted to play college ball. I wanted to keep hitting. Which is why I’d been doing the dawn patrol in the weight room lately. My idea of a New Year’s resolution, I guess. For some, knowledge was the key to open those scholarship doors. But I didn’t need a key. I was using a battering ram.
I was hoping that lifting would help keep my mind off something else, too. Or rather someone else. But so far, it hadn’t exactly worked. 
The moment the Surf Shop came into view, I was already hoping she’d be there. But even if she wasn’t at Eli’s, it was a pretty safe bet she’d be next door at Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop. One place or another I was bound to see her—and say something stupid.
The 1953 Ford F100 was parked out front. The pickup was a regular landmark in the area and actually was the Surf Shop logo. Three longboards were bungeed in the bed. Joe’s Surf Shop was painted on the driver’s door. The thing needed paint, but the tires had plenty of miles left on them. And thanks to a little TLC from Eli, she ran like a champ. Eli must have been a mechanic in another life because he was a wizard with engines. But honestly, the first time I saw him behind the wheel instead of his dad…it was weird. But the pickup fits Eli somehow. I think his dad would be proud of him if he were still alive.
Even though Eli had wheels, he usually caught a ride with Jude or me. He just liked being around people, I guess.
Eli stepped out the shop door just as I got there and shook the cushioned mat that normally sits beside the worktable. He wore a faded Surfer Joe’s T with the shop logo screened on the front.
“Morning, Pete.” He gave me a quick once-over. “Dressed kind of nice for a Saturday.”
I glanced at my shirt like I’d noticed it for the first time. “I just grabbed the first clean shirt I found.”
He smiled like the whole thing was some kind of inside joke. “You always wear the jersey—clean or not.”
Not just any jersey. My Dick Butkus Bears jersey. Number 51. “Well today I felt like wearing an island shirt.”
He thumped the mat two times, then walked me inside. “So there’s no reason you’re dolled up this morning?”
“Dolled up?” 
Eli laughed. “I’m just messing with you, man. You look good. Even the hair.”
“What’s wrong with my hair?”
“Not a thing. Just seems longer than you normally wear it.”
He was right about that. And I wouldn’t be getting a haircut any time soon. “I’m going for the wild man look.” Which was completely true. Another resolution. I wasn’t going to cut my hair until the next football season was over—and I had my scholarship.
“It suits you.” He grabbed a broom and worked dust and scraps into a pile. “Kind of a Samson thing?”
“What?”
“His hair grew. His strength grew.”
Truthfully, I was a little rusty on Samson’s bio, but the strength thing was interesting. “If you believe that kind of stuff I guess.”
He stopped sweeping and gave me a funny look. “Of course I believe that stuff.”
“Well anyway,” I said, “maybe after work, want to come over and hang out at my place? Maybe we could watch a movie.”
“No way,” Eli said. “We are not watching Gridiron Gang again.”
“Did I say we were going to watch that one?”
Eli laughed like he could read my mind. “You were thinking it.”
The front door swung open—jingling the shop bell—and even before turning I just knew who it was. My heart thumped the way it does when I hear the whistle before the opening kickoff. 
“Hey, Eli!” Maggie’s smile looked forced. Like maybe she had a case of pre-game jitters. She wore her button-down island shirt tucked into a short pair of faded jean cutoffs. Honestly, she was drop-dead gorgeous. She’d look good wearing anything, though. Especially my Butkus jersey.
 “My shift starts in a few minutes. Thought I’d stop in.” She wiped her palms on her shorts. “Actually, I wanted to bounce something off you.”
I cleared my throat, and she glanced my way. She almost looked surprised that I was there. How did she not see me when she walked in?
“Morning, Petey,” she said. “Where’s the jersey—of who is it—your grandma’s favorite football player?” 
“My grandpa’s. And he was right. Dick Butkus was probably the greatest linebacker of all time. He was an animal. An absolute—”
“Spare me the hero worship details.” She turned back to Eli.
I wasn’t sure who she thought my hero was—Butkus or my grandpa. I guess both would have been right.
“Hey, look at that,” Eli said. “You’re both wearing island shirts. You could pass for twins.”
Maggie laughed in that musical way that she does. “The last thing I need is a football freak for a brother. I gave up babysitting a long time ago.”
“Babysitting?”
She put one hand on her hip. “How many concussions have you had, Petey?” 
“None.” I was proud of that. “I give concussions. I don’t get ‘em.”
She waved me off. “Whatever. But you’ve taken a lot of hits to the head. And that means you’re losing brain cells, Petey. Keep playing ball and eventually you’ll need a babysitter. It’s a dumb game.”
“Dumb? Dumb?”
“Listen to yourself. You’re making my point.”
Eli held up his hands like he was trying to keep the peace. “I’m calling a truce. I still say you’d make a good brother and sister. Look, you’re fighting already.”
Maggie laughed again, and it made me start laughing, too.
“And just think,” Eli said, “If Pete was your bro, he might let you wear his Butkus jersey.” He winked at me—almost like he knew what I’d been thinking.
“I’d never wear that ratty shirt,” Maggie said. “And I don’t need a brother.” She glanced at her phone. “Time to fly.”
“You wanted to talk,” Eli said.
Her eyes flicked to me for a second, then back. “I’ll stop back when I can. It was probably stupid anyway.”
The front door bell chimed, and she was gone. I stepped closer to the window. She slipped her phone out of her back pocket, checked the time, and trotted toward Surfer Joe’s. 
Eli stepped up beside me. “I’ve never seen her look spooked like that.”
“Maggie? Afraid?”
“Some people are good at covering up,” Eli said. “Maggie’s a pro.”
Over the next hour, Eli helped several customers and fielded a few phone calls. But I caught him looking toward Surfer Joe’s after nearly every one of them. And he told me about Samson—the super-strong dude who had a weakness for women. When he described how Samson took on the barbaric Philistines, I almost felt like I was watching a movie. He made the story come alive like I’d never heard it told before. Like he’d seen the whole thing in real time.
Jimmy stopped in—but only to pick something up for his mom at the office. He said hi to me, but ignored Eli. When Eli asked how the day was going at home, Jimmy glared at him. “How do you think it’s going?” He stormed toward the door just as Maggie appeared—carrying two coffees.
She raised the paper cups high and pressed herself against the doorframe to avoid getting bowled over. “Seems to me”—Maggie watched Jimmy march to his bike, “brothers are highly overrated.”
Eli stood at the window, watching Jimmy pedal away. “He’s hurting. Misses my dad.”
“Why is that your fault?”
Eli gave a sad smile. “It’s not. But I guess I’m an easy target.” He faced Maggie. “And good brothers aren’t overrated. They’re just rare. You’re going to need one, Maggie.” He nodded toward me.
“Not interested.” She held out a coffee for Eli. “One shortboard, decaf, extra cream, extra sugar.
I had a feeling Eli would have been have been happier with a glass of water, but if that was true he never showed it. “Thanks, Maggie.” He smiled and reached for the coffee.
“And for you”—she handed me the second cup—“one longboard, black, fully amped. How’d I do?”
“Perfect,” I said. I held it close to my face, inhaling the aroma. “How’d you know?” I’d never even ordered a coffee from her since she got the job.
She gave me one of those you-wouldn’t-understand looks. “You’re an open book, Petey. With lots of pictures and really big print.”
Eli flipped over the Back in 30 sign on the front door and pulled three stools to the workbench. “Tell us what’s on your mind, Maggie.”
She looked at me, then back at him—like she really didn’t want me there. Which made me wonder if maybe she kind of liked me and wanted to talk to Eli about it.
“It’s okay,” Eli said. “Talk to us.”
She stared down at the worktable but didn’t say a word for maybe a whole minute. Eli sat there like he had all day, but it was driving me nuts. Seriously, I was just about to make a comment when she looked up and took a deep breath, like she was about to say something really important. I leaned toward her.
“Somebody is stalking me.”
Eli’s eyes narrowed just a bit, but he stayed quiet. 
I looked out the window, half expecting some lowlife to be hanging around across the street or something.
“I haven’t actually seen him, but I know he’s there. When I was Bo-boarding after school yesterday, I spent more time scanning the beach than watching for waves.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “Bo-boarding?”
“Sometimes when I surf just before sunset, it’s just me and Bo.” She shrugged. “I call it Bo-boarding.”
Just her and Bo? “Hold on,” I said. I’d never seen her with any other guy in months. “Who is this Bo-zo guy? Maybe he’s the one messing with your head.”
“There is no other guy,” Eli said. “She’s talking about surfing alone. Her surfboard is an original Bo Steinfeld.”
As if I would know who that was. “I wouldn’t know Bo Steinfeld from Bo Jangles.” 
“He’s a big deal to surfers, dude,” Eli said. “It’d be like you getting a game-worn jersey from Dick Butkus.”
“Oh.” Now he was making sense.
“Sometimes,” Maggie said, “I’m so sure somebody is following me—but when I turn around…”
“But you’ve never actually seen him, right?” I tried to make it sound like I believed her, but honestly?
She shook her head.
“Maybe you’re being stalked by the Invisible Man.” I grinned, hoping she’d feel better if we lightened things up.
She shot me a disgusted look.
“Maggie, you need to be careful,” Eli said—like he totally bought her story. 
 “I’m a big girl,” Maggie said. “I can take care of myself.” She patted her purse, which made me wonder if she was carrying mace or something.
“You’ve been taking care of yourself for years,” Eli said. “But this is different. You just can’t be out all alone for a while. Especially at night. You need a bodyguard.”
“Or a shrink,” I said. “You’re paranoid, Maggie.”
She stood and glared at me. “You can leave now, Petey. I really only wanted to talk to Eli anyway.”
“Easy, both of you,” Eli said. “Nobody’s leaving, Maggie. You’re going to need all the friends you’ve got.”
“Friends?” She was still giving me the dagger-eyes.
“Tell us the rest,” Eli said. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
She gave me a hard look. “If Petey makes one more crack about me imagining this, I’m leaving—or he is. Got it?”
I raised both hands in the air. “Not another word. Promise.”
“My Grams believes me—and she questions everything.”
Eli motioned for her to sit. “When did the feeling start—that you were being stalked?”
She sat and stared at the floor. “Halfway through Winter Fest. At first I shook it off. But I’ve been feeling it more and more.”
“You have an idea who it is, don’t you.” Eli was making a statement, not asking a question.
Maggie pulled her phone from her back pocket and opened her messages. “Wednesday, the texts started.”
“Texts?” If she’d mentioned this little detail to begin with, I’d never have doubted her.
She scrolled through the display. “I’m watching you—and you look fine. You won’t look so pretty when I’m done with you, though.” She looked at both of us. “It goes on to describe what I was wearing. Exactly.”
“Have you shown that to the police?”
She nodded. “The texts are from one of those prepaid Walmart phones—so it’s not exactly traceable. And since I haven’t actually seen anyone following me,” she shot me a look, “and nobody has physically threatened me…” She shrugged.
“There’s nothing the police can do,” Eli said.
“Pretty much.” Her voice sounded softer, weaker than before. 
“So, block his number,” I said. “You won’t even know when he tries to text you.” Eventually the jerk would get the message and stop harassing her, right?
“I can’t,” Maggie said. “I need to know when he’s watching me. When he’s close.”
Eli nodded. “The text serves as a warning…so you can be on guard?”
“I’m always on guard,” Maggie pulled her purse onto her lap. “I just want to be ready.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “You think this guy would actually come after you?”
Maggie took a shaky breath. “The texts are getting worse. I mean—he describes exactly what he plans to do to me.”
I stood and walked halfway to the window, then back. I couldn’t just sit there and listen. I needed to do something. That feeling was back—in a big way. That need to hit.
“Let me see that.” Eli reached for the phone, but Maggie pulled it back.
“There’s some pretty twisted stuff in there. You don’t want to see it.”
Like the sick-o’s texts were her fault? She had no reason to be ashamed. It didn’t make sense. I leaned against the heavy wooden workbench, reached back and gripped the edge—imagining it was the sick-o’s arm. The bench was made of some kind of hardwood, but I wanted to hear it crack.
“Where’d you get the gun?” Eli said.
His question got me refocused. 
Maggie looked slightly rattled. “Who told you—”
“Seriously?” I glanced at her purse. “You’ve got a gun?”
“Grams insisted.” She reached into her purse and pulled enough of the handgun out to remove all doubt.
“Your grandma has a Glock?” The deadliest thing my grandma carried was her cane. 
“In your heart, you know who is sending the texts,” Eli said. “Don’t you?”
She didn’t answer, but her face definitely said she did. “The beast.” 
Tears welled up in her eyes, and honestly, I had no idea what to do. I gripped the workbench harder. Wanted to throw it across the room. And I was pretty sure I could.
“He stopped in at Surfer Joe’s a couple weeks ago. Lucky me, I actually made his coffee. Then he sat there pretending to drink it. But he was watching me.” She shuddered. “The way he looked at me was so disgusting…like he was imagining all kinds of perverted things.”
“You’re beating yourself up, Maggie,” Eli said. “He’s the monster—not you.”
“But why did I ever go out with an animal like that?” Tears ran down her cheeks. 
I’d never seen her cry before. Not even when Heather slapped her hard in the hallway at Kennedy High, long before they became friends.
My mind was racing, trying to figure who this beast was. Braylen Cox was an animal. But she only went out with him what—once, maybe? Why would he stalk her? 
“The day after he was at Joe’s I started getting that creepy feeling like he was watching me. When I left Grams for school. When I got off my shift. But no”—she looked at me—“I never actually saw him.” 
“Then the texts started,” Eli said. “Right?”
She nodded. “Why did I let him ever touch me? Why did I ever let him—”
“But you’ve changed,” Eli said. “He’d never have a chance with you again—and he knows it. That’s why he’s doing this.” 
I knew a half-dozen guys she’d probably been with before she started hanging with Eli. And who knew how many I didn’t know about? But if it was Braylen, I was going to tear him apart.
“I knew better than to go out with him in the first place. I was stupid.”
“And hurting.” Eli handed her a clean rag from the bench.
Clearly, both of them knew who this guy was. “Who’s this ‘beast’ guy you’re talking about?” 
She looked at me, dabbing at the tears. “I haven’t spoken his name in months, and I refuse to say his name now. I call him the beast. Let’s just leave it at that.”
Leave it at that? I wanted to rip his Maggie-stalking face off. I locked eyes with Eli. “Do I know him? Is it Braylen?”
Eli shook his head. “Terrence Stuart.”
What? I half-expected Maggie to say he was wrong. But she buried her face in that rag and sobbed. 
Terrence? I tried to get my head wrapped around that. “But you broke it off with him months ago.” It wasn’t that I didn’t believe her. I just didn’t see why the guy hadn’t moved on. “Why would—”
“Because that’s how he is,” she whispered. “If he can’t have me, nobody will.” 
I gripped the workbench until my forearms began to cramp. Terrence. I pictured his cocky, pock-marked face.
I needed to hit someone. God knows, I needed to hit someone so bad.
And now I knew exactly who.





Chapter Two
 
 
 
I spent most of the day at the Surf Shop, working out some strategy with Eli. My plan was simple. Find Terrence and beat the tar out of him. Hey it was Saturday—which seemed like a perfect day for a fight. 
Eli had a different plan. Naturally. He was the diehard peacemaker. Eventually he called Tommy in—which I was kind of happy about. It wasn’t just that Tommy was a good friend, but more importantly Tommy could hit—a little fact he’d demonstrated plenty of times during the football season. If things got rough with Terrence, Tommy was a great guy to have on the field. And Tommy needed something to keep his mind off Nicole, anyway. Ever since his girlfriend moved, he’d been moping around even more than usual.
Eli invited Jude over, too. Another good friend, and the kind of guy who had a gift for cooking up the wildest schemes. Jude had the money to make them happen, too. I was relieved when Jude pulled up to the Surf Shop in his convertible Mustang. I’m not saying Eli wasn’t good at making plans, it’s just that Jude’s ideas were a whole lot more weasely. Which is exactly what we really needed when dealing with a stalker.
The four of us kicked around ideas for dealing with Terrence. Eli kept reminding us that this wasn’t about paying Terrence back—or teaching him a lesson. He’d called us together to protect Maggie. Somehow Eli talked us into trying his way first.
By the time Maggie was done with her shift, just after seven, we had a bodyguard schedule all worked out. Eli explained the whole thing to her when she came over after work. Jude would give her a ride to school—and back. When she worked, one of us would escort her to Surfer Joe’s and home again—every time. Tommy would borrow his dad’s car when he was on, and I’d borrow my mom’s CRV. 
And when Maggie was in the house—we made her promise that she’d make sure all the doors and windows were locked. She argued with us a little, but I don’t think her heart was in it. I mean, I’m no Eli when it comes to reading faces, but even I could tell she looked a little relieved that she had all of us looking out for her.
She gave us a little push-back when it came to surfing alone, but she finally promised to give up Bo-boarding until we were sure Terrence was only making empty threats.
“Have you told Savannah about this?” Eli said.
Maggie did this little thing where she bites her lower lip. “She just got back from Mexico. There was a lot for her to talk about.”
“Heather and Amber?”
Eli had told all me about Maggie patching things up with the psycho-sisterhood—but it still took me off guard to hear him suggest that she confide in them.
“Just you,” she said. “And Grams.” 
“Telling them would have made it real,” Eli said. “Right?”
She shrugged. “Something like that.”
“Let them in the loop,” Eli said. “You need them—and they need you.”
Whatever that meant. What she needed was for someone to knock Terrence’s teeth down his throat.
We did that find-my-friends app thing so that all five us could see where one another was at any time. I don’t know how that idea popped in my head—but as soon as I suggested it, Mags smiled at me—like a for-real smile—for the first time ever. We tested the app by all of us heading in different directions, then checking our phones to see where each of us were. I could tell Eli was in his shop. Mags was there with him. Jude took his Mustang for a drive around the block, and Tommy was out on the beach like me, except he wasn’t nearly as close to the water, and he headed north while I went south. 
After hearing about Terrence, my whole world started spinning south. By the time we all met back at the Surf Shop, I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t going to just sit back and wait for Terrence to come after Maggie. I’m all about defense on the football field, but with Maggie’s safety on the line? I was ready to carry the ball.
I would have taken every bodyguard shift if I could, but all the guys wanted to help. When it was time to head home, Tommy was her bodyguard and ride to her grandma’s place. I offered to go with, you know, just in case. But Tommy insisted he had things under control. I watched them leave the shop, Tommy’s head swiveled left and right like he expected an attack any minute—which was good. At least he’d be on high alert.
Eli said he’d be working late, and it kind of looked like he needed to focus on the board he’d been shaping. 
“I’ll give you a ride, Pete,” Jude said. “Scooge needs to get some work done.”
I didn’t need a ride. I wanted to walk—and hoped I’d see Terrence along the way. Preferably someplace really dark. But Jude can be pretty stubborn, so I finally climbed in the Mustang.
“Look,” Jude said the moment we pulled away, “Scooge is a great guy, but he’s been breathing too many epoxy fumes—or whatever he coats those boards with.”
“What are you saying?”
“Maggie doesn’t need a bodyguard. She needs a bouncer,” he said. “The only way to get this scumbag off her back is to put him on his back.” He made a fist.
Finally, somebody was seeing the whole field on this. “My thoughts exactly.”
“We can’t just wait for something to happen,” Jude said. “We gotta make something happen ourselves. Can you imagine what he’d do if he finds her when we’re not around?”
I did not want to picture that. “I’m with you on this. Any ideas?”
“Working on it,” Jude said. “I do my best thinking when I drive. Let’s take a ride.”
Our drive ended up at Terrence’s apartment. How Jude knew where he lived, I have no idea. Jude parked where we had a decent view of the entire lot. “There it is.” He pointed to a Chevy Silverado parked in a handicapped spot—the same model year as Terrence’s. The pickup was coated with light gray primer—so I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure it was his.
“He’s parked in a handicapped stall,” Jude said. “What’s up with that?”
“Maybe he’s psychic,” I said. “He can see the future.” 
Jude laughed like he couldn’t believe I said something clever. “Whoa, Pete! Nice one.”
“You sure that’s his truck?” If it wasn’t—and Terrence was slinking around somewhere—I’d have felt a lot better going to Maggie’s and keeping an eye on her place a bit.
“Trust me,” Jude said. “I got a good look at his truck the first time we met him.”
The morning we’d helped Maggie get away after she dumped him. The thing was, I just couldn’t picture her with Terrence. Never could.
“She was still fifteen then,” Jude said. “And Terrence is like, what? Twenty? They could legally nail him for messing with an underage girl.”
“Good luck proving they were together,” I said. “It’ll be her word against his.”
“I’m just saying the guy is a total perv,” Jude said. “I wonder if his neighbors know he likes taking advantage of minors.”
“I wish there was a way to let them know,” I said. “Warn them or something.”
Jude smiled like his wheels were turning. “Maybe we can.” 
“Talk to me.” 
He sat up. “We get some spray paint—and leave some messages right there on his truck. We turn his truck into a mobile billboard.”
“Spray paint?” I pictured something a little more aggressive. Something that involved painting his face bloody—with my fists. “Seems like he’d be getting off kind of light.”
“Look,” Jude said. “Call it a clear warning to stay away from Maggie. And we’re letting his neighbors know he’s dangerous—so other girls don’t get caught in his web. We’d be doing the community a favor.”
I pictured it for a couple secs. “It would be a way of protecting the neighbors.”
“Definitely a noble thing to do,” Jude said. “And obviously he wants his truck painted. It’s all primed and ready for us.” He started the engine.
“Where are we going?”
He grinned. “To pick up spray paint.”





Chapter Three
 
 
 
We picked up hot pink spray paint. The neon stuff. I was more in favor of picking up a couple of those propane torches plumbers use. I liked the idea of burning a message into the primer. But the spray paint thing was totally Jude’s brain child, so I let him call the shots. 
Jude wanted reinforcements—which was ridiculous. We could handle Terrence. But Jude always likes the odds in his favor. He had two other guys he wanted to call—but I put my foot down on that one. We finally compromised by swinging by Tommy’s place. Jude explained his idea. Tommy hated every bit of it, but Jude finally talked him into getting in the car. He griped all the way to the apartment building and gave us twenty reasons why Jude’s plan was doomed.
Terrence was the doomed one. And his truck was still in the handicapped stall.
Tommy insisted that Jude phone Eli before we did the deed. He wasn’t budging on the issue, so finally Jude made the call—and put Eli on the car’s speakers so we all could hear. Eli actually tried to talk us out of painting Terrence’s truck, which was pretty much what we all expected.
“I’ve got another hour before I can be there,” Eli said. “Don’t do anything without me. Okay?”
“Lighten up, Scooge,” Jude said.
“Seriously, guys, this is a mistake,” Eli said. “Wait ‘til I get there. I’ll explain.”
Jude checked the time. “So you’ll be at Terrence’s dump by nine?”
“Count on it.”
“See you then.” The moment Jude disconnected, he grabbed one of the cans and tossed it to me. “Start shaking.”
“I thought we were waiting for Eli.”
“Technically I never agreed to that,” Jude said. “I just said we’d see him here.” He shook the other can until the little marble inside was banging up and down, keeping rhythm with my heart.
“This is a bad idea,” Tommy said. “This isn’t going to end well.”
“Shut up, Tommy.” Jude tossed him the keys. “Stay with the car. Keep low in the back seat, but tap the horn once if you see anyone coming.”
“Like a cop car?”
“Or any other car, idiot.” Jude opened his door. “Ready, Pete?”
Oh yeah, I was ready. “I’ve got some choice things to spray on the sides of his truck. Like ‘Stay away from Maggie, you pervert.’”
Jude looked at me for a long moment. “Actually, I need you to come with—just to be my lookout—not to paint. I’ve got our message already worked out—and I’ll need all the space I can get.”
“I’m not going to just stand around and let you do everything.” I kept shaking the can. “I want to rip this guy’s head off.”
“Which is why I’ve got you watching my back. If Terrence shows up.” He made a fist and smiled. “Deal?”
I nodded. 
Jude led the way across the parking lot, weaving in and out of the cars until he crouched alongside the passenger side of the pickup. He pried the cap off the can and wrote in six-inch letters. As much as I wanted to watch, I forced myself to keep a scan going on the parking lot, and the apartment building beyond. If Terrence did crawl out from underneath his rock, I wanted to be there to greet him.
“How ‘bout I do the other side?” I wanted to graffiti every stinking quarter-panel of his truck. I was thinking something along the lines of STAY AWAY FROM MAGGIE OR I’LL TWIST YOU INTO A PRETZEL.


“We only want to paint this side,” Jude said. “I’ll explain after we’re out of here.”
So why’d we buy two cans? I scanned the parking lot. The place was dead. Even the apartment balconies were empty. “Almost done?”
Jude laughed like I shouldn’t be so impatient. “Another minute.”
Headlights approached the parking lot. I held my breath to see if the car would turn in. “Move it, Jude. May have an incoming here.”
Tommy blasted the horn just as the car pulled into the lot and wheeled into an empty parking slot.
“Perfect timing,” Jude said. He tucked the spray can under his T-shirt. I stuffed mine in the pocket of my cargo shorts. We strolled toward Jude’s car like we were in no hurry at all. By the time we got near the Mustang, Tommy was motioning frantically.
We ducked in and slid low in the seats.
“It’s Terrence,” Tommy said. “Just walked out the door. Think he spotted us?”
Neither of us answered him. Of course he didn’t see us. Terrence did his cocky big-man walk to the truck. The scumbag was so full of himself. I wanted to pop every zit on his face with my fists. Actually, I couldn’t think of a reason why I shouldn’t go over there and settle this right now. I reached for the door handle.
“Easy, Pete.” Jude grabbed my arm. “Let this play out. You’ll get your chance.”
And just like that, my chance was gone. Terrence slid inside the truck and slammed the door. The engine sounded horrible—just like it did months ago. Actually, I was surprised the thing still ran. “Sounds like he still needs that spark plug. He should have taken Eli’s advice.”
Tommy gave me a sideways look. “Said the guy who just ignored Eli’s advice.”
“He’s leaving,” Jude said. “And he doesn’t even know. That’s why we didn’t paint the driver’s side.”
Terrence backed out of the parking spot, tapped the bumper of a Subaru in the stall directly behind him, and pulled out of the lot.
Jude fired up the Mustang. “Now comes the real fun.” He pulled out seconds later, keeping a safe distance from Terrence, but not so far back that we’d risk losing him at a traffic light.
Terrence stayed in the passing lane, and Jude kept to the right. Then I got my first glimpse of the message printed in two lines across the entire passenger side of Terrence’s truck. 
Perverted & stalking your underage daughter.


Try stopping me, dogface!
Tommy laughed like he was suddenly enjoying this whole thing. “Okay, I stand corrected. Maybe this was a good idea.”
“And it’s about to get better.” Jude said. “Watch.”
The traffic light turned, and Terrence coasted to a stop.
A charcoal Tacoma with Semper Fi bumper stickers pulled up alongside the primed pickup. A guy leaned out the window and shouted at Terrence, but even with our windows down we couldn’t make out what he said.
Tommy leaned forward. “Asking for directions?”
“More like telling him where to go,” I said.
The light changed and the Marine charged ahead.
“Yes!” Jude smiled like he’d imagined it all coming down like that. “I love it.”
At the next red light some guy in a Jeep pulled up next to Terrence and exchanged some choice words with him. The instant the light changed, the Jeep pulled ahead and cut Terrence off. The beast had to hit the brakes hard.
“Poor Terrence,” Jude said. “He’s got to be wondering what in the world is going on.”
“Cop behind us,” Tommy said. “How’s your speed?”
Jude glanced in his rearview mirror. “We’re going with the flow.”
The cop was on a motorcycle, and seemed to be in a hurry. He weaved around Jude and changed lanes again to pass Terrence on the passenger side. But instead of roaring past him, the cop slowed down and kept pace with him—obviously reading the spray-painted message.
“Uh-oh,” Tommy said.
They missed the green light, and the cop stopped dead even with the pickup’s passenger window and revved his engine like he was trying to get Terrence to look at him. The instant the beast turned his way, the cop spit on the passenger door.
“Did you see that?” Jude pounded the steering wheel. “This is perfect. This is absolutely perfect.”
The cop didn’t turn away, but kept staring Terrence down. Then he flipped on his lights and siren and roared through the red light, cutting into Terrence’s lane as he did. He took one hand off the handlebars and tapped the gun strapped to his side.
“Looks like he’s sending his own message to Terrence,” Jude said. 
The light changed and Terrence pulled into the next gas station. Jude swung into the Taco Bell parking lot just beyond. 
Terrence hopped out of his truck, grabbed a window squeegee.
“He’s going to wash the loogie off the side of his truck,” Tommy said. 
Terrence stormed around the bed of the truck—and stopped cold when he saw the other side.
“Surprise!” Jude said. “We should have filmed the whole thing.”
Terrence took the sponge side of the window squeegee and rubbed at the pink paint—but it didn’t budge. He threw the squeegee onto the pavement and stomped back around the truck. He gunned the engine, making it miss all the more, and squealed out of the lot.
“Anybody want to bet he goes to the store for more primer?” Jude said. “Admit it guys…I’m a genius.”
That was pushing it a little. The graffiti was fun, but it wasn’t much more than a prank. I still thought we needed to send a message in a lot stronger way.
At that instant Eli pulled up next to us. He drove his dad’s old ‘53 Ford—and he came in fast. The moment I saw his face, I kind of got that sick feeling in my gut. He didn’t look mad, though. Just disappointed. I think it would have been easier if he was upset. He slid out of the truck and walked over to Jude’s door.
“I thought you were going to wait. I even left the shop early.”
“You saw the little message we left on Terrence’s—”
“I read it,” Eli said.
He definitely didn’t look happy.
“How’d you find us, Scooge?”
Eli waggled his phone. “The new app. Remember? What happened to waiting?” He ducked lower so he could see all of us.
I slid a little lower in my seat.
“We had an opportunity, and we took it,” Jude said. “Everything worked out. He never saw us—so everything’s good.”
“No,” Eli said. “Everything isn’t good. Everything’s a mess now.” He turned from the car and walked back to his truck. He grabbed the rails over the bed and sort of bowed his head like he was praying or maybe trying not to say something he shouldn’t.
“Now that is what I call overreacting,” Jude said. “Scooge has got to loosen up.”
I climbed out of the Mustang. The high of the spray paint messaging had definitely fizzled, and honestly, I wasn’t in the mood for any more of Jude’s hot air. Tommy must have felt the same way. He crawled out of the back seat even as I walked toward Eli.
“Sorry, Eli.” I whispered so Tommy wouldn’t hear. 
He turned to me. “I know you wanted to do something to help Maggie. But the Scriptures say that vengeance belongs to God. You take things in your own hands, and you’re going to make a mess.”
“Actually, I wanted to do a lot more than mess up his truck.”
“So you held back.” Eli gave me a half-smile. “That’s a start, anyway. Give me the spray paint.”
The spray paint? It was a strange request, but then a lot of things Eli said didn’t make a ton of sense. I walked back to Jude’s car and grabbed the cans off the floor. Maybe he was going to get rid of the evidence for us. Probably a good idea.
Eli tossed the cans through the open window of his cab. “Give me a minute, will you, Pete?”
“Yeah.” I took a step back. “Sure.”
Eli grabbed the wood rails rising from the bed of the truck and closed his eyes again.
Jude got out of the Mustang and made a big deal out of slamming the door. “Who wants something to drink?” He jerked his head toward Taco Bell. “I’m buying.”
I didn’t want to go with Jude, but I wasn’t so sure Eli was in the mood for company either. 
“Go with them, Pete.” Eli’s eyes were still closed. “I’ll join you when I’m done.”
Tommy, Jude, and I went inside and grabbed Cokes and a table. Twenty minutes later Eli walked in and sat next to me.
Jude leaned forward. “Look, Eli, you’re not going to make me feel guilty for warning innocent people that Terrence is twisted. So don’t even start on me.”
“Our goal was to protect Maggie,” Eli said. “She was the only one in danger.”
“Why do you think I spray painted the beast’s truck? It was all about protecting Maggie.”
Eli looked at him long and hard. “Protecting her? You just put her in more danger than ever.”
Jude waved him off. “You know what I think? You’re jealous this wasn’t your idea. You always have to be the big hero. It’s like you want to be Maggie’s savior. But you missed your chance, Scooge. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re wrong.”
I was still thinking about what Eli said about Maggie being in more danger. “What did you mean—about Maggie?”
“Who do you think Terrence will figure did the graffiti on his truck?” Eli pointed at Jude. “You?” He looked at me. “You? Tommy?”
Jude shook his head. “He never saw any of us. He’d never guess it was us. We’re in the clear on this. What are you so worried about?”
I had to agree with Jude. But honestly, I wouldn’t have cared if Terrence did see us. I’d like to see him try to take us on.
“You’re right,” Eli said. “He’d never guess it was any one of you. Because he thinks the only one it could possibly be is the one he was texting.”
My gut did a summersault. “Maggie.”
“And do you think for one minute he’ll sit back and take being humiliated by her?”
The moment Eli said it, I knew it was true. “Dear God, what did we do?”
“Hold on.” Jude gave that same smile he did when he asked me to trust him. “I think we’re all overreacting.”
Suddenly Eli’s eyes got wide. “He’s going after her.” He sucked in his breath—like he was seeing it all play out in his mind somehow. And by the look on his face, it wasn’t good. He pulled out his phone, scrolled through his favorites, and tapped her picture. He swung the phone to his ear. “C’mon, Maggie. Pick up the phone.”
I looked directly at Tommy. “You got her home safe, right?”
“Yeah. Walked her right to the door. Said hi to her Grams and everything.”
“And you reminded her to stay put?”
 “Her grams said something about Maggie going to the grocery store for her, but she didn’t seem like she was in a hurry for anything. Maggie knew she was supposed to stay inside. I figured she’d pick up whatever her grandma needed tomorrow.”
I turned to Eli. “You think she went out?”
“I’m sure of it.” Eli stood with the phone still pressed against his ear. “She’s not answering.”
I whipped out my phone. Scrolled to the location app.
Eli looked directly at me. “Where is she?”
I stared at the screen and groaned. “Definitely not at her house.” It took me a sec to place her. “She’s at the beach. Near the Surf Shop.”
Eli ran for the door. 
I followed, but at a distance.
“Maggie’s probably surfing,” Jude shouted after us. “She’s insane.”
Eli shook his head. “She’s in trouble.” 





Chapter Four
 
 
 
I watched Eli tear out of the lot. Alone. What had I been thinking?
“C’mon, Pete.” Jude was already climbing into the Mustang. 
Tommy dove into the back seat. “You’ve got shotgun.”
I wished I had a shotgun. I’d stop Terrence for good. I ducked inside—just as Jude fired up the 5.0 liter engine.
“Seatbelts,” Jude said. “This thing’s got 435 horses—and we’re going to use every one of them.” He peeled out of the parking lot—fishtailed—and got control again.
Obviously Tommy hadn’t buckled up. He was bouncing around in the back seat like a pinball. “You’re going to get us killed.”
It wasn’t my life I was worried about. “Show us what this thing can do, Jude.”
Jude blew a stop sign, ran a red light, and roared past Eli within the first four blocks of leaving the parking lot. It still didn’t seem like we were going fast enough. I rolled down my window. At least the rush of air made me feel like we were flying.
“I can’t understand why she’d go out,” Tommy said. “And that stretch of beach? At night? Nobody’s out there. It would be a perfect place for someone to—”
“Shut up, Tommy.” Okay, maybe I said it a little stronger than I needed to, but he wasn’t helping things at all.
Tommy leaned forward between the seats. “Think we should call 9-1-1?”
Jude slowed up behind an SUV doing the limit and flashed his brights. “And tell them what?” He swung into the oncoming lane and gunned the engine. “We don’t know anything.”
“Eli knew something,” Tommy said.
He definitely did. I watched Maggie on the app. She hadn’t moved since I’d first spotted her. Maybe she was just sitting there, watching the surf in the moonlight.
Or maybe Terrence already found her.
Maggie needed us. Now. I didn’t need Eli to tell me that. My gut was convincing me pretty good. “Can’t you go faster?”
“Only if I had wings.”
I needed a pair right now. Four bodyguards, and none of us were with Maggie. So much for Eli’s plan. And sending a message with pink spray paint? Jude’s idea was no better. I’d known from the beginning that the only message that scumbag beast would understand would be from my fists.
“There,” Jude said. He pointed at her grandma’s Buick LeSabre parked in front of the Surf Shop. I unbuckled. Kicked off my flip-flops. Checked Maggie’s position with the app one more time. Jude screeched to a stop in the empty spot next to hers. 
I leaped out of the car and raced for the beach. There was no way I was waiting for the others. My bare feet hadn’t even touched sand when I heard the crack of a pistol.
Then another. And another. 
“Maggie!” I zeroed in on the sound of the gunfire. “Maggie!”
Two more shots—quick. And then silence.
“Maggie!” 
I sprinted toward the ocean—and strained to hear.
But there was nothing. No screams. No gunfire. Only the sound of the surf, and my heart beating wildly in my ears.





Chapter Five
 
 
 
I knew it was Maggie even though it was really too dark to be sure. She was on her knees—her back to me and arms outstretched, pointing the gun away from me into the darkness.
“Maggie!” 
She whirled—swinging the Glock my way.
I held up my hands and stopped. “It’s me, Pete. Petey.”
“Thank God.” She dropped the gun. 
I don’t think anyone has ever thanked God when they saw me coming. Not ever. 
She broke down, sobbing the moment I got to her. Her island shirt was ripped—bad. Every button gone—or hanging by threads. One sleeve torn completely off. She threw her arms around my neck like she would never let go. Her whole body shook.
Or was it my body that was shaking? “Did…did he hurt you?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “But no—not the way you’re thinking.”
“Terrence?”
“He had a stocking over his face. But it was him. I’m absolutely sure.”
So was I. Even as I held her, I scanned the area. Looking for the beast…or his blood.
“I was so scared,” she said. “It was like he was more animal than human.”
She was still trembling in my arms. In that moment, I knew I would die for this girl. Or kill. “Did you get him? Did you put a bullet in his hide?”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Somehow I managed to get my hand into my purse. I actually fired the first round inside it—and the beast instantly rolled off me. I shot a couple more times—without even aiming—just to keep him moving. He ran toward the shore road. Then I aimed and squeezed the trigger twice more to make sure he didn’t come back.”
I gently loosened her grip and pulled off my shirt. “Here. Put this on.” She took my Butkus jersey without hesitation. I turned to give her some privacy.
Maggie slipped it over her head just as Jude and Tommy ran up. I have no idea what took them so long—but then again maybe I do. Jude talks a big game, but doesn’t show up until the danger is over.
“Guard her,” I said.
I ran in the direction she’d been pointing the gun when I first saw her. All my senses were on high alert. I wanted Terrence to ambush me, and yet at the same time, hoped to find him lying in a pool of blood. The way I saw it, he deserved to be dead. But dying from a gunshot wound was too easy. Too quick. He needed to feel a bit more pain on his journey to the hereafter.
I was nearly back to the road and still no sign of Terrence. I slowed to a stop. Rested my hands on my knees to catch my breath—but kept searching the shadows ahead of me.
I glanced back to make sure Maggie was still okay. I could see her silhouette. Jude and Tommy were with her—walking her in the direction of the Surf Shop. A fourth person was approaching them. Eli. 
Clearly she was in good hands. I turned my attention back to the road ahead. A door slammed in the distance—and an engine started and revved twice. I strained to see, but couldn’t get a visual on the vehicle as it pulled away. But it didn’t matter. The sound of that motor wiped away any doubts of who her attacker was. 
Terrence really should have gotten that spark plug fixed. 





Chapter Six
 
 
 
When I got to the Surf Shop, Maggie was sitting on one of the stools by the workbench. I locked the door behind me and leaned against the workbench. I was way too keyed-up to sit.
“Maggie was just going to explain what she was doing out there alone,” Jude said.
Exactly what I’d been wondering.
“Grams needed distilled water for her BiPAP machine,” Maggie said. “She’s got sleep apnea really bad.”
“Oh, that clears up everything,” Jude said. “Who doesn’t go to the beach for a jug of distilled water?”
She ignored him. “The moment I got in my car, I got that weird feeling.”
I had no idea how that worked with girls, but I wasn’t about to discount it. Not anymore. “Like someone was watching?”
She nodded.
“Why didn’t you go back inside the house?” I kind of blurted it out. What she’d done was incredibly stupid, if you asked me.
“I almost did,” she said. “Then I thought about how you’d said I was paranoid.”
“That was your first mistake,” Jude said. “Nobody pays attention to anything Pete says.”
I wanted to tell Maggie how stupid she’d been to go out. Alone. But it was partly because of my big mouth. Maybe the dumbest thing Maggie had done was listen to me.
“So,” Eli said, “you had that feeling at Grams.”
Maggie nodded. “And it got worse. I took some quick turns, and kept checking my rearview mirror. I didn’t see anything suspicious, but I couldn’t shake the sense that I was being followed. By the time I got to the grocery store, I was feeling too spooked to go inside anyway—or to go home.”
“So you went to the beach?” Jude circled his ear with one finger. “Yeah, that made sense.”
“Shut up, Jude,” I said. “Would you let her finish?” 
“Maybe I should have gone to the police station,” Maggie said. “But I never thought of it. I drove to the Surf Shop. And when I saw the light on, I figured you were here, so I knocked on the door.” She shrugged. “But you didn’t answer.”
Because Eli was sitting at Taco Bell—trying to show us how our little graffiti stunt could put Maggie in danger. So she’d fought her instincts because of my idiot comment, and Eli wasn’t at the Surf Shop to help her because of my idiot moves. This thing was my fault.
“I thought maybe you’d gone for a walk on the beach, like you do sometimes.” Maggie glanced up at Eli. “So I went out there to take a look. The feeling I was being followed melted away. I ended up sitting there for a while, I guess. Suddenly the sense that I wasn’t alone came back in a big way. But before I could run, he was there. Like he came out of nowhere.”
I didn’t want to hear any more. No details, anyway. We were all quiet.
“So what did he actually do to you?” Jude looked at the Butkus jersey like he was trying to see through it. “I mean, did he—”
“No,” I said, maybe a little stronger than I needed to. “He ripped her shirt good. That’s all.”
I glared at Jude.
“Why don’t you grab a Surf Shop shirt off the rack, Maggie,” Eli said. “You can use the changing room. Then you can give Pete back his jersey.”
I hadn’t even thought about the fact that I wasn’t wearing a shirt.
Maggie hugged herself and shook her head. “When I get home.”
Honestly? She never looked more beautiful than at that moment. I grabbed an XL T-shirt off the rack and pulled it over my head.
“You need to call Grams and let her know you’re all right,” Eli said. “I’ll give you a ride to get the distilled water, then home afterward. Maybe Pete can follow in your grandma’s car.”
“Absolutely.” I glanced out the window at the white LeSabre. “I have my license on me.”
Maggie walked to the other end of the shop to call her grandma. 
“Okay,” I said, when she was out of earshot. “What are we going to do about Terrence?” I told them about hearing his engine.


“Police are no good,” Tommy said. “She can’t positively ID him—and even if she could there are no other witnesses. It’s his word against hers. And you didn’t see him either, Pete.”
He was right. 
“She won’t call the police anyway,” Eli said. “They’re going to ask her all about her past with Terrence, and she can’t go there right now.”
“Scooge is right,” Jude said. “Maggie can’t even say his name out loud.”
“So taking this to the police is out,” I said. “I say we bust him up. Tonight. After we drop off Maggie.”
Jude shrugged. “I think that’s all this guy will understand. It’d be a game-changer.”
“More like a life-changer,” Eli said. “The way you’re juiced up on hate and adrenalin right now?” Eli looked right through me. “You’ll kill him, Pete. You know that, right?”
Maggie walked up at that moment. “If he comes near me again, I’ll kill him myself.”
“Nobody is killing anybody,” Eli said. “Let me talk to him…see if we can sort things out.”
“Talk to him?” Jude laughed. “Honest-to-God, Eli. Sometimes I wonder what planet you’re from. You really think that will do any good?”
“Right now he thinks Maggie spray-painted his truck.”
“What?” Maggie looked confused. “The only thing I want to spray his truck with is gasoline—and then—”
Eli held up one hand. “Once he understands Maggie had nothing to do with the damage to his truck, there won’t be any reason for him to retaliate against her.”
Both Tommy and Jude argued with him on the whole idea of talking to Terrence. I felt the same way, but kept my mouth shut. I tried to gauge how Maggie was taking all this.
“It’s the principle of the thing,” Jude said. “You can’t let him get away with this.”
It was funny, hearing him talk about principles, but I agreed on that last point.
Maggie sat back and watched them go back and forth on the issue. She looked like she was going to cry at any moment. All I wanted to do was take her in my arms again. Just hold her—nothing more. Except promise her everything was going to be okay.
But things weren’t going to be okay. Not if we didn’t do something drastic. Even as I sat there, a dark plan began to form in my head. At that moment I knew Eli was right. My plans were more than game-changers. They were life-changers.
Eli could tell us the benefits of “talking” until he was blue in the face. When it came to dealing with Terrence, Eli could do what he felt was best. I wouldn’t stop him. 
And I would do what I felt was best. And Eli had better not try to stop me.





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
For the longest time Saturday night, I kicked back on my bed, and stared at the dark ceiling. A restlessness possessed me—sort of like the way it always did before game day. And just like during the season, the need to hit was strong. I mean, really strong.
I dug my phone out of my pocket. Checked the find-my-friend app and located Maggie. Clearly she was at her grandma’s house.
Was Maggie still awake? I don’t know how she could sleep after everything that went on tonight. Eli and I got her home safe. I could tell she really appreciated everything we did. But she was real quiet when we walked her to the door.
Eli tried talking her out of keeping the handgun. He might as well have been talking to a stone. She wasn’t budging. And honestly, if he couldn’t change Maggie’s mind, how did he expect to change Terrence?
I flipped on the flashlight app and laid the phone on my chest. I looked at the backs of my hands in the beam. Late in the season I’d taken a Sharpie and written a letter on each knuckle. BANG on my right hand. BOOM on my left. It was that very first game afterwards that I’d sent that player off the field in a neck brace. Even after the season was over, I kept inking the letters in for a few weeks. The letters were faint now, but they hadn’t faded completely.
My hands cast giant shadows on the ceiling. I closed one hand into a fist. Then the other. They were massive—and perfect for what I needed to do.
Honestly, guys like Terrence are animals. Maggie had it right. He was a beast. And the thing Eli couldn’t get was that you can’t talk animals into not attacking. It was way too late for talking anyway—unless sign language counts. People said I had a tendency to talk with my hands—so maybe I’d use them to talk to the beast. I looked at the Hulk-sized shadows of my fists. I jabbed at the air with the right—and the left. BANG—BOOM.
I swiped off the light and stared into the blackness. The decision was made. I was going to take this to the next level. It actually felt good to have that resolved in my mind. But then again, I’d known I was going to do this from the moment I saw Maggie on the beach. 
“Get ready for a little payback, Terrence.” It was just a matter of finding the right time.
I already had the place all picked out.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Sunday morning, Eli had a meeting all set up with Terrence—and he invited me to come with. Not as a bodyguard—but just to watch. He said it might help me. 
Which made zero sense. I knew exactly what would help me—and it had nothing to do with watching Eli talk to Terrence. Watching the beast crumple into a bloody heap in front of me would’ve done the trick nicely, though.
Eli drove his dad’s old F100. We cranked the windows down and headed for Terrence’s apartment building.
“I can’t believe he agreed to talk with you,” I said.
“Getting people to talk isn’t hard,” Eli said. “Getting them to listen is the trick.”
Exactly. Eli sure hadn’t been listening to me whenever I suggested what Terrence really needed.
The beast was waiting for us when we pulled into the parking lot. His pickup was back in the handicapped stall—right where it’d been parked the night before. Terrence stood next to the bed of his truck and watched us pull in.
Eli pulled into an empty parking slot and turned off the ignition. He handed me the keys. “Stay in the truck.”
“What if you need help?”
Eli opened the door. “He won’t try anything. Promise me you’ll stay here.”
I shrugged, and that seemed good enough for him.
Eli grabbed the cans of pink spray paint. “This won’t take long.”
Terrence was the animal, but Eli put me in the cage. 
For now.
I slid into the driver’s seat and could hear everything through the open window. Terrence dropped the tailgate and hoisted himself onto it. He sat there like he wasn’t at all worried about me marching over and ripping his head off. Which showed me all the more what an idiot he was.
Eli showed Terrence the paint cans—as if to prove Maggie had nothing to do with it.
“Okay,” Terrence said. “So Mags didn’t do my truck. What’s to stop me from calling the cops right now and having you arrested for damage to personal property?”
He thought Eli did the graffiti? 
“Nothing,” Eli said. “And while they’re here let’s talk to the police about what happened to Maggie at the beach last night.” 
“You can’t prove nuthin’. You know it—and I know it.” The sickest grin spread across Terrence’s face. “You ask me, Maggie was kind of getting into it anyway.”
That was it. I reached for the door handle. I was going to ram that oily smile down his throat.
“Hold on, Pete,” Eli said. His back was to me, but it was like he knew what I was going to do. “And you watch yourself, Terrence,” Eli said. “I’m trying to help you here.”
“Help me? You want to help me?”
“I think you know I do.”
Terrence bobbed his head. “Okay…you paint boards, right? Airbrush ‘em?”
Eli nodded.
“Well if you really want to help me,” Terrence said, “you can start by repainting my truck. And I’m talking a quality job.”
Eli didn’t seem at all surprised. “Done. I’ll repaint the whole thing. And you’ll stay away from Maggie. Deal?”
What? Eli was rewarding Terrence? It was no better than a bribe.
“Give me six days.” Eli held his hand out to the scumbag. “I’ll have it done by Friday night. Do we have a deal?”
Eli might as well be making a deal with the Devil. There was no way this would work.
Terrence stood and stuffed his hands in his jeans. “Maybe I’ll talk to my lawyer. How will I get to work this week?”
“You don’t have a lawyer,” Eli said. “And you don’t have a job. The truth is, you’ve been out of work for weeks—and you’re two months behind on your rent. By Friday you’ll be evicted from your apartment. You’ll be homeless.”
Eli had to be bluffing about that whole eviction thing—but honestly? He made it sound like he was telling the absolute truth.
Terrence gave Eli a suspicious look. “And exactly how would you know any of that?”
“I took a drive here early this morning. Before I picked up Pete,” Eli said. “Your neighbors had plenty to say about you—and your landlord was especially chatty.”
Eli never ceased to surprise me. He’d really done his homework on this.
“So,” Eli said, “do we have a deal?”
Terrence shifted his weight, like maybe he was taking the bait. “I’ll be getting a job soon. I’ll need wheels.” He eyed me in Eli’s ‘53 Ford. “How ‘bout we trade for a week?”
“How about you quit while you’re ahead,” Eli said. “That was my dad’s—and it’s not a loaner. If you line up a job interview this week, call me and I’ll drive you to it myself.” Eli took a step back. “Last chance, Terrence. You stay away from Maggie. I paint your truck—and have it to you by Friday night. Take it or leave it.”
Terrence grinned and handed Eli the keys.
Unbelievable.
Eli hopped into Terrence’s Chevy and fired up the engine. Which still had that spark plug issue—and was missing on one cylinder, by the way. Honestly, Eli wasn’t firing on all eight himself at the moment.
I drove Eli’s F100 back to the Surf Shop. Alone. Which was probably good, because I wasn’t ready to sing Eli’s praises on this deal. Justice definitely wasn’t served. The beast tried to take Maggie…hurt her, and what did Eli do about it? Agree to paint the guy’s pickup. I had to straighten out Eli’s head on this somehow.
And I still couldn’t understand why Eli had to drag me with. Except for one thing. By me being there, Eli had someone to drive his truck home. There was no way Eli could have known Terrence was going to ask to have his truck repainted. Right?
I locked Eli’s F100 out front and walked around the side of the building. 
Eli parked Terrence’s pickup in the carport in back of the Surf Shop. Just seeing it there fed my need to hit. I pictured myself taking a sledge to it. Making it as pock-marked as Terrence’s face.
“You even had me going on that whole bit about him getting evicted,” I said. “I think he bought it.”
“He should,” Eli said. “He’ll be homeless by Friday.” He smiled in that easy way of his. “But he’ll have a one good-looking truck.”
“Yeah, about that paint job,” I said. “A little over the top, wouldn’t you say?”
“Think about it,” Eli said. “Terrence has no wheels for the week. It’ll definitely make it harder for him to stalk Maggie.”
 I hadn’t thought of that. “I could have accomplished the same thing by busting his face. It would have been a lot less work for you—and a whole lot more satisfying for me.”
Eli laughed and shook his head. “Which is another reason I’m painting the truck. It’ll save you from a lot of pain, bro.” 
“I can take Terrence,” I said. “He’s the one who’ll be in a world of hurt.”
“Exactly,” Eli said. “But you’ll have the consequences to deal with. The police. A lawsuit. And you’ll kiss your college scholarship—and football—goodbye.”
I was not going to let him turn this around like he was doing me a huge favor by helping Terrence. I nodded toward the truck. “I hope you’re not expecting me to lift a finger to help this guy.”
“Nope.” Eli said. “In fact, I don’t want you around when I do it.”
He looked serious. “But you’ll need help.”
“I have someone in mind.”
“Tommy?” There was no way he’d get near the fumes for fear of some rare lung disease. “Jude?”
Eli shook his head. “I got this, Pete. And I’ll take care of Terrence. You have no idea the surprises I’ve got in store for him.”
I smiled. I had some surprises in store for the beast myself.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
At times, I’ve wondered if Eli sleeps. Turns out Martha and Mary’s brother, Laz, was his mystery helper. Mary was okay. Actually, if you asked Jude, he’d say she was the most gorgeous girl in Ventura. Martha was the snobbiest. Her holier-than-thou attitude had reached an all-time high—even for her—ever since she got back from the Mexico missions trip over Winter Fest.
But I couldn’t get over Eli asking Laz for help. Laz was nice—but he was a freshman. Laz seemed thrilled about helping, though. Together they draped the carport in heavy plastic sometime Sunday night after I left. Eli attached the plastic at the ground with two-by-fours and made a really decent spray booth. He even rigged up some makeshift lights inside so he could work at night after he closed the shop.
Eli never asked me to help. But I did drop by Monday night just in case he changed his mind. 
He didn’t. He had Laz. I hung around outside for a while before finally driving my mom’s CRV home.
I stopped by the Surf Shop Tuesday night, too. Again, Eli turned down my offer to help.
I decided I’d hang around for a bit anyway. “Has Maggie stopped in?”
Eli shook his head. “Not today.”
And not yesterday either, as far as I knew. I wondered if it was because of Terrence’s truck parked out back. But she’d also been unusually quiet at school the last couple of days. “You think she’s okay?”
“She’s wrestling with her own demons this week.” 
That’s all he said—which I thought was a little strange.
“Think we should help her somehow? Talk to her?” I had no idea what we’d say, but I hated that feeling of helplessness.
“I’m on it,” Eli said. He glanced toward the spray booth.
“The truck?” I hated to be the one to break it to Eli, but the only way that truck could brighten Maggie’s day is if the thing drove over a cliff—with Terrence buckled inside.
Eli shook his head. “What Maggie needs is prayer. And so do you, my friend.” Eli glanced at me and smiled like he knew something I didn’t. “I’m on that too.”
Terrence was the one who was going to need prayer before this week was over.
Jude stopped by shortly after closing—and offered to give Laz a ride home.
Eli saw right through that. “Trying to save me some time—or hoping to see his sister?”
“Mary?” Jude put on this mock-innocent face. “Why would I want to see her?”
“Thanks anyway,” Eli said. “I’ll drop him on my way home.”
Jude left, but he didn’t look happy. I’d really hoped Eli would’ve sent Laz with him. I liked Laz, but he’d been hanging around the Surf Shop a whole lot since Eli recruited him to help. It was like Laz felt he was Eli’s right-hand man.
It was weird leaving the Surf Shop—with Laz still there. Normally that would have been me with Eli. I circled around back, and saw Eli and Laz already inside the spray booth.
Eli had never let me inside the carport, and even though the plastic was clear—it was that foggy stuff that made everything inside totally blurry. All I could tell is that he was painting the pickup black. When I thought of Terrence’s heart, I believed the color choice was perfect.
Laz and Eli started laughing their heads off about something. I turned and left. I really wished Laz had gotten that ride home with Jude. 





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
Wednesday, I had a long talk with Jude about my plans for dealing with Terrence. He was all over the idea of me dishing out some serious payback. My kind of payback. 
“Terrence got off too easy,” Jude said. “What does he have to do before Scooge wakes up to life in the real world?”
It wasn’t just what he might do—but who he might do it to. I had a growing uneasiness that Terrence wouldn’t keep his end of the bargain. If he got Maggie alone again—and she didn’t get her Glock out in time? I couldn’t live with that. Not when it was in my power to do something about it. 
Jude liked my plan—especially since I was going to be doing all the work. We didn’t even try to get Tommy involved. Tommy probably hated Terrence as much as we did, but he wouldn’t have gone for what I had in mind. He’d have given me a list of reasons why it was a bad idea—or how it would backfire. I wasn’t in the mood for anyone trying to talk me out of it.
There was only one detail to work out. And it was a big one. Exactly how would we get Terrence to meet us?
I hung out at the Surf Shop after dinner. I was Maggie’s ride home tonight, and I wanted to stick close. Laz was at the shop too. He’d skipped some church youth group thing to help Eli.
 Which didn’t exactly go over great with Laz’s big sister. 
Martha steamrolled into the Surf Shop afterwards. “I think it’s time you got home and finished your homework,” Martha said.
“Done,” Laz said. “Eli said I had to have it finished before I came over.”
She looked surprised at that. And then she started going into this whole thing about the Mexico missions trip she’d been on over Winter Fest—and how Eli should consider helping the hurting like that if he was really serious about his faith. It was like she was trying to bait him into giving a reaction. The girl was intense.
“You don’t need a passport or a fund raiser to help the hurting,” Eli said. “There are plenty of people right here who need help.”
Martha laughed. “Help? You have no idea what people in need really look like. I saw kids picking through garbage looking for scraps to eat. You should have seen their faces when the team handed out packages of cheese and crackers. I have pictures that would make you cry.”
“Your team did some great work, Martha.” Eli sounded calm. Like he didn’t even notice how she was trying to make him look like a slacker. “I’m not discounting that. Your team made a real difference in the lives of some people—for seven days. But you can’t give them crackers this week.”
“If I could have stayed,” Martha said, “I would have. I wish I could be there right now.”
“I get that,” Eli said. “Just don’t underestimate the importance of staying right here where God has you living—and being there for the hurting day after day.”
“Oh, come on, Eli. The problems people have here in California are First World problems. What should I wear today? What if I can’t find a parking spot? What am I going to do—my battery is running low on my phone.” Martha did that little head-jerk thing to flip the hair out of her eyes. “Our team was serving where there were Third World problems. Will I find clean water to drink? Will I find something to eat today?”
Actually, I was feeling a bit hungry.
“The problems people are facing all around you are just as real. And important,” Eli said. “Young girls feeling their life doesn’t matter—and they’re willing to throw themselves at anyone who will make that pain go away—even for a short time. Guys who wrestle with anger. Rage. And they need a way to deal with it—but they don’t have the tools.”
For just a second, I thought of how I wanted to take a tool to Terrence. A crowbar would do nicely.
Eli looked right at Martha. “And then there’s those who feel they have to do and do and do. They’re always trying to perform, because deep down inside they don’t think they measure up otherwise.”
Martha glared at him and fidgeted around. 
“Third World or First World,” Eli said, “most people live as prisoners, as slaves to their own sin and shame—and they don’t have the keys to get out.”
“And you think you do?” Martha pointed an accusing finger at him. “Sounds like a Messiah complex to me.”
“Shut up, Martha.” Laz stood. “What are you doing here anyway? Why don’t you leave?”
Laz’s stock went up in my mind. I kind of liked how he handled his big sister.
“Easy, Laz,” Eli said. “She’s here because she loves you—and wants what’s best for you in her own way.” Eli looked directly at Martha. “Why don’t you just say what you’re really worried about?”
Martha pasted on a confused look. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”
Eli sighed. “And you were just beginning to speak your heart. For a minute there, I thought we were making some progress.” He stood and brushed off his pants. “Look, Laz and I have some work to do on that truck—and we’ve got to get going on that. But feel free to look around. Check the cabinets. The drawers. See if you can find what you’re looking for—then you can go back and report to Reverend Benjamin.”
“And what am I looking for?”
Eli couldn’t have missed the sarcasm in her voice.
“The Kool-Aid. Benjamin warned you that I’m some kind of wannabe cult leader, right?”
She shot Laz a look like maybe he’d betrayed her. 
“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Eli said. “But a lot to share. Tell Benjamin if he has questions, he can come and grill me anytime.”
He walked toward the back of the shop, Laz right behind him.
Martha followed. “David Koresh. Jim Jones. Countless others like them. Cult leaders build a following. Tell me you’re not doing that, Eli.” She stopped and planted her hands on her hips. “Tommy. Jude. Pete. Maggie. And now Savannah Turner is getting sucked in. My own Mary—who is too young to see through your façade. Not to mention your most recent converts, Heather—and her fornicating friend, Amber.”
Eli turned to face her. “Hold on—”
“How you got those two worshipping the ground you walk on—I have no idea.” She cupped her hands on either side of her eyes like blinders. “And frankly, I don’t want to know.”
“Shut your face, Martha.” Laz tossed her a rag. “Go home. Polish your halo or something.”
I laughed out loud. “Tell her, Laz.”
Martha ignored me and looked from Laz to Eli. “And now my very own little brother is getting drawn in by your force-field. Who’s next?”
Eli gave a half-smile. “Maybe you.”
“You’re sick, Eli Shepherd. Reverend Benjamin is on to you. He warned me that you possess some kind of dark power. A Manson-like mind-control ability you’re using to build some vile cult community.” 
I was ready to toss the windbag out of the shop.
“Cult leaders live a lie,” Eli said. “They enslave. They build their empires for their own twisted purposes. I’m here to show people the truth. To set people free. I’m here to build my Father’s kingdom.”
“If you’re so big on building the Father’s kingdom,” Martha said, “why don’t you get more involved in the youth group?”
“Then who would reach those who’d never darken the door of a church? Besides,” Eli said, “They already have a ‘shepherd’ there.”
“Oh”—Martha’s eyes lit up like she’d cornered him or something—”so you admit you’re a shepherd?”
Eli smiled. “That is my last name.”
Laz laughed hysterically and followed Eli into the back room. 
“I need you home in one hour, Laz.” Martha said. She flew out the door, but she looked more embarrassed than angry in my opinion. 
I headed for the back room the moment she left. Eli was just heading out to the spray booth. “You put her in her place,” I said. “I loved it.”
“She’s hurting, and definitely conflicted,” Eli said. “I feel for her. But she’ll get it sorted out.”
Laz ducked under the plastic tarp—and it looked like Eli was ready to do the same.
“How’s the truck coming?” I tried to sound like I was okay with the whole thing.
“Right on schedule. We’ll be done Friday night.”
Just forty-eight hours from now. “Need help?”
“We got this. And you’re supposed to be at Surfer Joe’s right now. You’re Maggie’s escort home.”
He was right. But I had to get past the feeling that he didn’t want me around. “You’ll be here late. Maybe I’ll swing by afterwards.”
Eli laughed like I didn’t fool him for a second. “Nice try. Do not try out for Bye, Bye, Birdie. You’re a horrible actor.”
There was no way I’d try out for any stupid school play anyway. I’d have to wear makeup and prance around on stage in some costume. That would never happen.
Eli pointed toward the plastic hiding Terrence’s Chevy from my view. “You still don’t like what I’m doing. I can’t have you stomping around getting steamed while I work—and I sure don’t want you to be a hypocrite and cover it.”
“Okay,” I raised both hands. “Guilty as charged. Maybe I just don’t get why you’re being so nice to him.”
“Showing a little mercy, that’s all.”
I resisted the urge to clench my fists. “Terrence doesn’t deserve mercy.”
Eli looked at me for a couple of long seconds. “Nobody does. But everyone needs it.” His eyes flicked down to my hands for a moment. Like he knew exactly what I was planning.
“And before this is over, Pete, you’ll need mercy too.”
I wasn’t going to argue with him, but I knew exactly what I needed—and it wasn’t mercy. I needed payback. And I intended to get it before the truck was finished. 





Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
On the ride home from Surfer Joe’s, Maggie was more distant than ever. I’d talked and talked, filling every quiet second. I probably wasn’t making a lot of sense—and I might have even said something that bothered her. I probably did. 
She was in a different world, and I had no idea how to get there—or how to bring her back to mine. Maybe she needed some time with Bo. I was pretty sure she hadn’t been surfing since the incident on Saturday night.
We were nearly to her house before she spoke. “Mind if we take a quick detour?”
“Need more distilled water?”
Maggie shook her head. “Just wanted to run by Eli’s home for a minute.”
She really was losing it. “He’s still at the shop. Remember?”
“I just want to talk to Mary,” she said.
Okay, I’d heard they’d been doing some Scripture study together. Eli’s mom was filling in some holes Maggie’s mom had left behind, I figured. Maybe that’s what she needed right now.
Minutes later I wheeled into the Shepherd’s driveway. The house was completely dark. The family F150 Ford with the extended cab wasn’t there either.
“Just go,” Maggie said. “Obviously she isn’t home.”
She didn’t say a word the rest of the way back to Gram’s place—which to me was worse than driving alone. Maybe all my small talk annoyed her—so I kept my trap shut too. I pulled to the curb in front of her house, turned off the engine, and turned sideways to face her.
“Maggie?” Suddenly I didn’t know what to say. 
She stared at me. Sad eyes.
“Did I do something wrong? I mean, I know I say stupid things—but I don’t mean anything bad.”
She smiled. “Petey, you haven’t done anything wrong.”
I loved it when she called me Petey. “You seem…far away.”
Maggie looked out the windshield for a what seemed like forever. “I’m no angel, Petey.”
She was to me.
“I guess maybe Eli made me believe I could be different,” Maggie said. “Change. But I’m chained to my past—and I just know I’ll never be free. End of story.”
“Eli is right,” I said. “Who says differently?” If it was Tommy, honestly, I was going to give him something legit to worry about.
“The voice of doom.”
“What?”
“A little voice in my head, Petey. And these last couple of days, that voice has been making way too much sense.”
“If this is about Terr—”
“Don’t even say his name, Petey. I’m serious.” She hugged herself. “To me he’s just the beast.”
I took a deep breath. “I’m going to take care of…the beast.” And I’d be taking care of her at the same time.
“You going to wax the beast’s truck after Eli finishes the paint job?”
The frustration in her voice was obvious. I clenched and unclenched my fists. “I have something a lot more hands-on in mind for the beast.”
She gave me this look. I don’t know exactly how to describe it, but I imagined it’s how she would’ve looked as a little kid if she was lost in the mall or something. “I thought Eli was some kind of miracle-man,” she said. “Believed him when he said he was going to fix this.”
“And instead,” I said, “he’s painting the monster’s truck.”
Maggie looked out the windshield. She didn’t nod in agreement or anything. She just bit her lower lip—and I knew she felt Eli’s plan was pointless.
She tapped her phone. “The beast started texting me again.”
“What?” I reached for her phone—but she pulled it back.
“You don’t want to read these,” she said.
“Is he threatening you?” I wanted to tell her about my plan to settle things once and for all. How I only needed to find a way to lure him to me.
“No,” she said. “It’s all about what the two of us are going to do when I, quote, ‘come to my senses and crawl back to him.’ He’s sick.”
And I was sick and tired of the beast. Terrence was out of her life—and yet he wasn’t. Somehow, he still had her in a Full Nelson. “And you still don’t want to block his number?”
“I wish I could,” she said. “But I don’t dare. I have to know when he’s watching.”
“What about answering him?” I said. “Tell him what’s going to happen to him if he doesn’t come to his senses and back off.”
She shook her head. “The beast would take any answer from me as a good sign. We’d be talking—and he’d see that as progress. He’d think I was leading him on somehow. Playing hard to get.”
That was it. I wanted to shout hallelujah or something. Maggie had just handed me the key to luring Terrence to the little going away party I had planned for him. It would work. I was sure of it.
“Listen to me, Maggie.” I paused to even out my breathing. “By this time tomorrow Terrence will be out of your life forever. I promise you that.” Terrence had dodged a bullet Saturday night. Literally. But not this time.
She looked up at me, a flicker of hope in her eyes. “Tomorrow—for real? Thursday night?”
I nodded. “I’ve got it all planned out. But don’t mention anything to Eli—okay?”
“What are you going to do, Petey?”
“Something I should have done Saturday night.”





Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
Thursday I was ready. So completely ready. I was full of some kind of pent-up energy. That need to hit. ‘Caged rage’ I called it. And the name fit.
At school, I avoided Eli all day. I didn’t go to his shop afterwards either. Somehow I feared he’d see right through me and figure out what I was going to do. I didn’t need him trying to talk me out of it. As if he could.
I met up with Tommy outside Surfer Joe’s. Tommy’s idea—which was fine by me. He needed to talk, he said. He had to be desperate if he needed me for a sounding board. But I wanted to keep my mind off the clock—which was moving way too slow. Tommy and I walked right past the Surf Shop and onto the beach.
“I’m going to hang around outside Maggie’s tonight after I drop her off,” he said. “Just ‘til I’m sure she doesn’t go out on some crazy errand for her Grams again.”
I liked that idea. But it wasn’t really needed. Not tonight.
“I feel like it was partially my fault that Terrence got at Maggie on the beach,” Tommy said. “I wish I could make it up to her somehow.”
So that’s why Tommy needed to meet and talk. Apparently I wasn’t the only one wrestling with guilt over what happened to Maggie Saturday night. “Getting her home safely is the best way you can help her tonight.”
“I put a Louisville Slugger in my car,” Tommy said. “If he gets near her on my watch?” He made a batting motion.
“I’ve got a feeling you’re not going to have any trouble from him tonight. But if you do,” I smiled. “Swing for the fence.”
He stopped a good thirty yards from the where the sand and surf met. “Close enough for me.”
We stood there picking up shells, sticks, anything we could—and just kept pitching them into the foaming waves. Which was good—because I really didn’t feel much like talking. Tommy was pretty quiet, too. When he did talk it was always about Nicole. How they were determined to make a long-distance relationship work. Even from the other end of the country, the girl still had a grip on his heart. 
He told me everything he’d already told me about Nicole. We talked about the fight. How Tommy had saved Nicole from something really ugly that night. Actually, Eli had a lot to do with Nicole and Tommy getting away. Tommy told me about how he’d been flying high afterwards—only to be taken out at the knees when he heard Nicole was moving.
“I keep thinking about what I’d do if some predator like Terrence started skulking around Nicole in Florida.”
“I know what you’d do,” I said.
He gave me a sideways look.
“You’d hop a flight to Florida—and you’d only pack one thing,” I said.
Again, that look.
“Your Louisville.”
He smiled. “Got that right.” 
Tommy seemed to relax after that. We stood there watching the surf for what seemed like ten minutes. The ocean seemed especially restless. The roar of the waves slamming themselves onto the sand sounded like a stadium packed with fans. They were cheering me on—like they knew what I was going to do tonight.
“The tide is always either coming in or going out,” Tommy said. “Ever think about the significance of that?”
I hadn’t.
“When it’s coming in,” Tommy said, “I feel like it’s reaching for me—and not in a good way. Each wave comes closer and closer.” He took a step back. “And when the tide is going out it’s just a picture of what it wants to do to people.”
I just looked at him.
“Drag them off—away from shore—where they can’t touch bottom.”
How Tommy ever slept at night, I had no idea. He probably had some crazy nightmares. I slung an arm around his shoulder and steered him away from the ocean. “What do you say we grab something to eat. Hungry?”
An hour and two burgers later, Tommy went home and I hung out at Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop. I sat directly below the stuffed Great White shark suspended from the rafters by steel cables. Jude was due to arrive just before closing. He was completely on board with the plan. I was ridiculously early, but somehow being near Maggie seemed like the right place to be.
Maggie may think she’s no angel, but she absolutely glowed. She smiled at customers. Played the espresso machines like they were harps. Every once in a while she’d come over to the table and sit a few minutes.
I would have worn my Butkus jersey tonight—but Maggie hadn’t given it back yet. And I wasn’t ready to ask her for it either. She looked radiant in her island shirt. The new one she got since the beast had shredded her old one. And tonight I was going to shred him.
Savannah stopped by. She’d become a friend to Maggie—which was good. Maybe that’d mean Maggie wouldn’t be out “Bo-boarding” so much. I hated the idea of Maggie surfing alone. Savannah pulled Maggie off into the corner where the old Pfeifer Beach sign was screwed to the wall. They whispered back and forth for a minute. Then Savannah hugged Maggie and left. Didn’t get coffee or anything. Weird.
Fifteen minutes later, Heather and Amber snuck in. Instinctively I looked behind the counter for the owner, Nick—or his wife, Clive. Hadn’t they banned the girls from coming to Surfer Joe’s after they’d trashed the bathroom? 
The two girls huddled around Maggie and talked too quietly for me to hear a word. Not even a month earlier—if they’d have gotten this close to Maggie it would have been to do something nasty. Now they were here to show their support? Girls could be insane. There was no other way to explain it. Heather took something from her pack and practically forced Maggie to slip it in her apron pocket. I’m pretty sure it was a taser. If Maggie was still packing the Glock, she was going to need a bigger purse.
Nick came out from the back room at that moment with Clive, stopped, and stared at the two girls.
“We’re not really here.” Heather grabbed a napkin and wiped off a table before smiling and slipping back out the front door with Amber.
Savannah. Heather. Amber. None of them even noticed me. I was sitting under a Great White—yet it was like I was invisible.
But not to Clive. She kept looking my way. I’d catch her studying me. Maybe trying to see if I was a lowlife user like some of the guys in Maggie’s past. 
An hour before closing, she finally stopped by my table with a couple of cookies. She swung a chair around backwards and straddled it. “Hungry?” 
I shook my head. Those last two hours before a game I never ate. “Thanks though. Maybe later.”
Her eyes narrowed like she was analyzing me or something. “Maggie says nothing but good about you.”
I studied the sugar cookies on the table. 
“She’s smart. Witty. Great with customers. A hard worker,” Clive said. “I’d hate to see her start dating again and have to cut back her hours.”
I nodded. I think maybe she was also saying Maggie was too good for me. Too pretty. Too smart. Too perfect. But I already knew that.
“Nick and I really love that girl,” she said. “Wouldn’t want anything to happen to her. Do you know what I’m saying?”
I believe I did. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”
She patted my hand. “I don’t believe you would.” She stood and smiled. “You’re welcome here any time. And you watch out for yourself too, darling.” She turned and walked back to the counter.
Did she know? Maybe Maggie said something. But Jude was the only one who actually knew the plan in any detail. And even he didn’t know the whole of it.
Fifteen minutes before closing I pulled my old Sharpie out of my pocket. The same one I’d used before each of the last games of the season.
Maggie breezed over, just before I could darken the letters on my knuckles. The store was dead—and apparently Clive could handle anyone who came in for a few minutes. 
She handed me a cup with my name written in black marker on the sleeve. “Another longboard, Petey?”
I took the cup, but I wasn’t going to be drinking it. Maggie sat across from me. She reached over and flicked the hair off my shoulder. “It’s really getting long.”
Believe me, I was feeling as strong as Samson at that moment. And ready to take on a Philistine like Terrence.
She glanced out the front window. Then back at me. Her smile had faded—and that glow along with it. “So…it’s tonight then?”
I nodded. “Any more texts from the beast?”
She bit her lip and nodded. “I keep trying to push it out of my head.” Her eyes welled with tears. “He’s not going to stop.”
I leaned forward. “He’s never going to bother you again. I promise you that.”
She looked all torn up inside. “Listen, Petey, I really appreciate what you’re trying to do. I just don’t want you getting hurt.”
But she needed my help. “Is that you talking—or the voice of doom?”
She smiled. “Maybe both.”
I laughed—not at her exactly. But at that whole voice of doom thing. “I’m ready, Maggie.” Not even her Glock could stop me tonight. “I’m unstoppable.”
“And so is he.”
Nick was wiping down the counter, going through his closing routine, no doubt. Our eyes locked for a moment. He gave me a single nod—like he knew what I was planning—and was all for it. Did everybody know?
I uncapped my marker to darken the faded letters on my knuckles. The thing was dried out—which was dumb on my part. I should have tested it beforehand.
“Let me do that,” Maggie said. She pulled a Sharpie out of her apron pocket, pulled the cap off with her teeth, and took my hand in hers. She neatly traced the letter on each knuckle. B.A.N.G. After she finished my right hand, she took my left. Her touch was electric. Calming—yet firing me up like no pregame ritual ever could. B.O.O.M.
Tommy strode through the door looking pumped—like maybe he’d been doing some batting practice.
“Hey, slugger,” I said. 
He smiled.
Nick motioned to him. “You her ride again tonight?”
Tommy nodded.
“Pull around back and wait there,” Nick said. “I’ll take her out that way—and she’s leaving before closing.”
Tommy disappeared out the front door.
Maggie looked embarrassed. “Really, I’m going to be fine. You don’t—”
“Don’t argue with the man.” Clive laughed. “Wrap it up and get out of here, sweetie.”
Jude slipped in and took the chair between Maggie and me. “Ready?”
I nodded.
“I need your phone, Mags,” Jude said.
She gave him a suspicious look.
“It’s okay,” I said. “We’re going to answer those texts from the beast.”
Her eyes got wide like she understood my plan. “You’re going to invite him to meet me?”
“You’re going to invite him,” Jude said. “At least he’ll think it’s you.”
“But you’ll be safe with Tommy,” I said. “And he’ll find me waiting for him instead of you.”
She looked from Jude to me, and then back. “What are you going to say?”
Jude smiled. “Something along the lines of this. ‘How you’d like to make a deal. One more time together—just for old time’s sake—but only if you’ll promise me you won’t text me again.’ I’ll add some juicy little details, naturally. Then I’ll tell him to meet at a very isolated rendezvous spot Pete has picked out.”
Maggie didn’t look too sure. “You think he’d fall for that?”
“I think,” Jude said, “the beast will promise anything or go anywhere for a chance at you. Give me your phone.”
Maggie fished it out of her apron pocket and handed it to him. “How will he get there? Eli has his truck.”
Jude scrolled through the texts. Then his thumbs flew over the keyboard. “Skateboard. Roller blades. Big Wheel. He’ll find a way. After he reads this text nothing will hold him back.”
A wicked smile spread across Jude’s face as he silently reread his text.
“Exactly what are those juicy details you’re adding?” Maggie reached for the phone.
Jude pulled back. “You can read it after I push…SEND.” He made a big show of tapping the screen. He set the phone on the table just out of reach. “Read it after we leave.”
Seconds later her phone dinged.
Jude scooped it up, read the text and grinned.
“Did he take the bait?” 
“Oh yeah.” Jude looked extremely happy with himself. “Hungry little beast, isn’t he?” He looked at me. “Ready Gaston?”
“Gaston?” What was that all about?
Maggie angled her head slightly. “A reference to Beauty and the Beast?”
Jude raised his eyebrows and nodded. “Kill the beast.” He motioned for me to follow and ducked out of Surfer Joe’s without another word.
Maggie caught me before I got out the door. “Be careful.”
I nodded. But in football it was often the guys who held back who picked up an injury. Playing it safe wasn’t my way. I needed to get all Butkus on the beast. I needed to let the rage out of the cage.
She took my hands in hers. “Make him go away, Petey.” She raised my hands to her lips and kissed a knuckle on each hand. “So far he won’t ever come back.”
Oh yeah. I could do that. BANG. BOOM. “I’ll send him to the moon.”





Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
I could hear the fans in the ocean “stadium” growing louder as Jude and I stepped onto the beach. Whipping themselves into a frenzy. Wanting the game to begin. And I was definitely feeling the home field advantage. 
The beach was nearly empty. A couple strolled here and there, but otherwise quiet. I needed it to be totally clear. “Did Terrence know where to meet?”
“Oh yeah,” Jude said. “He loved the idea of that exact spot.”
“He would.” The very spot on the beach where he’d started on her Saturday night. And that’s where I’d finish him.
Waves thundered in with the rising tide like they wanted to get a piece of Terrence as much as I did. Foam trailed the heavy surf as if the ocean itself was rabid. Looking for someone to devour. Tommy would’ve wet his pants, just being this close.
Heat radiated off my knuckles like I’d done two rounds with a heavy bag. The warmth of Maggie’s kisses had some kind of power like nothing I’d ever known. In one way, I didn’t need the distraction. On the other hand, I felt totally and completely invincible.
Because I was.
“You don’t want me to hold him for you?” Jude hustled to keep up with me.
“He’s all mine.”
“Unless you need help. Then I’ll jump in.”
“I won’t need help.” What was it with him? Even yesterday he’d tried to get me to let him bring some lowlife friends of his along—just in case things got ugly.
We parked ourselves close enough to see the spot clearly, but deep enough in the shadows not to be seen. We didn’t have to wait long. The perv came jogging from the direction where he’d parked his truck the other night.
“Looks like he’s ready for action,” Jude said.
He was going to get plenty of action. Just not the kind he was expecting. I waited until he was within range—where I was sure he couldn’t turn tail and get away again. 
I bolted from the shadows and was on him before he knew it. Took him down hard in a diving tackle. He squirmed in an attempt to get out from under me—which definitely wasn’t happening. He only dug himself deeper into the sand.
“Recognize this spot?” My voice sounded more like a growl. “This is where you tried to force yourself on Maggie Saturday night.” I spun off him. “Get up, beast.”
Even in the moonlight I could see his eyes dart toward the surf, then back toward the road—looking for a way of escape.
“Get. Up.”
I sensed Jude behind me.
“Two against one?” Terrence pointed. “So that’s how you want to do it?”
I needed him to get up. “Just me.” I was bouncing on the balls of me feet, adrenalin coursing through me like I’d just had some kind of infusion. “Last chance. Up.”
The beast stood. Held his fists up in a defensive stance. “You wanna piece of me? C’mon girl. Let’s see whatcha got.”
I slammed into him before he could throw a punch. He went down fast and landed hard. I rolled off him. “Up.”
His eyes narrowed, like he was trying to figure me out—which wasn’t likely to happen. I needed to hit. To tackle. And he was my human tackling dummy. “Get up and run like the stinking coward you are.”
He sprung to his feet and flung a handful of sand at my face. 
I ducked, but it gave him the lead he wanted. He ran like a scared rabbit. 
But I was a wolf. Within twenty yards, I hit him with enough force to drive his face into the sand up to his ears. I jumped to my feet and jerked him up by his collar. “Run!”
Terrence spat and brushed sand from his face. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and stabbed at the screen. 
I knocked the phone out of his hand. “When you stop running I’m going to tear you apart. I’m going to knuckle-bust every zit on that ugly mug of yours. Your choice. Run—or do I finish you off now?”
He bolted—screaming his head off for help as he did. I tore after him and rammed into him so hard he lifted off the ground. I drove my shoulder into his ribs as we hit the beach—and I heard the crack.
Terrence howled in pain and clutched his side. “You busted my ribs, man!”
“Get up—or I start on your face.”
He staggered to his feet—held one hand out toward me. “Enough.” Blood dribbled out the corner of his mouth. 
“Run.” I still had way too much juice in me. More than ever, I needed to hit. I wasn’t getting it out of my system—I was an addict wanting one more hit. “RUN!”
He hobbled more than ran—his elbow tucked in tight against his damaged ribs. 
A man and a woman walked arm-in-arm a good fifty yards away. I had no idea where they came from—but I wasn’t going to stop now.
“Help. Me!” Terrence shouted and waved at them.
I charged after Terrence and freight-trained him good. I felt the air get forced out his lungs when he hit the sand. Felt the crack of another rib. This time he didn’t get up.
I rolled him onto his back and kneeled over him—straddling his chest. “You stay away from Maggie. Hear me?”
Frothy blood ran from both corners of his mouth now. His eyes were wild. “I’ll take her any time I want!” His voice was deep. Unearthly. More of a roar. He shoved me with more strength than I would have thought humanly possible—especially in his condition. 
I scrambled to get back on top of him and clocked the side of his face hard. Blood spattered the sand. “Shut your face or I’ll shut it for you.”
He raised his head, eyes defiant. “That slut is OURS!”
I swung. Connected. His head snapped back. He covered his face with his forearms.
“OURS!”
I swung again. And again. And again. Bang. Boom. Bang. Boom. Left. Right. Left. Right. I. Had. To. Shut. That. Stinkin’. Face.
“Pete!”
The voice—Jude?
“Pete, stop!”
The beast’s arms went limp and dropped to the sand—leaving his ugly face wide open.
Bang. Boom. Terrence’s head jerked one way. Then the other. Blood speckled the sand in a dark ring around his ugly face. He convulsed under my weight.
Someone grabbed my shoulder—holding back my arm. “You’re going to kill him. That couple on the beach—I think they called the police.” 
I grabbed Jude’s arm with both hands and flipped him over my head. 
Jude landed with a thud and rolled. “Are you crazy? Sirens, Pete. We gotta move.”
I heard the sirens now. I was running out of time—and I wasn’t nearly done.
“Get up!” I got in Terrence’s face. “Get up and fight!”
He opened his eyes. Half-smiled and gave a gurgling laugh. “Ssslut.”
Bang. Boom. Bang. Boom. 
Jude worked himself up to his knees and stared. “For God’s sake, Pete, stop!”
I was going to kill Terrence. I knew it—but I couldn’t stop. Bang. Boom. Bang.
Someone slammed into me with enough force to vault me off Terrence and right into Jude. Whoever it was stayed with me and followed me down. Cop?
“Pete!” Eli’s voice. “No more. It’s over.”
His voice took the fight right out of me. “Eli?”
Eli got right in my face. “Pete—you need to leave. Now.”
He helped me to a sitting position. Terrence was lying on the beach—deathly still. 
Jude stood over us. “I tried to stop him, Scooge. Honest. I tried.”
“Lord have mercy,” I said. A sense of reality swept over me. “Did I kill him?”
Eli rushed to Terrence and leaned over him. “It’s not good, Pete. Go.”
Terrence groaned.
Flashing lights were visible now, moving onto the shore road.
“Jude,” Eli ordered, “get him out of here.”
Jude tugged at my shirt. “C’mon, Pete.”
“Wait—Eli?” I struggled against Jude. “What about you?”
“He won’t make it if I leave. Now go.”
Jude tugged me backwards.
“The cops—I can’t leave you holding the bag.”
Eli looked at me with eyes like I’ve never seen before. Incredibly intense. “You stay, and there’s no scholarship. You’ll be tried as an adult. Your entire life changes—and not in good ways. Go.”
The cop cars squealed to a stop along the beach road. 
“Jude—for Pete’s sake, move!” Eli pleaded. “I need a minute before the police are on us.”
“Let’s go.” Jude jerked me hard. 
I took a few steps backwards, then turned and sprinted alongside Jude for cover. What had I done? What had I done?
Only when we were deep in the shadows did Jude slow up. “We…wait…here.” He dropped to his knees. I crouched beside him.
He was right. There were too many lights by the Surf Shop. It would be suicide to go there.
Eli was kneeling beside Terrence. One hand on the beast’s chest. The other raised in the air. His face lifted heavenward. Even from here, I could see his lips moving like he was pouring his heart out.
Three, no, four police trotted toward Eli.
“I deserted him,” I whispered.
“You did what you had to do,” Jude said.
“I’m an idiot.” I stood. “I gotta turn myself in.”
Jude pulled me back down. 
“Let me go, Jude.” I looked at my bloody hands. My shirt. “I deserve whatever’s coming to me.”
“Stop beating yourself up,” he said. “You’ve done enough fighting for one night.”
The cops were almost on Eli—and suddenly Terrence stirred. He sat up and shook his head.
“Holy…” Jude stopped in midsentence. “What just happened?”
Terrence stood. He kept one elbow pulled in tight to his busted ribs, and used his other hand to brush the sand off his pants and shirt.
“Eli just saved that scumbag’s life,” Jude whispered.
Oh yeah. He definitely did. And my messed-up life too. 





Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Tommy, Jude, Maggie. Me. Even Laz. We were all in the Surf Shop the next night when Terrence came for the truck. Eli made us promise to stay inside and watch from the windows. 
Maggie was wearing the Butkus jersey. My Butkus jersey. “The way Jude told the story,” she said, “I expected the beast to be in ICU.”
His face definitely had some color, but the swelling wasn’t as bad as I figured it would have been. I expected his eyes to be no more than slits.
I looked at my knuckles. They were red and raw looking—but I wasn’t sure if it was from Terrence’s face or the Bon-Ami I used to get the Sharpie off. 
“Terrence was down with a TKO when Pete and I ran,” Jude said. “And the next thing I know, Eli has him on his feet. I asked him later how he did that. Guess what he said. ‘I know a little first aid.’”
“Yeah,” Laz said. “When I asked Eli about it he said, and I quote, ‘It’s amazing what you can learn on YouTube.’” 
“We’re not going to get anything out of Eli that he isn’t willing to tell us,” Maggie said.
I had to agree. “How did Eli know where to find us last night?” I looked at Maggie. “You called him, right?”
She shook her head. “He sensed you were in trouble—and used the phone app to pinpoint your location.”
“The Find-Your-Friend one?”
“Uh-huh.”
That app was a lifesaver. “Thankfully he got there before the police.”
“I thought they were going to arrest him,” Jude said. “But Terrence told the cops that Eli had saved him from some pyscho attacker—his words—not mine.”
I’m not sure I liked the word psycho, but I’d be the first to admit I’d totally lost control. “The thing I don’t get is why Terrence didn’t give the police my name. He knew who I was.”
“Eli talked him out of it,” Jude said. “Just before the cops got to him.”
Eli pulled the truck around front. The thing looked killer. Basement-at-midnight black with a band of orange and red flames licking their way from the front wheel well all the way back. The chrome grill and trim along the side looked clean—like he’d polished them. The whole body had a showroom shine. I was pretty sure he even worked out some of the dents.
“He doesn’t do anything halfway.” Maggie didn’t sound mad about what Eli did for Terrence anymore. Instead there was a sense of wonder in her voice.
“Yes!” Terrence stood there, looking over the truck—grinning and bobbing his head. He clapped Eli on the back the moment he slid out of the cab. Like they were best buds. “You said you’d have it done by Friday night—and you are a man of your word!”
Eli left the motor running, maybe so we’d all know Terrence wasn’t staying long. And that’s when I noticed the difference in how the engine sounded. 
“He fixed the motor,” I said.
“We just changed the spark plugs,” Laz said. “Didn’t take us much time. The plug for the third cylinder was cracked.”
Eli was in deep conversation with Terrence.
“Wish I knew what Eli was telling him,” Maggie said.
Jude cracked open the door just enough to ring the bell. He reached up to muffle it, and we all pressed in a little closer to hear.
“A few things, Terrence.” Eli held up three fingers. “First, you’re going to San Francisco. You’re leaving tonight. I put information in your glove box about a commercial fishing company that’s hiring on workers. Take the job. They put out to sea Sunday, so don’t waste any time. You’ve already been evicted, right?”
He nodded.
“When you get back from the fishing run, you’ll have plenty of cash to get an apartment up there.”
“Okay,” Terrence said.
“I wish Savannah was here to see this,” Maggie said. “Amber and Heather, too.”
“Not enough room,” Tommy said. “We wouldn’t hear a thing.” He pressed closer to the door.
Eli held up a second finger. “And you’re never coming back to Ventura. The pickup will get you up to San Francisco just fine. But if you ever turn south, I’m telling you this thing will break down within ten miles. Got it?”
“Right,” Terrence said. “I got no reason to come back here anyway.”
“He’s agreeing to everything,” Maggie whispered. “How is Eli doing that?”
“Jedi mind trick,” I said. What else could it be, right?
“Don’t say that around my sister,” Laz said. “She’ll think it’s a cult for sure.”
“One more thing,” Eli said. “I’m not going to let you do to some other girl what you did to Maggie. So I painted a fair warning on the back end of your truck. But when you’re ready to change in here,” Eli tapped Terrence’s chest, “you call me and I’ll come repaint the tailgate. I’ll take care of everything. Got it?”
Terrence nodded, stepped to the back of the pickup, and stopped. His face lit up in an absolutely wicked smile. “I love it,” he said. “Do not change a thing. I want to keep it just like it is.”
Eli didn’t look surprised, but maybe just a little disappointed.
I was itching to get a look at the tailgate myself.
Eli joined Terrence behind the truck and talked to him so quietly I couldn’t catch a word.
Terrence’s smile sagged, and his face paled.
“What is Eli saying?” Maggie pressed closer to the door.
I had a feeling that Eli didn’t want us to know.
Terrence nodded and took a step back like he was afraid of Eli or something. Eli walked back to the side of the truck and opened the driver’s door.
“I guess it’s time for Terrence to go,” Jude said.
“Forever,” Maggie whispered.
“One more thing.” Eli grabbed a package from the front seat. “I picked up a new phone for you—if you’d like to trade me for your old one.”
Terrence gave him a suspicious look. 
“Obviously I didn’t transfer your contacts,” Eli said. “You won’t need to contact Maggie—or some of the other girls listed there—ever.”
Terrence reached in his back pocket and scooped out his phone. The same one I’d knocked out of his hand last night. He handed his old phone to Eli, and tore open the box for the new one.
Sure enough. The phone looked a whole lot better than the model Terrence had. The beast looked like he’d just won the lottery. He pocketed the phone and dumped the packaging in the bed. “You’re one strange bird, Shepherd.” Terrence winced slightly and clutched his ribs as he climbed inside the cab. He slammed the door, and slid the pickup in gear. 
Maggie shouldered her way closer to the door. “I want to see that message Eli put on the back.”
We all did—and were stretching and rubbernecking to see as Terrence wheeled the truck around and pulled out. The flames extended all the way to the back, but the tailgate itself was entirely engulfed in an absolute inferno. The wicked-looking blaze rose from the bumper to the top of the bed with three stylized words—in black—stacked one upon the other and running the full width of the tailgate. 
Perverted.
Predatory.
Possessed.
“Oh yeah,” Maggie whispered. “That about sums him up.”
Terrence blew a stop sign, squealed around the corner, and drove out of view.
Eli stepped inside. “Well, that’s done.” He grabbed a box of donuts from under the counter and set it right in the middle of the worktable. “Sorry I don’t have anything to drink.”
“What,” Laz said, “no Kool-Aid?”
Eli laughed. “Watch it, kid.”
We swung stools in place and sat around the work bench. Everyone reached for the box like we hadn’t eaten in weeks. I grabbed a cake donut covered with cinnamon sugar.
“What I want to know”—Jude pointed a devil’s food cake donut at Eli—”is what you said to Terrence behind the truck. It looked like he was going to wet his pants.”
“He scared the Hell out of him, that’s what,” Tommy said.
“No,” Eli said. “I didn’t get that far.” He shrugged. “I did put the fear of God in him, though.”
We all busted out laughing. A lightness filled the room. An energy. A bond. The way it felt in the locker room after we’d just trampled our opponents.
“So.” Jude turned to Maggie. “Are you ever going to give Superman back his cape?”
“If you’re referring to Petey’s jersey,” she said, “he gave it to me.”
My favorite shirt. “It was kind of a loan,” I said.
“Don’t torture him any longer,” Jude said. “Just give him the box.”
Maggie slid an Amazon Prime package across the worktable. Inside was a #51 Bears jersey. The thing looked brand new—and one full size bigger than my original one.
“Eli told me I could use a brother,” Maggie said. “And I guess he was right.” She nodded toward the jersey. “Now we’ll look like twins.”
“You’ll hang out,” Eli said. “You’ll fight. But you’ll always know Pete’s got your back.”
“And if he ever invites you to watch Gridiron Gang,” Tommy said, “just give him back his jersey. It ain’t worth it.”
I ignored his comment and held up the new jersey. “You should take the new one,” I said. “The old one has tears and—”
“Scars of love,” she said. “I’m keeping the one you gave me on the beach—when I needed it most.”
Everyone got quiet. Not one of those awkward silences. Just a good one. Clive was right. Maggie was out of my league, and I knew it. Smarts. Looks. The whole package. I think I’d always known I wasn’t really boyfriend material—but her brother? I could do that. I pulled the new jersey over my head. It fit perfectly—with plenty of room to grow.
“Anyway,” Maggie said, “I figure no guy is going to mess with me when I’m wearing my Butkus jersey.”
“I hate to say this, Maggie, but Butkus was an animal,” I said. “I’m not sure you can pull off that image.”
“When I wear this, I won’t be trying to remind anyone of your ancient football hero,” she said. “I want them to think of you—and to remember that you’re my brother.”
“Even I won’t try to mess with you.” Jude grinned. “Unless you want me to.”
Maggie put on a stern face. “Do I need to sic my brother on you?”
I stood—just for the whole effect.
“I’m joking.” Jude raised both hands. “Totally kidding. I’ve seen him in action. Bang—Boom.”
That got us all laughing hysterically. Then it all kind of died down and got quiet again.
Maggie’s head was down, and she looked up through the hair covering her eyes. “Is he really gone? Terrence, I mean.”
“He’s not coming back,” Eli said. 
“Yeah,” Jude said. “He totally bought that bluff about his truck breaking down.”
“No bluff,” Eli said. “His serpentine belt is on life support. He’ll make it to where he’s going, but if he turns south, that belt is going to snap—and he’ll need a tow truck.”
“Let me guess,” Jude said. “You’ve got an angel on that…just ready to snap the belt if he steps out of line?”
Eli smiled. “Something like that.”
 “I appreciate everything you did,” Maggie said. “All of you. And switching out the phones so he doesn’t have my number gives me some peace of mind.” She looked at Eli. “Will I ever get over that feeling like I’ve got to keep looking over my shoulder?”
“Yes,” Eli said. “That was the other reason I got him a new phone.”
Okay, I had no idea where Eli was going with that. And by the way the others looked, they were clueless too. 
“I bought the phone. I set the password.” Eli raised his eyebrows like the answer should be obvious.
Obviously it wasn’t.
“I added some apps, too. A bunch of them—including Find-A-Friend,” Eli said.
“Dude!” Laz laughed. “Slick move.”
Maggie sucked in her breath like she knew exactly what Eli had been thinking. Like I said, she’s way out of my league in the smarts department.
“I don’t get it.” There. I said it. “Would somebody please explain to me what is going on?”
Eli gave Maggie a nod.
“We have the app—and now the beast has the app,” Maggie said. “So we can see him any time we want.”
“But won’t he be able to see us?”
Eli shrugged. “I had the password—and I set it up so Maggie can see him…not the other way around.”
“Genius,” Jude said. “I need to take some lessons from you. Although actually”—he patted himself on the back—“I think I deserve a little more credit here. Eli may have saved the day—but I’m the one who finally got him going with my little graffiti stunt.”
He was smiling—but part of me thought he really believed that.
“So we should thank you for how this all worked out,” Maggie said.
Jude bowed at the waist. “You’re welcome.”
I threw the rest of my donut at him. “Shut up, Jude.”
Eli slid Terrence’s old phone to me. “How far can you throw that into the ocean?”
“Far enough.” I tucked it into my back pocket.
Maggie pulled out her phone and bounced it in her palm. “I can see him any time I want—but he can’t see me.” She scrolled to the app. “How’d you list him?”
“I knew you wouldn’t want to see the name Terrence,” Eli said. “But you’ll recognize him.”
Maggie studied the screen for a moment, then her face lit up. “The beast…you have him listed as the beast!”
“Hey,” Jude said. “Now your phone is like that magic mirror from Beauty and the Beast.”
“Show me the beast.” Maggie studied the screen—then her whole face lit up. “He’s heading north.”
 “And never coming back,” Eli said. “But if you ever doubt it, you know how to be sure.”
Maggie smiled and kept her eyes on the screen. “I guess I can give Grams back her Glock.”
Which was a relief, seeing she almost shot me on the beach.
Eli turned to me. “And how about you, Pete. Still have that need to hit?”
“I kind of worked most of that out of my system.” Not that beating Terrence to a pulp helped in any way. There was something about Eli that helped me shed that antsy feeling to hit. And what was left could wait until football camp this Summer.
“So the need to give Terrence a little payback?”
“Gone.” And that was the honest truth. There was only one payback I was interested in now. Paying back Eli for what he’d done for me. Which I was pretty sure I’d never be able to do. 
“Well,” Tommy said, “I hate to be the one to say this, but all’s well that ends well, right?”
“That does not sound like you one bit,” Maggie said. “What kind of donut did you have?”
“Don’t go overboard on this,” Tommy said. “Things worked out is all I’m saying. Even though I still believe Eli showed Terrence way too much mercy.”
Eli laughed—but he looked at me—not Tommy.
“Actually, I love what Eli did for Terrence,” I said. And for me. Dear, God…what he did for me. “We all need a little mercy,” I said. I locked eyes with Eli and smiled. “Some of us more than others.”
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