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C
HAPTER
1
Glades, Florida
Wednesday, January 22

Lynnette staggered backward from the hall into the kitchen until she bumped against the table. She gripped a chair with one hand and raised the other to her face, an automatic response to the pounding in her head. Her knees buckled. Using the chair back to steady her balance, she sat down hard.

Her tongue felt sticky, the taste salty. She had to breathe through her mouth. Sharper pain shot through her nose when she touched it. She raised her head and stared at her fingers, now smeared with red streaks. Liquid oozed down her throat when she tilted her head back. She gagged and coughed.

“Carl,” she whispered as she raised her head. Tears stung her eyes. She wanted to run out the door, but he leaned against the wall and watched her, his eyes narrowed and his hands clenched at his sides as though waiting for another reason to strike.

“Don’t start with me,” he said. “And don’t ever tell me what to do.”

“I didn’t—”

“The hell you didn’t. Go clean up your face.” Carl went to the refrigerator, took out a beer and popped the top. He returned to the living room without waiting to see if she did as told. A few seconds later, the volume on the television increased.

Lynnette braced one hand on the table and the other on the chair seat before standing on spongy legs that threatened to collapse and dump her on the floor. She pulled a dishtowel from the drawer by the sink and shuffled to the freezer for ice. Gently holding the compress to the bridge of her nose, she returned to the kitchen chair.

What the hell just happened?
Lynnette glanced at the wall clock. Two-thirty in the morning. She’d been asleep when Carl got home thirty minutes ago, but he’d slammed a door and yelled a string of obscenities that jolted her awake. A sharp clatter followed, as though he’d thrown his car keys against the wall.

Alarmed, Lynnette had jumped out of bed and hurried down the hall. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Hell, no, I’m not okay. The bastards put me on desk duty.” He yanked off his badge and tossed it on the table. His gun belt dangled over his arm.

“Why?”

“We heard a ruckus from behind the old mall and drove back there to check it out. Gang of Puerto Ricans smoking and drinking, looking for trouble. We tried to break it up. They gave us a load of shit, so I jerked one kid aside and kicked his ass. Punks. They deserve what they get.”

“They reported you?”

“Yeah. Right after they dragged that kid off to the hospital.” Carl snorted. “I know damn well he wasn’t hurt that bad.”

“What’ll happen now?”

He grimaced. “I have an appointment with my supervisor after lunch.”

“Then what? Will they suspend you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” Carl had moved toward the refrigerator, then seemed to remember the gun belt over his arm. He muttered, “Damn,” and stuck the belt on top of the refrigerator before opening the door and grabbing a beer. A few seconds later he had settled into his easy chair in the living room in front of the television. Lynnette had watched him, all the while wondering what kind of man would beat up a kid just for smarting off.

“Damn it, stop staring at me. Go back to sleep.”

She’d turned on her heel and headed for bed. After listening to the television blasting loud music and gunfire for fifteen minutes, she’d returned to the living room.

“Carl, babe, can you turn the volume down? I can’t get to sleep with—”

“God damn it!” In four long strides, he’d reached Lynnette and punched her in the face.

Now she sat in the kitchen with the ice pack pressed to her face, trembling, trying not to cry, trying not to scream, trying to be calm. She had no idea how to react. Would she trigger another outburst if she went to the bathroom? What if staying in the kitchen made him mad? Should she go to bed? Call the cops? Walk out?

One thing was certain. If he tried to hit her again, she would fight back . . . and that would not end well for her. Her cop husband was six feet two inches tall and weighed two hundred twenty pounds. No contest. He’d hear if she called the police. Her hands shook as she considered and rejected the idea. What about making a run for it? Her car keys were in her purse, and the purse was in the bedroom. He’d see her go down the hall and come back with luggage. He’d know. He’d stop her.

She removed the ice pack. The towel was bloody and smelled faintly of bleach. She tipped her head back again and pressed the ice to her nose. It hurt. It hurt even more that her husband of less than five days had hit her with his fist.

My husband. Not for long, baby.

In a small ceremony at city hall with only two witnesses, Lynnette had agreed to love, honor and cherish Carl Foster. She had made a terrible mistake, one her stepmother, Ramona, had warned her against.

“Lynnette, darling,” Ramona had said after meeting Carl for the first time. “You’re not seeing the man clearly. He’s too possessive, too demanding. He was rude to me, as though he wanted to make me mad so I’d leave. You’re twenty-eight, old enough to know better. What would your father say?”

“You don’t know Carl the way I do, Ramona. Please give him a chance.”

A couple of days later, before the wedding, Lynnette walked in on Carl and Ramona yelling at each other. Ramona grabbed Lynnette’s arm and tried to pull her out of the room, but Lynnette had jerked away and stepped to Carl’s side. Carl ordered Ramona out of his house, and that was that.

Thinking about the blinders she’d been wearing a week ago made her head hurt worse. She heard a noise and then a sigh, so she took the ice pack away from her face. Carl stood by the table in the kitchen, less than three feet from her chair. He stepped toward her. She held up her hand in warning.

He stopped and bent his head, then rubbed the heel of his hand against the corner of his eye. His jaw clenched. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared at her, his glare taking her breath away. A picture of a boy, crumpled on the ground, flashed and disappeared. She thought about Carl hitting the kid as hard as he’d hit her. What to do? Treat him like a mean dog? Cower?

“This was your fault, you know,” Carl said. “You shouldn’t have messed with me. Not this morning.”

“My fault?”
What an asshole.
But she couldn’t say anything more. He was a very dangerous asshole. She stared at his shoes to avoid eye contact.

His tone hardened, almost as though he rebuked Lynnette for her lack of forgiveness. “What do you want from me?”

To see you dragged off to jail, you creep.
She pointed to her nose. “I think you broke it.”

He took a step closer and squinted as he studied her face.

She held up her hand again. “Stay back.”

Carl ran his fingers through his hair, rubbed his jaw, and peered at her nose from where he stood.

He shrugged. “I can’t tell from here. Looks okay to me.”

“I should go to the emergency room.”

“Don’t be a baby. You’re not going anywhere. Don’t even try.”

He took another beer from the refrigerator, snapping the top open as he strolled out of the room. Then the television blared even louder than it had before.

Lynnette stood, still shaky, and used the edge of the table as support while she tested her ability to walk. In the bathroom, the mirror reflected a battered woman—a woman Lynnette didn’t recognize. After gently probing her nose and cheekbones, she decided she didn’t need a doctor. The bleeding had stopped. One eye was going to be a shiner for sure, the right eyelid more puffy than the left. She washed down a couple of aspirin with water from the tap.

Slumped on the floor, her back propped against the door, she ran her fingers absent-mindedly across the plush bath mat. She wanted to walk out right now, but not in her nightgown, not without her papers and her laptop. There was no way to pack without getting caught.

Patience, Lynnette. Wait until he leaves.

Until then, she didn’t dare piss him off.

Carl rattled the doorknob. “I’m going to bed. I need to get in there.”

“Yeah, okay.” She struggled to her feet and flushed the toilet, then opened the door and slipped past him without a word.

After fixing a new ice pack in the kitchen, she stretched out on the living room couch to think.
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