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Chapter One




The hand-painted pelican on the sign looked like it had been drinking, and I figured that was about right for a place called Bordelon’s Marina. The bird’s eyes pointed in slightly different directions, the result of forty years of touch-ups by people who probably should have just started over. I pulled my truck into the crushed-shell lot and killed the engine.

Three days in Gulf Shores and I still didn’t have a plan. That was the point. At least that’s what I kept telling myself. No schedule, no obligations, and no one depending on me for anything. I’d driven down from Pensacola with a duffel bag, a cooler full of beer, and the vague idea that I’d spend a few weeks fishing and doing absolutely nothing important.

So far I’d managed the beer and the nothing. The fishing required a boat I didn’t have.

The marina sprawled along the Intracoastal Waterway, smaller and scrappier than the commercial operations I’d passed on the way in. Maybe thirty wet slips, a dry storage building, and fuel pumps that looked like they’d been installed decades ago. A repair bay stood with its doors rolled open. Next to it, a ship’s store propped a sun-faded BAIT & BEER sign in the window.

I liked it immediately.

I walked toward the docks, and the familiar smell hit me before I’d taken ten steps. Diesel and salt water and fish guts baking in the Alabama sun. The smell of every working waterfront I’d ever known.

An old-timer hunched over an overturned bucket near the fuel dock, fingers working through a cast net. He glanced up at me, nodded once, and went back to his work.

Dim air hit me when I stepped inside the marina’s store, the AC rattling hard against the late July heat. Fishing rods lined one wall. Coolers of bait took up another. A glass case by the register held pocket knives, lighters, and bottles of hot sauce that promised to “burn your ass twice.” I moved past the rack of sun-bleached t-shirts and found the counter.

The man behind it was maybe sixty, with a heavily-lined face and the permanent squint of someone who’d spent his whole life on the water. He wore a faded polo with “Bordelon’s” stitched on the chest, and he looked up from a parts catalog when I approached.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m looking to book a charter, if you’ve got one available this week,” I said.

“I’ve got a few captains who run out of here,” he said. “What are you after? Red snapper? Grouper? We’re getting into cobia season.”

“Whatever’s biting. I’m not picky.”

“First time fishing the Gulf?”

“No sir. I grew up in Pensacola.” I didn’t offer more than that, and he didn’t ask.

He pulled a laminated sheet from under the counter and slid it toward me. Charter rates, captain names, boat specs. I scanned it while he watched.

“You military?” he asked.

The question shouldn’t have caught me off guard, but it did. I looked up. “Coast Guard. Was.”

He nodded slowly, like I’d confirmed something he already suspected. “Thought so. You carry yourself like it.” He extended a hand across the counter. “Tib Bordelon. This is my place.”

“Jack Deason.” His grip ground my knuckles together, the callouses rough against my palm.

“How long you been out?”

“About four months.”

“What’d you do?”

“Rescue swimmer.”

Tib’s eyebrows went up. He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “No shit. AST?”

“Yes sir.”

“My nephew tried to get into that program, but he washed out in the pool.” He shook his head with something like admiration. “That’s a hard pipeline.”

“It’s not for everyone.” I kept my voice neutral. The pride I used to feel when people recognized what rescue swimmers went through had curdled into something more complicated.

I didn’t want to talk about the training, because talking about the training led to talking about what came after.

Tib seemed to sense it. He let the subject drop and tapped the charter sheet between us. “Captain Rosie Guidry runs the best offshore trips out of here. She’s booked through the weekend, but I could probably get you on her boat another day if you’re still around.”

Rosie Guidry. I’d never met a woman captain before. Could be interesting.

“I’ll be around.” I had nowhere else to be. That was the whole point of this trip, if you could call it a trip when I had no return date and no real destination.

Tib studied me again with that same assessing look. I watched him make some kind of decision.

“Let me ask you something,” he said. “You looking for work?”

The question surprised me. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

“But you’re not opposed.”

I thought about the motel room with its rattling AC and the checking account balance that kept shrinking. Tib’s offer wasn’t what I’d come here for, but neither was going broke in a room that smelled like mildew.

“Depends on the work,” I said.

Tib leaned forward on the counter. “My dock hand quit on me last week. Gave me two days’ notice and took off for a construction job in Mobile. Left me high and dry right in the middle of summer.” He gestured toward the window and the docks beyond. “I need someone to run the fuel dock, help with maintenance, handle lines when boats come in. It’s not glamorous work, but it’s steady.”

“I know my way around a dock.”

“I figured you did.” He reached under the counter and pulled out a keyring with two keys on it. “There’s an apartment above the storage building. Nothing fancy, but the rent comes out of your pay and you can’t beat the commute. You interested?”

I looked at the keys in his meaty hand. This wasn’t what I’d come here for. I came here to do nothing, to be no one, to exist without purpose or responsibility until I figured out what the hell I was supposed to do with the rest of my life. Taking a job meant staying. Staying meant putting down roots, however shallow. Roots meant people would start to depend on me, and I was done with that.

But something about this place felt right in a way I couldn’t explain. The creak of the docks. The smell of the water. The old-timer with his cast net who’d looked at me and seen just another guy, not a rescue swimmer who’d failed…

Maybe staying awhile wouldn’t be the worst thing.

“When do you need me to start?” I asked.

Tib grinned and slid the keys across the counter. “How about tomorrow morning, six sharp? I’ll show you around and introduce you to the regulars. The apartment’s unlocked if you want to check it out today.”

I picked up the keys. “Appreciate it.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Wait until you’ve spent a day pumping gas in this heat.” But he was still grinning, pleased with himself for solving his staffing problem with a walk-in.

I shook his hand again and headed for the door. The afternoon sun hit me when I stepped outside, and I stood there for a moment letting my eyes adjust.

The storage building squatted at the far end of the lot, a two-story concrete block with an exterior staircase bolted to the side. I took the stairs two at a time.

The apartment was concrete floors, exposed ductwork, and a bathroom that looked like it had been added as an afterthought by someone who’d never actually used a bathroom. The main room had a kitchenette along one wall, a bed and a couch, and a row of industrial windows that looked out over the Intracoastal Waterway.

I stood at those windows for a long time and watched the boats go by. A shrimp trawler heading out. A center console loaded with fishing gear. A sailboat motoring toward the bay, its sails still furled.

I went to get my duffel from the truck. I had an early morning tomorrow, and for the first time in four months, I had somewhere I was supposed to be.


Chapter Two




Six in the morning came earlier than I remembered.

Tib was already at the fuel dock when I walked up, a Styrofoam cup of coffee in one hand and a clipboard in the other. He’d probably been awake for hours. Men like Tib woke before dawn because that’s what their fathers did, and their fathers before them.

“You’re on time,” he said. “Good start.”

“Didn’t want to blow it on day one.”

He handed me the clipboard. “Fuel log. Every boat that comes in, you write down the slip number, the gallons pumped, and whether they paid cash or card. End of the day, the numbers better match the pump readings or we’re both gonna have a bad time.”

The log from yesterday showed neat columns and careful handwriting. Whoever had the job before me was at least organized.

“Diesel’s on the left pump, gas on the right.” Tib pointed at each one. “Most of the boats in our slips run gas. The bigger offshore rigs take diesel. If someone asks for a mix and you’re not sure, come get me. I’d rather answer a stupid question than clean up a stupid mistake.”

“Yes sir.”

He walked me through the rest of it over the next hour. How to check the oil levels on the pumps. Where the spill kits were stored. Which regulars had accounts and which ones paid cash. How to handle the weekend boaters who showed up half-drunk and wanted to top off before heading out to do something stupid on the water.

“That type, you watch them close,” Tib said. “They get hurt out there, that’s on them. They get hurt at my dock, that’s on me.”

By eight o’clock, the marina was waking up. Boat owners trickled in with coolers and fishing gear. A guy named Dean pulled up in a clanky old truck and spent twenty minutes telling me about the redfish he planned to catch. I nodded in the right places and kept one eye on the fuel dock.

The rhythm came back faster than I expected. I’d spent enough time around boats and docks and working waterfronts that the muscle memory was still there. My hands remembered how to handle lines even when my brain was somewhere else. My body knew how to move on a dock without thinking about it.

By mid-morning, the rush had hit. Boats coming and going, fuel pumps running steady, a line of weekend warriors waiting to launch from the ramp. I fell into the work and let it carry me. There was something almost meditative about it, the simple repetition of tasks that needed doing.

Pump the gas.

Check the log.

Coil the lines.

Help the next boat.

I was topping off a twenty-foot bay boat when I saw her.

She stood on the main dock about fifty yards away, and something about the way she carried herself made me stop and look. She wore white jeans that hugged her hips and a fitted linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and she was taking pictures of a damaged sport fisher tied up in one of the larger slips. Professional pictures, with a real camera, crouching down to get angles on what looked like collision damage to the hull.

Her hair was chestnut brown, pulled back in a low ponytail that showed off the tan line of her neck. Even from a distance, I could tell she was beautiful in a way that went beyond pretty.

“That’s Anna Kemp.”

I turned to find Dean standing beside me, following my gaze with an amused look on his face.

“Marine insurance adjuster,” he said. “She’s down here two, three times a week looking at boats people have managed to wreck.” Then he grinned at me. “Don’t bother, son. Every man in this marina’s taken a run at her over the years. She’s nice about it, but she don’t bite. Besides, you’re way too young for her.”

“I wasn’t⁠—”

“Sure you weren’t.” He clapped me on the shoulder and headed for his truck, still chuckling.

I finished with the bay boat and moved on to the next customer, but my eyes kept drifting back to the main dock. Anna had moved around to the other side of the damaged boat now, making notes on a tablet between photographs. A man I assumed was the owner stood nearby looking nervous, probably hoping she’d write up the damage as something his policy would cover.

She glanced up once, caught me looking. I didn’t look away. She held my gaze for a few seconds before turning back to her work.
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The morning ground on. The temperature climbed into the nineties and kept going. I drank water constantly and sweated it out just as fast, my shirt soaked through by noon. Tib stopped by around lunchtime and told me I was doing fine, which I figured was as close to praise as he was likely to offer.

Around two o’clock, I noticed a mother and daughter loading gear into a rental boat at the guest dock. The mom was maybe forty, blonde and sunburned, wrestling a cooler that was too heavy for her. The daughter looked about fifteen, gangly and awkward in the way teenagers get right before they figure out their bodies, carrying a pile of life jackets and towels.

I thought about walking over to offer help, but three other boats had just pulled up to the fuel dock and I had my hands full. The mom managed to get the cooler aboard, and the daughter climbed in after her with the rest of the gear. They looked like they knew what they were doing well enough.

I turned back to the fuel pumps and started working through the line. I had a pontoon boat full of what looked like a bachelor party, already drunk at two in the afternoon, and a fishing boat with a dad and two young sons who peppered me with questions about what kind of fish they might catch. Then there weas a sailboat crewed by a retired couple who bickered the entire time I was filling their tank about whether they should head east or west.

I was finishing up with the sailboat when I heard the scream.

It came from the direction of the guest dock, high and panicked. I was moving before I consciously decided to move, my feet already carrying me down the dock at a dead sprint.

The blonde mom stood at the edge of the guest dock with her hands pressed to her mouth. She was the one screaming. The rental boat bobbed empty beside her, its engine still running, and I saw a dark shape in the water on the far side of the hull.

The daughter. The teenage girl. She must have slipped on the deck, must have hit something on the way down, because she was floating face-up and she wasn’t moving.

I kicked off my deck shoes and went in.


Chapter Three




The water closed over my head, warm as a bath, and I surfaced and started swimming. Three strokes brought me to the girl. Blood seeped from a gash on her forehead, her eyes closed and her face slack.

I got my arm under her neck and tilted her head back to open her airway. She coughed once, weakly, and water dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

Still breathing. Still alive.

“Call 911!” I shouted toward the dock.

“I got it,” someone called back.

The girl was breathing on her own, shallow but steady, and her pulse was strong when I pressed two fingers to her neck. The head wound looked worse than it probably was, blood mixing with the water and spreading out in a pink cloud around us.

I needed to get her out of the water, but I needed to do it without making a potential spinal injury worse. If she’d hit her head hard enough to knock her out, there was a chance she’d hurt her neck too, and moving her wrong could paralyze or kill her.

“I need a backboard!” I shouted. “Or a door, a plank, anything flat and rigid!”

Someone on the dock ran toward the marina’s store. I kept the girl’s head stabilized and kicked us slowly toward the dock ladder, keeping her body as straight as I could manage. She coughed again, harder this time, and her eyes fluttered open.

“Don’t move,” I told her. “You hit your head. I need you to stay very still for me, okay?”

She made a sound that might have been a word, then started crying, which was actually a good sign. Crying meant conscious, meant breathing, meant brain function. I’d take crying over silence any day.

“You’re okay,” I said. “You’re gonna be fine. Just stay still and let me do everything.”

A guy from the dock arrived at the ladder with a piece of plywood that must have come from the repair bay. It wasn’t a real backboard, but it would do. I talked him through how to lower it into the water, how to hold it steady while I maneuvered the girl onto it, how to keep her head immobilized while we lifted her up to the dock.

We got her out of the water and onto the sun-warmed planks, and I stayed with her while the mom finally unfroze and rushed over to clutch her daughter’s hand. The girl was crying harder now.

“Maddie,” the mom kept saying. “Maddie, baby, I’m right here.”

Sirens blared in the distance, getting closer. Within a few minutes, an ambulance backed down the boat ramp. Two paramedics jogged toward us with a real backboard and a cervical collar.

I gave them the rundown. Fell from boat, hit head on cleat or gunwale on the way down, unconscious in the water for maybe thirty to forty-five seconds, breathing on her own when I reached her, responsive within two minutes. They nodded and took over, and I stepped back to give them room.

Adrenaline still pumped through me, but underneath it something else rose.

A cold feeling in my chest. A heaviness in my limbs.

The paramedics strapped Maddie to the backboard and loaded her into the ambulance, the mom climbing in after her, and then they were gone and the sirens were fading and I was standing on the dock dripping water and shaking.

I looked down at my hands. They were steady. They didn’t look like the hands of someone who was falling apart inside.

The memory of Matt’s face floated up from wherever I kept it buried. Not how he looked in life, smiling and cocky and convinced he was invincible. How he looked in the water, eyes open and empty, sinking away from me while I screamed his name into my regulator.

I’d saved the girl, Maddie. I’d done everything right, textbook, exactly the way I was trained. She was going to be fine.

So why did I feel like I was drowning?

“That was something.”

The voice came from behind me, and I turned to find Anna Kemp standing there. Up close, she was even more striking than she’d been from a distance. She had warm brown eyes with laugh lines at the corners and a wide mouth curved in an expression I couldn’t quite read. She was older than me by a decent margin, maybe mid-forties.

“I watched the whole thing,” she said. “You were in the water before anyone else even understood what was happening.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything.

She studied me with frank curiosity. “That kind of training doesn’t come from nowhere. Let me guess. Coast Guard?”

“Yeah.”

“Rescue swimmer?”

I nodded.

She smiled, and it softened her whole face. “I’m Anna Kemp.” She held out her hand, and I shook it. Her grip was firm, her palm warm and dry against my wet skin.

“Jack Deason.”

“I know Claire and Maddie,” she said. “The mom and daughter. Claire’s going to want to thank you properly once she’s done being terrified. That girl is her whole world.”

“She doesn’t need to thank me. Anyone would have done the same.”

Anna raised an eyebrow at that. “No they wouldn’t. I’ve been coming to this marina for fifteen years, and I’ve seen plenty of people freeze up when things go wrong on the water.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a business card, then held it out to me. “I’m down here a lot for my insurance work. If you ever need anything, or if you just want to grab a coffee sometime, give me a call.”

I took the card. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than necessary.

Then she turned and walked back toward the main dock, and I watched her go because I couldn’t help it, because the way she moved demanded watching.

I looked down at the card. Anna Kemp, Marine Insurance Adjuster. It listed her phone number and email address.

I tucked it into my wet pocket and stood there for another moment, trying to get my breathing under control. The shaking had gotten worse. I needed to find somewhere private before I lost it completely.

I walked past the fuel dock and past the repair bay and around the back of the dry storage building, where the boat racks blocked the view from the rest of the marina. I found a spot between two shrink-wrapped hulls where nobody could see me, and I sat down on an overturned milk crate, and I put my head in my hands.

Maddie was fine. She was probably at the hospital right now, getting checked out, maybe getting a few stitches for the cut on her forehead.

Matt wasn’t fine. He was dead at the bottom of the training pool where the safety divers found him, where I couldn’t reach him in time because the equipment failed and the drill went wrong and I was too slow, too weak, too something.

I saved one. I lost one. The math didn’t balance. It never would.

This was the cost. Every rescue, every life saved, came with this price. The memory of the one I couldn’t save. The guilt that no amount of success could ever erase.

The afternoon sun still blazed. The boats still came and went. The fuel dock still needed someone to man it.

So I went back to work.

Tib waited for me at the fuel dock.

He didn’t say anything at first. He just stood there with his clipboard tucked under his arm while that sharp blue gaze took in everything.

“Son,” he said.

“I’m good.”

“I didn’t ask if you were good.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice even though nobody stood near enough to hear us. “I’m telling you to take the rest of the day. Go back to that apartment, take a shower, drink a beer. Whatever you need to do.”

I shook my head. “I’d rather work.”

“Come on.”

I met his eyes. “I appreciate it. But I need to stay busy right now.”

Tib studied me for a long moment. He was working through it, trying to figure out what was going on in my head. He was smart, Tib. He probably understood more than I wanted him to.

“You did good out there,” he said. “That girl’s gonna be fine because of you. I’ve been running this marina thirty-five years. You know how many times I’ve seen someone go in after someone without even thinking about it?”

I didn’t answer him.

“Twice,” Tib said. “You’re the second.”

The compliment sat heavy on my shoulders. I didn’t want it. I didn’t deserve it. Not when the only reason I could move that fast was because I’d spent years training to save people in the water, and the one time it had really mattered, I’d failed.

“The mother’s going to want to thank you,” Tib continued.

“Ms. Kemp said something similar to me.”

Tib’s eyebrows went up slightly at that. “Anna talked to you?”

“She talked to me briefly after the ambulance left.”

He nodded slowly. “Well. She’s got good instincts about people. She always has.”

A boat horn sounded from the channel, and we both turned to look. A center console came in from the Intracoastal, and the driver ran it a little too fast for the no-wake zone. Tib muttered something under his breath.

“Go on then,” he said. “Get back to work if that’s what you need. But you’re taking a long lunch tomorrow, and you’re not going to argue about it.”

“Yes sir.”

He started to walk away, then stopped. “What you did today also saved me a hell of a headache with the insurance company. So thank you.”


Chapter Four




The next boat came in slow and steady. The captain hugged the channel markers like someone who knew exactly how much draft the boat needed and wouldn’t waste an inch of clearance.

The flag caught my eye first. It snapped in the afternoon breeze from the outrigger, a dark green pennant with some kind of creature on it that I’d never seen before. Wolf-like, but wrong. It stood upright on two legs, covered in matted fur, with a long snout full of teeth and eyes that seemed to glow even in the fabric rendering. Claws extended from humanoid hands, and the whole figure hunched forward in a predatory stance.

The boat itself was a thirty-two-foot offshore fishing vessel, well-maintained but clearly worked hard. The hull showed the honest wear of a boat that went out in all conditions and came back with fish. The name painted on the stern came into view as she swung toward the fuel dock: Rougalou.

Then I saw the captain, and I stopped thinking about the boat.

She stood at the helm in a faded tank top and cutoff denim shorts. One hand rested on the wheel, and her body moved with the slight roll of the deck like she’d been born on the water. She couldn’t have been more than five-four, five-five at most, but there was nothing delicate about her. Her arms were toned and tan, the kind of definition that came from hauling lines and fighting fish. She wore her dark hair tied up in a simple ponytail, pulled back from a face with high cheekbones and a straight nose. Her skin had that deep olive-gold color that came from heritage and sun combined.

Her figure was compact but curved in ways her practical clothing couldn’t quite hide. Full breasts strained slightly against the worn fabric of her tank top. Her hips flared from a narrow waist, and her legs looked strong enough to brace against any deck in any sea.

She brought the boat in, and I watched. Couldn’t help it. The way she moved, confident and sure, the way her body shifted with the motion of the water. She looked like she belonged exactly where she was.

Her eyes found mine as she eased up to the dock. They were dark brown and sharp, and she held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. Something flickered in her expression.

“Fuel?” I called out as I moved to catch her lines.

“Please.” Her voice was low and quiet, with a soft lilt to it that I couldn’t quite place. Something southern, but different from the Alabama accents I’d been hearing all day. “Top her off.”

I secured the bow line to the cleat and moved aft to catch the stern line she tossed. Her throw was perfect and easy. I tied off and grabbed the fuel hose while she killed the engine and stepped out of the helm station.

Up close, she was striking. Her eyes were nearly black, framed by thick lashes, and they watched me like she was cataloging every detail. Her mouth was full and expressive, and a thin sheen of sweat glistened on her collarbone and the hollow of her throat.

I unscrewed the fuel cap and started pumping. I kept my eyes on the task, but I was aware of her at the edge of my vision. She hadn’t gone below or started unloading gear like most captains did while they fueled up. She just stood there with her hip cocked against the gunwale and watched me work.

“You’re good with those hands,” she said.

I glanced up. She was looking at the lines I’d tied, the quick and efficient knots that had become second nature years ago.

“I’ve had some practice,” I said.

“I can see that.” She crossed her arms under her chest, and the motion did things to her tank top that I tried not to notice and failed completely. “I saw you earlier. With the girl.” She nodded toward the channel. “I was waiting to come in. The commotion had everything backed up for a while. I had a good view from where I was idling.”

I kept pumping fuel and watched the numbers climb on the ancient mechanical gauge. “She’s going to be fine. It wasn’t as bad as it looked.”

“You were in the water before her mom even finished screaming.” Her voice was quiet and matter-of-fact, but there was something underneath it. Not admiration exactly, because she didn’t seem like the type who handed out admiration easily.

“Anyone would have done the same thing.”

“No they wouldn’t.” She said it the same way Tib had said it, the same way Anna had said it. “Most people stand there. Some even take out their phones and start filming.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I focused on the fuel gauge instead. The tank was almost full. I topped it off and hung the nozzle back on the pump, then pulled out my rag to wipe down the deck where a few drops had spattered.

She was still watching me when I looked up. Her eyes tracked the motion of my hands, the way I moved around her boat with easy familiarity.

“I’m Rosie,” she said. “Rosie Guidry.”

The name clicked. Tib’s list of charter captains, the one he’d shown me yesterday. Captain Rosie Guidry, offshore specialist, booked solid.

“Jack Deason.” I straightened up from wiping the deck. “I actually heard your name yesterday. I was thinking about booking a charter, and Tib said you were the best.”

“Tib said that?”

“His exact words were that you run the best offshore trips out of this marina.”

She looked away for a moment, toward the ship’s store where Tib was probably still handling the afternoon paperwork. When she looked back, her face had softened slightly. “He’s a good man. He gave me a slip when nobody else would.” She didn’t elaborate on that, and I didn’t ask. “I’m usually booked full.”

“He told me that too. I just got into town yesterday anyway. I haven’t made any solid plans yet.”

“You just got in yesterday, and you’re already pulling girls out of the water? You work fast.”

“I try to make a good first impression.”

That got an actual smile, small but real. It transformed her face, made her look younger, made the sharp edges soften into something warm. “You succeeded. The whole marina’s going to be talking about the new dock hand who plays hero.”

“I was just doing my job.”

“Your job is pumping fuel and tying lines. Swimming after unconscious teenagers is above and beyond.” She stepped closer. “Tell you what. I’ll make some time to take you out. Consider it a thank you for what you did today.”

“You don’t have to do that. Really.”

“Who said anything about having to?” There was a hint of sharpness underneath the warmth. “You just said you were thinking about hiring me. You can’t pretend you’re not interested now.”

She had me there.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“You wanted to go fishing. I’m offering to take you. Don’t make it complicated.”

“Fair enough. I accept.”

“Good.” She turned and grabbed a cooler from the deck, and she hoisted it with an ease that spoke to the strength in those toned arms. “I’ll check my schedule and get back to you. It shouldn’t be too hard to find you around here.”

“Not at all.”

She stepped off the boat and onto the dock with the cooler balanced on her shoulder. Her shorts rode up slightly with the movement and showed off more of those strong, tan thighs, and I didn’t pretend I wasn’t looking. She caught me at it and held my gaze for a beat, then grinned.

“I’ll be in touch, Jack Deason.”

She walked away down the dock, and I watched her go. The sway of her hips, the confident set of her shoulders, the way she moved like she owned every inch of space she occupied. She didn’t look back, but somehow I knew she was aware I was watching.


Chapter Five




The sun angled low when Tib found me coiling dock lines near the fuel pump. My shoulders ached in that good way that came from a day of honest work.

“That’s enough for today,” Tib said. He’d appeared beside me without making a sound. “You earned your keep and then some. Get out of here.”

I wiped my hands on my shorts and nodded. “I need a drink.”

“Can’t say I blame you.” Tib pulled off his cap and ran a hand through his thin white hair. “The Sandbar’s your best bet. It’s down the road about a half mile. It gets a bit touristy this time of year, but…” He paused. “Maybe you need more than just a drink after the day you’ve had.”

I followed him.

“Where is it exactly?”

“Head down to the nearest beach access and walk west along the water. You’ll see it. The view’s always better that way.” The way he said it, with that slightly rough edge to his voice, made it clear he wasn’t just talking about the Gulf.

“I appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it, son.” He settled the cap back on his head. “See you in the morning.”

I climbed the exterior stairs to the apartment, my legs heavy with the day’s work. Inside, the apartment was hot. The afternoon sun had been cooking the roof all day. I cranked open the windows to let the breeze through before I stripped down and stepped into the shower.

The water pressure was better than I’d expected. I stood under the spray longer than I needed to. I let it wash away the salt and sweat and diesel smell.

I kept my eyes closed and tried not to think about Maddie’s face when I’d pulled her from the water.

I tried not to think about Matt’s face in that training pool.

I tried to think about nothing at all.

It didn’t work, but the shower helped anyway.

I dried off and pulled on clean clothes. A faded gray tank top and khaki shorts, my least beat-up pair of deck shoes. I checked my reflection in the small mirror above the bathroom sink. I still looked like a guy who worked on boats for a living. I still looked tired.

Good enough.

The sun had dropped lower by the time I made it back outside, and the heat had backed off to something almost comfortable. I walked down the gravel lot to the main road and found the beach access a hundred yards north. It was a wooden walkway that cut through the dunes, with sand spilling over the edges of the weathered planks.

The Gulf opened up in front of me as I crested the dune line.

The beach stretched in both directions. White sand went gold in the evening light. The surf rolled in steady and low, four-foot swells that broke lazy and white, and the sound of it filled the air. That constant rush and hiss was somehow both loud and peaceful at the same time.

People dotted the sand, but not the shoulder-to-shoulder crowds I’d expected. Families packed up their gear for the day. A couple of kids built a sandcastle near the waterline. A group of college-age guys tossed a football in the shallows. The tourists were there, but this wasn’t Destin or Panama City Beach. This was quieter.

I kicked off my shoes and carried them. I let my feet sink into the soft sand that was still warm from the day’s heat. The beach sloped gently down to the water, and I walked along the wet-packed sand where the waves had just receded.

The sun was a deep orange now and hung low over the water to the west.

A woman jogged past me in the other direction. Her ponytail swung behind her, and her body was lean and tanned in a sports bra and running shorts. She smiled as she passed, and I nodded back.

A little further down, a group of women sat in beach chairs just above the high-tide line. They passed around what looked like a bottle of wine. All of them in their thirties or forties, wearing sundresses and cover-ups, laughing at something one of them had said. One of them caught me looking and raised her plastic cup in a silent toast. I raised my hand in return and kept walking.

The beach curved slightly as I moved west, and the buildings got closer to the waterline. Condos and beach houses, most of them built up on stilts against the hurricanes.

I passed a pier that jutted out into the Gulf. People clustered along its length with fishing rods.

And there, past the next cluster of condos, I spotted it.

The Sandbar sat right at the edge of the beach. It was a low cinder-block building with a crushed-shell parking lot and a neon sign that was missing two letters. The name glowed red and blue against the deepening twilight, and even from a distance I could hear the muffled thump of music and the sound of voices carrying on the breeze.

It looked exactly like the kind of place Tib would recommend.

The screen door slapped shut behind me.

The Sandbar was exactly what it looked like from the outside, and I mean that as a compliment. Decades of boots and deck shoes had worn the concrete floors smooth. A pool table sat in the far corner. The jukebox against the back wall played something slow and twangy, Conway Twitty or maybe Merle Haggard.

The bar ran the length of the left wall. The shelves behind it held the basics, nothing fancy.

About a dozen people were scattered around the place. A couple of men at the bar who had the look of regulars, a group of four at a table near the pool table, all of them in work shirts with company logos, and two women sharing a pitcher near the jukebox, their heads bent together over something on a phone.

I picked a stool at the far end of the bar, away from the regulars, with my back to the wall. I set my phone face-down on the bar and waited.

A woman came from the far end of the bar, and I tracked her the whole way.

Her hair was what hit first. A rich copper red, almost auburn, shoulder-length and straight. Full and curved in all the right places, the kind of figure that wrap dresses were invented for. Maybe five-six, with full breasts that the vintage sundress she was wearing couldn’t quite pretend weren’t there, a nipped waist, and hips that moved with an easy rhythm. Pale, shapely legs showed below the hem of the dress.

She stopped in front of me.

“What can I get you?” Her voice was warm and musical, with a drawl she’d almost but not quite trained out of herself.

“Whiskey. Rocks.”

Her skin was fair with a scatter of freckles across her nose and shoulders. Her eyes were green, genuinely green. Her mouth was painted a deep coral red that matched her hair.

She was somewhere in her early forties, and she wore it the way certain women do, like it was an upgrade from what came before. There was a polish to her that made her look like she should have been somewhere considerably more glamorous than a cinder-block bar on the Alabama coast.

She turned to the shelf, pulled a bottle of Bulleit, and poured a measure over ice.

“You don’t have the look,” she said.

I took a sip of the whiskey. It was good, cold and slightly sweet. “What look is that?”

“Tourist.” She crossed her arms under her chest and leaned slightly against the back bar. The motion was casual but it did considerable things to the neckline of her dress. “Tourists have a look. Little bit sunburned, little bit lost, wearing something they bought at a beach shop yesterday that still has the fold lines in it.” Her eyes moved over me with unhurried assessment. “You don’t have that look.”

“I appreciate that. It’s my first official day not being a tourist, actually.”

“How do you become official?”

“You get a job.”

“Around here?”

“Bordelon’s Marina,” I said. “I started this morning.”

The easy bartender’s warmth didn’t go away, but something sharper moved in behind it. She straightened up slowly and pointed a finger at me. “You’re him.”

“That depends heavily on what you think I did.”

“You’re the new dock hand who pulled that girl out of the water today.”

“News travels fast.”

“Honey, this is Gulf Shores. News travels faster than fast. Somebody’s already posted a video.” She turned toward the group of men at the other end of the bar. “Hey, Tommy! Clay! You see that video from the marina today?”

I started to say something, but didn’t get the chance.

“The guy who jumped in is right here.” The bartender pointed at me with the hand that was already holding a bar towel, and she said it loud enough that everyone in the immediate vicinity heard it clearly.

The two men at the bar turned to look at me. One of them, a heavyset man with a beard and a Crimson Tide cap, was already off his stool.

“That was you?” He crossed the bar and extended his hand. “Tommy Raines. My cousin’s kid goes to school with that young girl.”

“I’m glad she’s okay,” I said.

“You should be more than glad, son, you should be—” He turned back to the bar. “Eva, set him up. Whatever he’s drinking.”

“Already on it.” The bartender—Eva—was already pouring another measure of Bulleit with a look of tremendous satisfaction on her face.

The other man came over. Clay was younger, lean, with a sun-tanned face. He shook my hand and said thank God somebody was paying attention. He bought the next round before Tommy’s had landed on the bar.

By the time those two had settled back onto their stools, the table of work-shirt men had sent someone over to introduce themselves. Then the two women from near the jukebox, who turned out to be locals, sisters, from somewhere up near Foley, who knew the girl’s family from church.

I leaned toward Eva between handshakes. “You need to stop doing that.”

“Doing what?” She was already moving down the bar to refresh someone’s beer, and she glanced back at me with those green eyes full of amusement.

“Announcing me.”

“You’re the most interesting thing that’s walked through that door all summer.” She set the fresh beer in front of its owner and came back toward me. “I’m not going to waste that.”

“I’m asking you nicely.”

“And I’m declining nicely.” She refilled my whiskey without being asked. “This is what happens when you do something worth talking about. You get talked about. Just sit there and be charming.”

“I’m not charming. I’m exhausted.”

“Lucky for you, charming and exhausted look almost the same from this angle.” She propped her chin on her hand and gave me a look that was somewhere between appraising and entertained. “Besides. All these drinks aren’t costing you a thing. You’re getting a very good deal here.”

“You could have told me the deal before you started brokering it.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Twenty minutes later, another man came and shook my hand, and ten minutes after that, a woman. They both bought me a drink. The whiskey in front of me was keeping pace with itself, one glass never quite empty before another appeared.

I leaned toward Eva again when there was a gap in the procession. “I’m getting too drunk.”

“That,” she said, pointing at me with the neck of an open Budweiser before she delivered it down the bar, “is the idea.”

“That seems like an irresponsible statement for a bartender to make.”

“I’m monitoring you carefully.” She came back and leaned against the bar in front of me. “You’re still sitting upright, you’re still forming complete sentences, and you haven’t started any arguments or cried. You’re fine.” She tilted her head slightly, and her expression went a little softer. “You doing okay, though? Actually?”

The question surprised me. It cut through differently than the friendly bartender patter of the last hour, like she was actually asking.

“I’m fine,” I said. “It was a good day, mostly. The girl part was—” I moved my hand in a way that communicated something I didn’t want to put into words.

Eva nodded slowly. “Yeah. I can imagine.”

“The rest of the day was good. Tib seems like a good man.”

“One of the best ones left. He doesn’t talk about it, but his place means everything to him. The marina, I mean. His whole life is in that marina.” She straightened up, back to the easy warmth of before. “So you’re planning to stick around for a while? Or is this a short-term thing?”

“I honestly don’t know. I don’t have a plan.”

“No plan.” She seemed to find that interesting. “That’s either very brave or very stupid.”

“Leaning toward stupid, historically.”

She laughed. She was beautiful when she was performing the role of charming bartender, but she was something else when she actually laughed.

I figured she did this with every guy who sits at her bar. The flirting, the attention, the eye contact. That’s the job, and she was good at it.

Still, I watched her work the rest of the bar, the way she moved through the space with easy, unhurried grace. Eva made the older regulars feel like old friends. She made the work-shirt guys feel seen and uncomplicated.

She made me feel like the most interesting thing in the room.

She came back eventually, because she always came back.

“Ready for another?”

“Water,” I said.

She raised both eyebrows.

“One water,” she said gravely, and filled a glass from the tap and set it in front of me.

I didn’t have a tab to settle, which was insane given the volume of whiskey that had passed through my evening.

“Hope you’re not driving,” Eva said as I got up to leave.

“I’m walking.”

“Along the beach?”

“That’s the plan.”

She nodded like she approved of that. “Watch the tide line. It’s been pulling in close tonight.”

“I appreciate it.”

“By the way. What’s your name?”

“Jack Deason.”

She leaned on the bar in front of me again. “I’m Eva Gilbert. Thanks for coming in. And for being at the Marina when it needed you most.”


Chapter Six




The next morning, Tib was already at the fuel dock when I got there, writing something in a worn notebook. The morning was still cool, the sky pale and cloudless, the Intracoastal flat and silver in the early light. It was the kind of morning that would have been genuinely beautiful if my head hadn’t been trying to exit my body through my eye sockets.

Tib looked up from the notebook.

He looked at my face for about two seconds, then went back to writing.

“Eva Gilbert,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

I picked up the dock brush that was leaning against the fuel pump housing and started working the near section of dock, mostly because having something to do with my hands made the conversation easier. “She may have had a hand in it.”

“Mm.” He walked past me toward the ship’s store, unhurried as always. “You still standing, you’re fine. Eva knows what she’s doing. She doesn’t let anybody fall over.”

“She told me as much.” I kept working the brush along the dock planking. The rhythm of it helped. “Head’s a little loud, that’s all. She took care of me.”

Tib paused at the door to the marina’s store and looked back at me over his shoulder. “I wish she’d take care of me,” he muttered.

The way he said it made clear he was not talking about free drinks.

I stood there for a second after he went inside with the dock brush in my hand.

Fair enough, old man.

The image came back without being invited. Eva leaning against the back bar with her arms crossed, the dress doing what it did, those green eyes sharp. The freckles across her nose. The coral lipstick.

Then Captain Rosie, from yesterday. The dark ponytail and the olive skin and those near-black eyes.

And Anna, with her chestnut hair and warm brown eyes and that knowing smile, her sun-kissed arms crossed in front of her.

There’s something in the water down here.

The thing was, all three of them were in their forties. They looked damn good for their age.

But still. I was only twenty-seven.

I stopped brushing again and looked out at the Intracoastal. A pelican on the nearest piling stared back at me with complete indifference.

What exactly was happening to me?

I’d never had a type, not really, or if I’d had one it had been vague and unconsidered, the kind of preference you had by default rather than design. I’d dated women my own age, a couple in their early thirties, nothing that lasted or meant enough to leave much of a mark. I hadn’t come to Gulf Shores looking for anything. I’d come here specifically to want nothing from nobody.

And in forty-eight hours I’d found myself standing on a dock thinking about three different women, all of them older than me by at least fifteen years.

All of them beautiful in ways that had nothing to do with trying too hard.

I shook my aching head. I was getting too distracted. The best thing to do about that was focus on the day’s work.
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The afternoon had settled into that thick Gulf Coast heat where the air felt like it carried actual weight. I’d wrestled with a boat lift motor for the better part of an hour, and my hands were covered in grease while my shirt clung to my back. The motor refused to come apart, which matched my mood perfectly.

I heard the car pull into the gravel lot before I saw it. A white sedan, newer model, with government plates. Not a tourist vehicle, and not a local’s truck either.

Something official had just arrived at Bordelon’s Marina.

I glanced up from the motor housing as the driver’s door opened.

A tall woman stepped out. Even from thirty yards away, she carried herself like someone who commanded respect in any room she entered. She wore a white blouse that looked crisp despite the heat, dark slacks tailored close to her body, and low heels that added to her already considerable height. Her dark hair was pulled back in a neat bun. Everything about her presentation said professional, competent, not to be dismissed.

She walked toward the marina’s store with a confident stride. She didn’t look around at the boats or the water. She moved toward her destination directly.

I went back to the motor. It wasn’t any of my business what brought her here.

Five minutes later, I heard voices from the open window of Tib’s office. The window faced out toward the docks, and in the stillness of the afternoon heat, sound carried clearly.

“Mr. Bordelon, I appreciate you taking the time.” The woman’s voice carried a hint of an accent I couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t southern, but it sounded like something from further west, maybe Texas or thereabouts.

“What can I do for FEMA today, Ms. Segura?” Tib asked.

So she was with FEMA. That explained the government plates.

“Your marina sustained some dock damage in the September storm, according to the initial reports,” she said. “Hurricane damage from last season.”

“Some,” Tib said. “Nothing we couldn’t handle ourselves.”

“I’d like to verify that personally, if you don’t mind. I need to inspect the repair work and confirm it meets code standards. It’s routine, but it’s necessary.”

I heard the faint sound of papers shuffling. Tib’s chair creaked under his weight.

“The repairs were done right,” he said. An edge crept into his voice. Barely there, but present. “Got the permits, used a licensed contractor. Everything’s documented properly.”

“I’m sure it is. I still need to see it for myself.” Her tone didn’t change. It wasn’t hostile, just immovable. “I can schedule a formal inspection if you’d prefer, but I’m here now. It would be more efficient to handle it today.”

Tib stayed quiet for a moment. Then his chair creaked again as he stood. “All right. Give me a minute to get the paperwork together.”

I kept working on the motor, but I was listening. I couldn’t help it.

Footsteps crossed the floor of the office. A filing cabinet opened and closed. More papers rustled.

“Here.” Tib’s voice carried down. “Permits, contractor license, inspection report from the county. All of it.”

“Thank you.” There was a pause while pages turned. “This contractor, Booker Marine Services. They did the work?”

“That’s right.”

“They’re not on the FEMA-approved list.”

“They’re county-approved. That’s what matters for permitting.”

“For permitting, yes. But for federal disaster assistance eligibility, the contractor needs to be on our approved list. If you file a claim in the future related to this damage, you may have complications.”

Tib’s voice went flat. “Nobody said anything about a list when we were filing permits.”

“The list is publicly available on our website.” She maintained that same measured tone. “I’m not saying the work is deficient. I’m saying there may be administrative complications down the line. I’m trying to help you avoid those complications.”

I wiped my hands on a rag and moved closer. Through the window, Ms. Segura stepped into view, moving toward the glass, still examining the paperwork. Her face came clear for the first time.

High cheekbones, a straight nose, and a wide mouth that looked like it didn’t smile easily but would be striking when it did. Her skin was a warm brown, smooth and flawless. Her eyes were dark, nearly black, and even from a slight distance I saw the intelligence in them.

She stood tall at about five-nine, with a figure that her professional clothes couldn’t quite hide. Full breasts pressed against the white blouse, a narrow waist gave way to hips that created a distinctly feminine silhouette despite the tailored cut of her pants. She had the toned arms of someone who worked out regularly.

And, once again, she was in her mid-to-late forties.

She glanced down toward the docks. Her eyes passed over me, then came back and held. She held my gaze for just a second, maybe two. Her expression didn’t change. She didn’t smile or nod or acknowledge me in any way. But she looked. She registered my presence, assessed me in that brief moment, and then returned her attention to the paperwork.

I looked back at the motor I was supposed to be working on. I didn’t move toward it.

That made four women I’d spotted in less than forty-eight hours who were attractive as hell.

What was going on in this town?

I picked up the rag again and wiped my hands even though they were already clean. I stared at the motor housing like it was the most fascinating thing I’d ever seen.

The conversation continued above me. Ms. Segura asked questions about the specific repairs, about materials used, about load calculations for the new dock supports. Tib answered each one with patient thoroughness. He knew his business well. He wasn’t going to be rattled by bureaucratic questioning, even if I could hear the tension underneath his politeness.

“I’ll need to inspect the actual dock structure,” Ms. Segura said. “I need photographs for my report. It shouldn’t take long.”

“That’s fine.” Tib’s chair scraped against the floor. “I’ll walk you down there.”

Footsteps crossed the office floor. The door opened and closed. I heard them coming down the exterior stairs, Ms. Segura’s heels clacking against the ground.

They emerged from behind the building and walked past me toward the main dock. Tib glanced at me as they passed, his expression neutral but his eyes saying keep working, son, nothing to see here.

Ms. Segura focused on the docks ahead, and she pulled a tablet from the leather bag slung over her shoulder.

I couldn’t help watching her walk away. The way she moved was all business, but the shape of her body in those tailored pants was anything but. Her hips swayed slightly with each step, not exaggerated, just the natural rhythm of a woman who knew how to carry herself. Her ass was firm and round, the kind of curve that those pants emphasized despite their professional cut.

I made myself look back at the motor.

I needed to stop this.

I went back to work. Or tried to, anyway. The motor didn’t care that I was distracted. It stayed stubborn.

Tib and Ms. Segura moved along the main dock, their voices carrying over the water but too distant now for me to make out words. She took photos with her tablet. Tib pointed at things and explained.

I focused on getting the motor apart. The housing finally gave way, and I pulled the internal assembly free and set it on the workbench. The armature windings were corroded, which meant I needed replacement parts, which meant an order from Mobile and at least a week’s wait. I made a note to tell Tib about the situation.

By the time I had the motor situation documented, they were walking back from the docks. Ms. Segura typed something into her tablet as she walked, and her fingers moved quickly over the screen. Tib walked beside her with his hands in his pockets, his expression carefully blank.

They stopped near her car. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Tib nodded once, then shook her hand. The interaction was professional and polite. Nothing warm about it.

Ms. Segura got into her car without looking in my direction again. The engine started smoothly. She backed out of the gravel lot, turned onto the main road, and was gone.

Tib turned and walked back toward the store. He saw me watching and shook his head slightly.

“Government,” he said, like that one word explained everything that had just happened.

“She seemed thorough.”

He stopped at the base of the stairs to his office. “That woman comes in here telling me my repairs might not qualify for money I never asked for in the first place, because I didn’t use a contractor from some list I never heard about. Then she takes pictures of everything like she’s building a case against me.”

“You think she’s actually building a case?”

“I think she’s doing her job.” He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Which is fine by me. I’ve got nothing to hide. But I don’t need the complication right now.”

I nodded. “You want me to do anything about it?”

“Nah. That motor give you any trouble?”

“The armature’s corroded. It needs replacement parts. I’ll call it in.”

“Good man.” He headed up the stairs, slower than usual, like the conversation had taken something out of him.

I turned back to the workbench. But my mind wasn’t on the motor anymore.

It was on white blouses and tailored pants and dark eyes that had looked at me for exactly two seconds. It was on the way a woman could be all sharp professionalism on the outside and still move like that when she walked.

I was now apparently collecting older women in my head like a teenage kid collected baseball cards.

But standing around thinking about women I barely knew wasn’t going to get the boats running.

I went to the shop phone to call in the parts order.


Chapter Seven




The sun hung low when I finished up at the marina.

I headed toward the apartment, then stopped at the base of the stairs as I realized I didn’t want to be up there right now.

I’d always been comfortable on my own. I didn’t need people around me to feel like I was doing life right. I could spend days by myself without getting lonely, without feeling like something was missing.

But tonight, I didn’t want to be there.

I turned away from the stairs and walked toward the beach instead.

The coast stretched out right there in front of me. The Gulf lay flat and green-gold in the early evening light. The wind blew light and warm, carrying the smell of salt and fish. Gulls worked the surf line in their endless patrol. A few families packed up their things and called to their kids, wrapping up the day.

I walked down to the beach and turned west to follow the waterline. The waves rolled in lazy and rhythmic.

The first thought that came to mind was The Sandbar. I dismissed it immediately.

I couldn’t drink like that again. My head had finally stopped trying to kill me around mid-afternoon, and I wasn’t eager to repeat the experience.

Eva had been good company, and the regulars had been generous with their whiskey, but I needed a night that didn’t end with me wondering how I’d gotten back to the apartment.

Then I remembered Anna.

I wore the same board shorts I’d had on when I first met her at the marina. I checked the pocket.

Her business card was still there, a little wrinkled but intact.

Anna Kemp, Marine Insurance Adjuster.

She’d told me to call her if I ever wanted to meet up.

Well…

I pulled out my phone and dialed the number.

It rang a few times.

“This is Anna.”

Her voice came through warm and familiar, like we had known each other longer than one brief conversation on a dock.

“Hey, it’s Jack Deason. We met the other day at the marina.”

“Jack.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Tib’s new dock hand.”

“That’s me.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I was wondering if you’re free tonight. I’d like to get together, if you’re not busy.”

There was a pause, but it didn’t feel uncomfortable.

“I’m free,” she said. “How about grabbing a drink at the Sandbar?”

I couldn’t stop the groan that escaped my throat.

She laughed. “Let me guess. You met Eva.”

“I did meet her, yes.”

“And she took care of you.”

“She did that too.”

“How’s your head feeling?”

“It almost killed me this morning. I can’t do that again, not tonight.”

“Eva’s got a generous hand when she likes someone.”

“She was good company. But I think I need something that doesn’t involve that much alcohol.”

“How about this. I’ve got a boat, a little twenty-two footer, nothing fancy. I was planning to take it out for a sunset cruise anyway. Want to come along? No whiskey required.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m interested.”

“Good. I’ll text you my location.”

“Great.”

“See you soon, Jack.”

She hung up.

I turned and headed back toward the marina at a jog. I needed to grab a shirt, maybe rinse the grease off my hands, and make myself slightly more presentable than I currently was.

This was a much better plan than sitting in that apartment.
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I parked the truck in front of a cottage three blocks from the beach. The houses in the neighborhood were older, smaller, and built before Gulf Shores decided it wanted to be Destin.

Anna’s place sat halfway down the block, a single-story cottage painted soft blue-gray with white trim and a metal roof gone dull with age. The porch wrapped around the front and side, screened against mosquitoes but open to the air. Palms and live oaks shaded the yard, their branches heavy with Spanish moss that swayed in the evening wind.

Anna stood on the porch steps and waited for me. She wore white linen shorts that showed off her tanned legs and a coral tank top that hugged her chest and left her shoulders bare. Her chestnut hair fell around her shoulders. She wore gold hoops in her ears.

“Right on time,” she said as I walked up the path.

“Didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

“Come in. We’ll go straight through.”

She opened the screen door for me. The porch had wicker chairs with faded cushions and a ceiling fan that turned slow overhead. I followed her through the front door and into the cottage itself.

It had old hardwood floors, scuffed but solid, with walls painted soft cream, decorated with framed watercolors and black-and-white photographs of boats and piers. The furniture didn’t match but worked together anyway—a couch with nautical-blue cushions, a coffee table made from driftwood and glass, and built-in bookshelves filled with paperbacks. The kitchen connected to the living room, with white cabinets and butcher-block counters and mismatched dishes on open shelving.

She led me through the kitchen to the back door. “I’ve got everything loaded on the boat. We just need to get out there before we lose the light.”

“Sounds good.”

Her backyard stretched maybe thirty feet before it met the water. A narrow canal cut through the neighborhood here and connected to the Intracoastal a quarter-mile away. She had a private dock made of weathered planking, just big enough for one boat. The center-console tied up there was white fiberglass, twenty-two feet like she’d said, with a Yamaha outboard off the back.

Two coolers sat on the dock. She grabbed one and swung it onto the boat. I took the other and followed her lead.

She stepped aboard and moved to the helm with confidence. I climbed on and stood near the center console, staying out of her way while she prepped for departure.

She turned the key, and the outboard fired on the first try. It caught clean, but something in the idle made me listen closer.

A faint knock underneath the steady rumble, barely there.

Could be nothing.

Anna untied the bow line, stepped back and freed the stern, then coiled both with quick movements.

She reversed us out of the slip with a light touch, swung the bow toward the canal, and eased us forward. The boat moved quietly through the narrow waterway, past other docks and backyards and cottages like hers. A heron stood on a piling and watched us pass.

The canal opened into the Intracoastal after a few minutes. She turned west toward the Gulf and pushed the throttle forward. The boat lifted and the engine’s note deepened as we picked up speed.

“You’ve got a nice place,” I said.

She glanced at me, her hand steady on the wheel. “Thanks. It suits me.”

The wind picked up as we moved into open water. The sun was almost gone, just a sliver of orange on the horizon. The sky above it burned with streaks of red and purple and deep blue.

She kept the boat pointed west, straight toward the fading light.

Anna cut the engine when we reached open water. The boat settled into a gentle drift, rising and falling with the easy rhythm of the swells.

She moved away from the helm and opened one of the coolers. “Hope you like turkey and cheese.”

“I’m not picky.”

She pulled out two sandwiches wrapped in wax paper and handed me one. “I figured you probably didn’t eat much today.”

She was right. I’d had a protein bar for breakfast and nothing since. I unwrapped the sandwich and took a bite. Fresh bread, good turkey, lettuce and tomato that actually tasted like something.

Simple, but done right.

“This is great. Thank you.”

She pulled out two bottles of water and passed me one. “I would’ve brought wine, but you’re still recovering.”

“Yeah. Eva’s whiskey nearly killed me.”

Anna grinned and leaned against the console. “Eva likes taking care of people. Especially men who intrigue her.”

“Is that what I am? Intriguing?”

“To Eva, yes, apparently.”

I took another bite of the sandwich and studied her for a moment. The fading light softened her features but didn’t hide the strength in them. The tank top hugged her chest in a way that was hard to ignore. Her breasts were full and round, pushing against the fabric. The shorts rode high on her thighs, showing off legs that were toned and golden.

She noticed me looking. She didn’t call me out on it, but the corner of her mouth curved slightly.

“So how’d you end up in marine insurance?” I asked.

“Marine biology degree from South Alabama. I came back home after graduation, needed a job, and a friend asked if I could help assess a boat claim. Turned out I was good at it.” She shrugged. “Been doing it ever since.”

“You like it?”

“Most days. I get to be on the water, use what I know, help people who’ve had something go wrong. Could be worse.”

The boat rocked gently under us. A pelican glided past, low over the surface, then dove hard and came up empty.

“What about you?” she asked. “Coast Guard rescue swimmer. That’s not something you just fall into.”

“My dad was Navy. Grew up around water, around military. Made sense at the time.”

“And now?”

I took a drink of water and watched the horizon. “Now I’m figuring out what comes next.”

She didn’t push. She just nodded and took another bite of her sandwich.

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the kind of quiet that came when two people didn’t need to fill every gap with words.

Stars started showing themselves overhead, faint at first, then brighter as the last of the daylight bled away.

Anna finished her sandwich and tossed the wrapper back in the cooler. She moved to the bow and sat on the edge, her legs dangling over the side. The position pulled the shorts tighter across her hips and ass. The curve of her body against the darkening sky tightened something in my chest.

I moved forward and sat beside her, leaving maybe a foot of space between us.

“This is nice,” I said.

“It is.” She glanced at me. “I don’t bring people out here very often.”

“No?”

“I like my solitude. The boat’s where I go to think.” She paused. “But sometimes it’s good to have company.”

“I’m glad you made an exception.”

She smiled at that. “Me too.”

The water lapped against the hull. The boat turned slowly in the current, and the lights of Gulf Shores came into view behind us, scattered and dim along the coastline.

“It’s probably good I brought you out here anyway,” Anna said.

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

“Can’t be seen around town with a man half my age. People talk.”

I laughed, genuinely surprised. “Half your age?”

“Close enough.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “You’re what, twenty-something?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“I’m forty-six. That’s almost twenty years, Jack.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“Maybe you don’t.” She leaned back on her hands, the movement making her chest press forward against the tank top. “But people would have a field day if they saw me walking into The Sandbar with you.”

“So you’re hiding me.”

“I’m being strategic.”

I shook my head, still grinning. “You don’t seem like someone who worries much about what other people think.”

“I don’t. But I also don’t need the hassle.” She tilted her head, studying me.

“I got you,” I said. “I don’t mind being a secret.”

She smirked. “Good.”

We sat there for a while longer, not talking, just watching the stars come out and the lights of the shore grow brighter as full dark settled in.

Eventually she stood and stretched. The tank top rode up slightly, showing a strip of tanned stomach above the waistband of her shorts. Her body moved with easy confidence, every curve on display without trying to be.

“We should probably head back,” she said. “I’ve got an early assessment tomorrow in Orange Beach.”

“Yeah. I’ve got to be at the marina by six.”

She went back to the helm. I followed and stood beside her as she started the engine. The outboard rumbled to life, and she turned us east toward the Intracoastal.

The ride back was quieter, both of us lost in our own thoughts. The wind felt cooler now, the temperature dropping as night settled in fully.

I heard it again when she throttled down approaching the canal—that faint knock, more pronounced now at lower RPMs. It nagged at me.

Anna kept one hand on the wheel and the other resting on the console. Her hair blew back from her face, and her profile in the dim glow of the instrument lights was sharp and beautiful.

I almost didn’t want the night to end.

But the canal came into view ahead of us, the narrow cut leading back to her dock. She throttled down and guided us through the waterway. The boat glided into her slip without a bump. She killed the engine and moved forward to tie off.

I grabbed the stern line and secured it while she handled the bow. We worked together without needing to coordinate.

When the boat was tied down, I knew I had to say something.

“Your outboard,” I said. “There’s a knock in the idle. You hear it?”

Anna tilted her head, considering. “Maybe.”

“It might be worth checking.” I kept my voice casual. No point alarming her over what could be a loose mount or a fouled plug. “I could take a look at the marina, if you want. Tib’s got tools.”

She studied me for a moment, and I couldn’t tell if she was weighing the offer or weighing me. “I might take you up on that.” She smiled. “Thanks for coming out with me,” she said.

“Thanks for inviting me.”

She smiled. “You want to grab the coolers?”

We carried them up to the cottage. The porch light glowed warm and yellow against the darkness. Crickets sang in the palmetto scrub, and somewhere down the street a dog barked twice and went quiet.

She set down her cooler and turned to face me.

“This was nice,” she said.

She stepped closer. Not quite touching, but close enough.

“You should call me again,” she said. “When you want to get out on the water.”

“I will.”


Chapter Eight




The next day broke hot and bright. I was elbow-deep in a bilge pump replacement on a twenty-six-foot Grady-White when I heard the familiar rumble of an outboard coming up the channel.

I recognized the sound before I saw the boat. That knock was still there, more pronounced now than it had been last night.

Anna brought her center console around the fuel dock and eased into the guest slip nearest the repair bay. She killed the engine and stood at the helm for a moment, one hand on her hip, looking down at the outboard.

I walked over.

“Decided to take me up on that offer?”

She looked up, and the smile that crossed her face made the morning feel less brutal. She wore a fitted white tank top and khaki shorts, her chestnut hair pulled back in a low ponytail.

“It got worse on the way over,” she said.

I stepped onto the dock and caught the bow line she tossed me. “Let me finish up the job I’m on, and then I’ll pull the cowling and take a look. Shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

“I appreciate it.” She climbed off the boat with an easy grace. “I’ve got some calls to make anyway.”

“Help yourself to the coffee. I made a fresh pot around ten.”

She touched my arm as she passed. “Thank you, Jack.”

I watched her walk toward the ship’s store, the sway of her hips, the confident set of her shoulders. Then I went back to the Grady-White and tried to focus on bilge pumps instead of the way her tank top had clung to her in the heat.

The hour stretched into ninety minutes because the Grady-White’s pump housing had corroded worse than I expected. By the time I finished, the sun had climbed high enough to turn the repair bay into a furnace. I grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler Tib kept stocked and drained half of it before I walked over to Anna’s boat.

She was still in the marina store. I saw her through the window, phone pressed to her ear, pacing as she worked through something complicated. I left her to it and got to work.

I tilted the outboard up and secured it, then unlatched the cowling and lifted it free. The Yamaha four-stroke underneath looked well-maintained. Anna took care of her equipment. I checked the obvious things first: spark plugs, fuel filter, oil level. Everything looked normal.

The knock I’d heard suggested something mechanical, so I started tracing the fuel system from the tank forward. The primary filter was clean. The fuel pump looked fine. I followed the line toward the engine, checking connections, looking for wear or damage.

That’s when I found it.

The fuel line ran along the port side of the engine compartment, secured with plastic clips every six inches or so. About halfway down its length, just past the last clip, the line had a cut in it. Not a crack from age or a split from pressure. A cut, clean and deliberate, maybe a quarter inch long, sliced at an angle into the rubber.

I stared at it for a long moment.

The cut was small enough that fuel would seep rather than pour. At idle or low throttle, the leak would be minimal. The engine would run rough, maybe miss occasionally, but it would run. Under load, though, with the fuel pump working harder, the leak would worsen. The engine would starve for fuel. It would die at the worst possible moment, miles from shore.

And if the leak got bad enough, if fuel pooled in the bilge, if fumes built up in that enclosed space…

I pulled my hand back from the line and straightened up. My heart beat faster than it should have.

This had been done on purpose.

Someone had climbed onto Anna’s boat, found this line, and cut it just enough to cause problems without being obvious.

Someone wanted her stranded on the water.

Or worse.

I walked to the marina’s store and pushed through the door. Anna looked over, still on the phone, and something in my face made her stop mid-sentence.

“I’ll call you back,” she said, and ended the call without waiting for a response.

“Come look at something.”

She followed me back to the boat without asking questions. I helped her climb aboard and led her to the engine compartment. I pointed at the fuel line, at the cut that was almost invisible unless you knew to look for it.

“See that?”

Anna leaned in close. Her face registered what she was seeing. The color drained out of her cheeks, then came back in a flush of something that looked like anger.

“That’s not wear,” she said. Her voice was flat.

“No. Someone cut that line. Recently, based on how clean the edges are. A week at most, probably less.”

She straightened up and crossed her arms over her chest. The posture was defensive.

“Who has access to your boat?” I asked.

“Anyone, really. The dock isn’t locked. I’ve got neighbors who keep an eye out, but at night…” She shook her head. “I never thought I needed to worry about it.”

“You need to think about who might want to hurt you.”

Anna was quiet for a moment. I saw her running through names in her head, sorting through years of insurance claim work that had probably made her plenty of enemies.

“There are a few,” she said finally. “More than a few, if I’m honest. I’m good at my job. That means I catch people when they lie.”

“Anyone recent?”

“I’ve been doing this for twenty years, Jack. There’s a long list of people who didn’t get the money they wanted because I did my job right.”

I looked at the cut fuel line again. “We should call the police.”

“And tell them what?” Anna’s voice had an edge to it now. “Someone cut my fuel line? I don’t know who? I can’t prove anything?” She shook her head. “It’ll go nowhere. And whoever did this will know I’m scared.”

“Are you scared?”

She met my eyes. “No. I’m pissed off.”

That was fair. But being pissed off didn’t change the facts.

“I’m going to fix this line,” I said. “And then I’m going to check every other system on this boat. If someone touched anything else, I’ll find it.”

Anna watched me for a long moment. I couldn’t read her expression, but something shifted in her posture. The defensiveness eased. Not all the way, but enough.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“I know I don’t.”

She didn’t tell me no. She didn’t argue or insist she could handle it herself. She just nodded once and stepped back to give me room to work.

I spent the next three hours going through that boat with the kind of attention I used to give to helicopter systems before a rescue op. I replaced the cut fuel line with new hose from Tib’s stock. I checked every inch of every other fuel line, every electrical connection, every through-hull fitting. I inspected the steering system, the bilge pumps, the battery cables, the fire suppression system.

I found nothing else. Whoever had done this had been targeted. One cut, one problem, designed to look like equipment failure if anyone bothered to examine the aftermath.

Anna brought me water twice and a sandwich once. She didn’t hover, didn’t watch over my shoulder, just checked in and let me work. But she stayed close. I understood that. The boat was her sanctuary, and someone had violated it.

When I finished, I found her sitting on the dock with her legs dangling over the water. I sat down beside her, close enough that our shoulders nearly touched.

“It’s clean,” I said. “Whatever they were trying to do, that fuel line was it. Everything else checks out.”

She nodded slowly. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We still don’t know who did it.”

“We might never know.” She turned to look at me, and her brown eyes were steady despite everything.

“Well. If you get any ideas of who it might have been… let me know.”

She smirked. “Are you going to go beat them up for me?”

“If I have to,” I said, matching her tone. “But really, more than anything, I just want you to feel safe.”

She reached over and put her hand on my knee. Just rested it there, warm and solid.

“I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time,” she said quietly. “I’m good at it. I don’t need someone to rescue me.”

“I know you don’t.”

“But it feels good.” She met my eyes again. “Having someone show up without being asked.”

I covered her hand with mine. We sat there on the dock while the boats rocked gently in their slips and the world went on around us like nothing had changed.

But something had changed. Someone had come for her, and I wasn’t going to let that stand.


Chapter Nine




Tib’s truck pulled into the gravel lot around four-thirty, the bed loaded with boxes from the marine supply in Mobile. He noticed Anna’s boat in the guest slip.

His eyes went from the boat to me, then to the Grady-White still sitting in the repair bay with its bilge pump half-installed.

The question was clear on his face.

“Someone sabotaged Anna Kemp’s fuel line,” I told him. “Cut it clean, right where it wouldn’t be obvious. I found it when I pulled the cowling.”

Tib went still. Then he let out a string of profanity that would have made a shrimper blush, his voice low and vicious.

“Anna Kemp,” he said when he finished. “That woman’s never done a damn thing to anybody except tell the truth about their boats.” He shook his head. “Does she know who did it?”

“No.”

Tib looked toward the ship’s store, where Anna had gone back inside to make more calls.

“I can stay late,” I said. “To finish the Grady-White tonight. I couldn’t put off Anna’s situation, but I don’t want to leave you behind on the regular work.”

He waved that off. “It can wait another day. That boat’s been sitting in dry dock for three weeks already.” He turned back to me. “You did the right thing, looking out for Anna like that.”

“Seemed like the only thing to do.”

He clapped me on the shoulder as he walked past toward the store. “Go home, son. Get some rest. We’ll sort out the rest tomorrow.”
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The Sandbar’s screen door slapped shut behind me, and the familiar smell of the place hit me like a welcome home. Beer and floor cleaner and the faint ghost of a thousand cigarettes smoked before the ban. The pool table in the corner had a game going, with two guys arguing good-naturedly about a shot.

Eva spotted me before I made it halfway to the bar. Her face lit up, bright and warm and aimed right at me like a spotlight.

“Well, look who’s back.” She set down the glass she was drying and leaned against the bar with her arms crossed. “I was worried I scared you off last time.”

“It was close,” I said. “Touch and go there for a while the next morning.”

She laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She reached for a bottle without looking, her hand finding the Bulleit by memory. “Fair warning, though. The boss noticed a discrepancy between the drinks poured that night and the money earned. So I’m afraid you’re paying tonight.”

“I can live with that.”

She poured the whiskey over ice and slid it across to me. “I figured you could.” She glanced past my shoulder toward the back of the bar, and something knowing flickered across her face. “Don’t look now, but there’s a total babe checking you out.”

I turned and followed her gaze.

Rosie sat in a corner booth with three other women, all of them laughing at something one had said. She wore a simple black tank top that showed off her tanned arms, and her dark hair was down instead of pulled back the way she’d worn it on the boat.

She caught me looking and raised her hand in a small wave.

“Captain Rosie Guidry,” Eva said. There was amusement in her voice now. “She doesn’t usually fish for men. So whatever you did to get on her radar, you better not blow it.”

I took a sip of my whiskey and didn’t say anything. Eva probably thought Rosie was interested in me that way. But we’d talked about a fishing trip on the dock the other day, and that was more likely what this was about. She’d said she would check her schedule and get back to me.

I picked up my drink and walked over to her table.

The women she was with looked me over with the frank assessment that groups of women give to any man who approaches one of their own. Rosie said something to them that I couldn’t hear, and they started gathering their things.

“We were just leaving anyway,” one of them said, and the way she said it made clear they absolutely were not just leaving anyway.

I sat across from Rosie in the booth while her friends migrated to the bar where Eva was already pouring them a round.

“You clean up nice,” Rosie said. She had a beer in front of her. “I almost didn’t recognize you without the grease stains.”

I glanced down at my shirt. It was just a plain v-neck, nothing special, but it was clean and didn’t smell like diesel. “I own exactly three shirts that aren’t work clothes. You’re looking at one of them.”

“I’m honored. How’s life at Bordelon’s treating you?”

“Can’t complain. Tib’s fair, the work’s steady, and nobody’s tried to drown on me since that first day.”

“Give it time. Tourist season’s just getting started.” She took a pull from her beer. “I’ve been looking at my schedule,” she said. “I can take you out fishing on Thursday. Early morning, back by afternoon. You still interested?”

“I’m interested. I’ll have to ask Tib for the day off.”

Rosie reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. She tapped the screen a few times, held it to her ear for a moment, then set it on the table between us with the speaker on.

Tib picked up. “Hey Rosie. Everything all right?”

“Everything’s fine. I’m sitting here with Jack. I’ve got a fishing opening for him Thursday morning, but he says he needs the day off.”

There was a pause on the other end, and I could picture Tib in his office.

“Thursday,” Tib said. “Yeah, that works. He’s earned it, in more ways than one.”

Rosie’s eyes flickered to mine at that.

“Thanks, Tib,” she said. “I’ll have him back in one piece.”

“You better. Good help’s hard to find.”

She ended the call and slipped the phone back into her pocket.

“It’s settled,” she said.

“Nice work.”

I leaned back in the booth and let myself look at her. She was stunning. Not in the polished way of women who spent hours getting ready. Beautiful in a much more natural way.

I realized I was staring. Rosie didn’t seem to mind, but I looked away anyway. My gaze drifted across the bar and landed on a table near the back wall.

A woman sat alone, one I recognized. Ms. Segura, who’d come to the marina the other day. She had a laptop open in front of her and a glass of red wine at her elbow. She wore business causal clothes, and her dark hair was still pulled back in a neat bun. Her fingers moved across the keyboard and her brow was furrowed in concentration.

She looked completely out of place. Like someone had picked her up from a corner office in the city and dropped her into a dive bar on the Alabama coast without warning.

Rosie followed my gaze. “Ah. Cami.”

“She came by the marina the other day,” I said. “I couldn’t tell if she was hassling Tib or helping him.”

“Probably a little bit of both.” Rosie took another sip from her beer. “The truth is, nobody in town is a fan of someone like Cami. Government inspector, always asking questions, always finding problems.” She set the bottle down and turned it slowly on the tabletop. “But then the hurricanes come, and the buildings that she clears are the ones that don’t fall down.” She shrugged. “After a bad storm, everyone’s grateful. In between, they forget.”

I looked back at Cami Segura. She was still focused on her laptop, oblivious to the noise around her or the occasional curious glance from the regulars.

“If you ever get a chance to talk to her,” Rosie said, “be nice. She’s doing important work, even if it doesn’t always feel that way.”

“I can manage that,” I said.

She finished the last of her beer and set the bottle down. “Thursday morning. Five-thirty. Don’t be late.”

“I’m never late.”

“We’ll see about that.” She slid out of the booth and stood, and I tried not to watch the way her body moved as she walked away. I failed.

She rejoined her friends at the bar, and one of them said something that made the whole group laugh. Rosie glanced back at me once, just for a second, before she turned away.


Chapter Ten




Iwas halfway across the Sandbar’s lot, heading home, when my phone buzzed in my pocket.

Anna’s name lit up the screen.

“Hey,” I said.

There was a pause on her end. I stopped walking and waited.

“Jack.” Her voice was softer than usual, missing the easy warmth I’d gotten used to. “I know it’s late.”

“It’s not that late. What’s going on?”

“I’m being ridiculous,” she said finally. “I know I am. I’m sitting in my driveway and I can’t make myself go inside. The house is dark and I keep thinking about that fuel line, and what if someone was in there while I was gone, and I just…” She let out a breath that was almost a laugh, but not quite. “I hate this.”

“You’re still in your car?”

“Yeah. Like an idiot.”

“Stay there. I’m coming.”

“Jack, you don’t have to. I’m a grown woman. I can walk into my own house.”

“And yet you called me instead.”

She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had steadied slightly, like admitting the fear had taken some of its power away. “I’ve been taking care of myself for forty-six years. I don’t call men to come protect me from the dark.”

“First time for everything. Give me ten minutes.”
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Anna’s street was dark except for the yellow glow of porch lights scattered among the cottages. Her white sedan sat in the driveway, and I saw her silhouette behind the wheel as I pulled up beside her. She climbed out when I killed my engine.

She wore fitted jeans and a soft gray blouse, probably whatever she’d had on for her assessment work that day. Her hair was down, and in the dim light from the neighbor’s porch I noted the tension in her jaw.

“This is embarrassing,” she said as I walked toward her.

“No it’s not.”

“I’m a grown woman who’s afraid to go into her own house.”

“You’re a grown woman whose boat got sabotaged.” I stopped in front of her and looked at the cottage. The windows were dark and the porch light was off. “You have your keys?”

She pulled them from her purse and handed them over. I felt the slight tremor in her hand that she was trying to hide.

“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll check it out.”

“I should come with you. I’m not going to stand out here while you clear my house like I’m some damsel in a movie.”

“Anna.” I kept my voice gentle but firm. “I got this.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and I watched the struggle play out across her face. Pride versus fear, independence versus the simple reality that sometimes you needed to let someone help you. Finally she nodded and stepped back toward her car.

“The light switches are just inside the front door,” she said. “On the right.”

I walked up the path to the cottage. I paused at the door to listen. Nothing from inside.

I fitted the key into the lock and turned it slowly, then pushed the door open and reached for the light switch.

The living room flooded with warm yellow light. I stood in the doorway and scanned the space. Everything looked the way it had when I’d walked through on the way to her boat. So far, there were no signs that anyone had been here.

I moved through the house room by room. Kitchen first, with its white cabinets and butcher-block counters.

I checked the back door and found it locked, the deadbolt still engaged.

The bathroom was empty, the shower curtain pushed to one side.

The bedroom was undisturbed, the bed neatly made, her closet door closed.

A vibrator sat on the nightstand, purple and unapologetic, next to a half-finished glass of water and a paperback splayed open to mark her place. She’d probably forgotten about that.

And I sure as hell wasn’t going to mention it.

She was a woman who lived alone. Of course she’d own something like that.

I opened the closet and checked inside. Clothes on hangers, shoes lined up on the floor, nothing out of place. I got down on one knee and looked under the bed. Nothing but dust bunnies and a single forgotten sock.

The house was clear.

I walked back through to the front door and found Anna standing on the porch, her arms still crossed, her weight shifting from one foot to the other.

“Nobody’s been in here,” I said.

The breath she let out seemed to come from somewhere deep in her chest.

“Thank you,” she said. “I feel like an idiot, but thank you.”

“You’re not an idiot. Someone messed with your boat. You’re allowed to be careful.”

She stepped past me into the house and looked around like she was seeing it for the first time. Her hand trailed along the back of the couch as she walked, touching familiar objects like she was reassuring herself they were real.

Then she stepped closer to me. Close enough that I could smell her perfume. “Jack, I don’t know how to thank you for this. The boat, the house, driving over here in the middle of the night because I was too scared to walk through my own front door.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“Yes I do.” She reached out and touched my arm, her fingers warm against my skin. “This means a lot, that you came when I called.”

Part of me wanted to offer to stay, to make sure nobody came back while she was alone. But I didn’t want to presume. She’d asked for help getting into her house, not for a bodyguard.

And Anna was the kind of woman who would tell me if she wanted me to stay. She’d already pushed past her pride once tonight by calling me in the first place. If she wanted more, she’d ask.

She didn’t ask.

“I should let you get some sleep,” I said.

“You should.” But she didn’t step back. “Thank you again.”

“Call me if anything feels wrong.”

“I will.”
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I drove back to the marina through the empty streets, thinking about cut fuel lines and dark houses and the sound of Anna’s voice when she’d finally let herself ask for help.

Someone had come for her. Someone had wanted to hurt her, or scare her, or both.

I couldn’t let that happen again.

I was going to figure out who did this.


Chapter Eleven




Thursday morning came dark and early. I walked down to the docks at five-fifteen with a thermos of coffee and found the Rougalou already lit up, her running lights glowing red and green.

Rosie stood at the stern checking a reel. She wore canvas work pants rolled at the cuffs and a faded tank top that showed off her toned arms. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face, and she glanced up when my footsteps hit the dock.

“You’re early,” she said.

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Most people show up late. Then they complain about not catching anything because we missed the best window.” She set down the reel and looked me over. “You eat breakfast?”

“Coffee.”

“There’s biscuits in the cooler below. Grab one before we head out.”

I climbed aboard and found the cooler she’d mentioned. The biscuits were homemade, wrapped in wax paper, still faintly warm. I ate one standing at the cabin door and watched her work on the reel, and I’ll be damned if it wasn’t one of the best biscuits I’ve ever had.

She had the drag set wrong for offshore trolling, too loose, and I could see her frowning at it.

“Drag’s slipping,” I said. “Washer might be worn.”

She looked up at me, surprised. “You know reels?”

“Some. My dad was Navy, but he fished every chance he got. I grew up breaking down Penns in the garage.”

She considered that for a moment, then held out the reel. “Take a look.”

I sat down across from her and popped the side plate off. The drag washer was worn thin, just like I’d thought. “You got a spare?”

“There’s a tackle box under the console. There should be a parts kit in there.”

I found the kit and swapped out the washer while Rosie watched. She didn’t hover or second-guess, just let me work. When I had it back together, I handed it to her and she tested the drag.

“Smooth,” she said. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

“Like I said. I grew up on it.”

She nodded slowly, and I could see her recalculating something. “You know your way around a boat. I should’ve figured, with you working for Tib.”

“I didn’t want to step on your toes. It’s your boat.”

“It’s my boat, but I’m not so proud I’ll turn down good help.” She stood and gestured toward the bow. “Lines are rigged but the leaders need checking. You want to handle that while I finish the bait?”

“Sure.”

We worked in easy parallel for the next twenty minutes, prepping the boat together. I checked the leaders and retied two that had frayed. She rigged ballyhoo with quick, sure hands, loading the bait cooler with enough for a full day. When I finished with the leaders, I topped off the live well and checked the bilge pump without being asked.

Rosie noticed. She didn’t say anything, but I caught the small nod of approval.

By the time the first pale light showed on the eastern horizon, the Rougalou was ready to run.

“Cast off the stern,” she said from the helm. “I’ll get the bow.”

We handled the lines together and she brought the engine to life. The boat rumbled beneath us as she backed out of the slip and swung the bow toward the channel. We headed out into the Intracoastal as the sky shifted from gray to pink.

The run out to open water took about forty minutes. Rosie kept her eyes on the water ahead, occasionally checking the depth finder or adjusting our heading. She didn’t talk much, and I didn’t push. The silence between us felt comfortable.

The sun broke the horizon when we cleared the pass and hit the Gulf. The water stretched out flat and green in every direction, the sky above it shifting from pink to gold to pale blue. Rosie cut the engine back and let the boat settle into the swells.

“We’ll troll for a while,” she said. “See what’s moving.” She glanced at me. “You want to set the spread, or you want me to show you how I like it done?”

“Show me your way. Every captain’s got preferences.”

She walked me through her trolling setup, where she liked each line positioned, how far back to run the baits, which lures she favored for different conditions. I listened and learned, and when she was done I helped her deploy the spread without needing to be told twice.

She bent over the transom to check one of the lines, and her work pants pulled tight across her ass. I couldn’t help but look.

We trolled for two hours before the first strike. The port rod bent hard and the reel screamed, and we both moved at the same time. She got there first and pulled the rod from the holder, but instead of fighting the fish herself, she thrust it into my hands.

“Your fish,” she said. “Keep the tip up. Let him run when he wants to run.”

The fish on the other end felt like it weighed more than I did. The line peeled off the reel in bursts, and every time I thought I’d gained ground the fish would surge again and take back everything I’d won.

My arms burned. Sweat ran down my face and into my eyes.

Rosie stood beside me, not touching, just present. She called out when the fish turned, told me when to reel and when to ease off.

She didn’t grab for the rod or try to take over. She let me fight my own battle.

Twenty minutes later, a bull dolphin surfaced beside the boat, exhausted and brilliant. The colors were brilliant—electric blue and gold and green, shifting and shimmering in the morning light.

“Gaff’s on your right,” Rosie said.

I grabbed it with one hand while I kept tension on the line with the other. She moved in close to take the rod, and I leaned over the gunwale and sank the gaff into the mahi’s shoulder. I swung it over the rail and dropped it into the fish box in one motion.

“Nice fish,” she said. “Maybe thirty pounds.”

I was breathing hard, my shirt soaked through, my hands cramping. But I was grinning.

“First mahi?” she asked.

“First anything that size.”

She looked at the fish and then at me, and for just a second I saw something warm break through the careful blankness she usually wore. “You did good. Most people would’ve lost him on that second run.”

“Good coaching.”

“Good instincts.” But she was almost smiling when she said it.
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We fished for another four hours and fell into an easy rhythm. When a rod went off, whoever was closer grabbed it, and the other worked the gaff or cleared the other lines. I caught two more mahi and lost a king mackerel that threw the hook right at the boat. Rosie landed a wahoo that she said was the biggest she’d seen all season.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, the walls started coming down.

“My grandfather taught me to fish,” she said during a lull between strikes. “Out in the bayous, back home. He’d pick me up before dawn and we wouldn’t come back until dark. My grandmother hated it. Said he was turning me into a swamp rat.”

“Sounds like a good way to grow up.”

“It was.” She adjusted one of the outriggers, her eyes still on the water. “First boat I ever captained was a twenty-foot pile of junk he left me when he passed. That thing broke down every other trip. I spent more time with my head in the engine compartment than I did actually fishing.”

“But you learned.”

She glanced at me. “You can read all the manuals you want. Doesn’t mean a damn thing until something breaks down ten miles offshore and you’ve got to fix it or swim home.”

We headed back in around one o’clock, the cooler heavy with fish. Rosie offered me the helm through the Intracoastal and I took it, keeping the speed steady and the bow pointed true. She sat on the gunwale and watched the water go by, more relaxed than I’d seen her.

The wind pressed her tank top flat against her body, and once again I got a real sense of the figure she kept hidden under those practical clothes. Full breasts, flat stomach, the kind of curves that would turn heads. She had a body that girls my age would kill for. She caught me looking, but she didn’t say anything. Just turned back to the water with the hint of a smile.

Bordelon’s Marina came into view around a bend in the waterway, the drunk pelican sign visible even from a quarter mile out. I eased back on the throttle as we approached and Rosie came up beside me.

“I’ve got it from here,” she said. “Nice driving.”

She guided us into her slip, and I handled the lines without being asked. Bow first, then stern. She killed the engine and the sudden quiet felt almost loud after hours of motor noise and wind.

“Thank you,” I said. “For taking me out. That was one of the best days I’ve had in a long time.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “You’re good company. You know what you’re doing and you don’t talk too much.”

“That sounds like high praise.”

“Highest I give.” She climbed onto the dock and stretched, her tank top riding up to show a strip of tanned stomach above her waistband. “Come on. Let’s get these fish cleaned.”

We carried the cooler up to the fish cleaning station near the ship’s store. Tib came out to see what we’d caught, and he whistled low when Rosie opened the lid.

“Hell of a haul,” he said. “That wahoo’s gonna make somebody a nice dinner.”

“Jack pulled his weight out there,” Rosie said. “He knows his way around a boat.”

Tib looked at me with approval. “Good to hear.”

Rosie started filleting the fish with quick, expert strokes. I’d cleaned plenty of fish in my life, so I grabbed a knife and started on one of the mahi. She glanced over, saw I knew what I was doing, and went back to her own work without comment.

We were almost done when a car pulled into the gravel lot. Not a truck, not a boat trailer. A dark sedan with tinted windows and Louisiana plates.

Rosie’s knife stopped mid-stroke.

The driver got out. He was maybe sixty, gray-haired, wearing a suit that looked wrong for the Gulf Shores heat. He walked toward the fish cleaning station with a manila envelope in his hand and an expression that said he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Rosalie Guidry?” he asked.

Rosie set down her knife slowly. Her face had gone blank, all the warmth from the day draining out of it.

“Yeah. Who’s asking?”

“I’m a process server, ma’am. I’ve been trying to reach you for two weeks.” He held out the envelope. “You’ve been served.”

Rosie didn’t move to take it. The man set the envelope on the edge of the cleaning table, between the fish guts and the fillets.

“Have a good day,” he said, and walked back to his car without looking back.

The sedan pulled out of the lot. The sound of its engine faded into the afternoon quiet.

Rosie stared at the envelope like it was a snake that might bite her. Her hands hung at her sides, and I could see the faint tremor in her fingers.

“Rosie,” I said quietly. “What’s that?”

She didn’t answer. She picked up the envelope with hands that weren’t quite steady and tore it open. Her eyes moved across the first page, and I watched her face as she read. The blankness cracked. Something raw showed through, just for a second, before she got it under control.

“It’s from my ex-husband’s lawyers,” she said. Her voice was flat. “He’s claiming the Rougalou was purchased with marital assets. He wants half its value or he’s going to force a sale.”

“Can he do that?”

“I don’t know.” She looked up at me, and the fear in her eyes hit me harder than anything I’d seen from her. “I don’t know what he can do anymore. I don’t know what’s real and what’s just him trying to get inside my head again.”

She set the papers down on the cleaning table. Her hands were shaking.

“I can’t think about this right now,” she said. “I need to finish these fish.”

She picked up her knife and went back to filleting, but her strokes were ragged. The blade slipped once and she nearly cut herself. She set the knife down carefully, both hands flat on the table, and took a breath.

“Son of a bitch,” she said quietly. “Two years. Two years I’ve been gone, and he still won’t leave me alone.”

I didn’t say anything. I just stood there beside her, close enough that she knew she wasn’t alone, far enough that she had room to breathe. I didn’t try to fix it or offer advice or tell her it would be okay. I just waited.

After a long moment, she let out a breath and picked up the knife again.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For not asking a bunch of questions.”

“I figure you’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

She looked at me then, really looked, and something shifted in her expression. Not trust, exactly. But maybe the beginning of it.

“Yeah,” she said. “Maybe I will.”


Chapter Twelve




The crunch of tires on crushed shell made me look up from the cleaning station.

An F-250 rolled into the lot, black and chrome. It had that showroom shine, not a speck of dust on it despite the gravel roads. The windows were tinted dark, and even before the driver’s door opened I knew what kind of man was going to step out.

The door swung open and he climbed down. Six feet, thick through the chest and shoulders, with the build of a man who’d been an athlete once and now just looked like he enjoyed his steaks. His skin was leathery tan, the kind that came from decades of sun damage. His silver hair was slicked back from his forehead.

He wore an expensive fishing shirt covered in sponsor logos, performance sunglasses pushed up on his head, and a gold watch.

Everything about him screamed look at me.

Rosie went still beside me. Her knife hovered over the cutting board, and her jaw tightened.

“Who’s that?” I asked quietly.

“Clark Goddard.” She said the name like it tasted bad. “Runs a charter operation out of Orange Beach. He’s got the biggest boat, the most clients, and the smallest dick on the Gulf Coast.”

The man walked toward us with the unhurried swagger of someone who expected the world to make room for him. His eyes swept over the fish cleaning station, over Rosie’s catch laid out on the table, over me.

“Well, well.” His voice carried across the lot, loud enough that Tib would hear it inside the store. “Rosie Guidry. Haven’t seen you in a minute, sweetheart. Still running that little boat of yours?”

Rosie didn’t look up from her work. “Hey, Clark.”

“That’s a decent wahoo.” He leaned in closer than he needed to, crowding her space. “What is that, maybe forty pounds? I pulled a sixty-pounder last week. Had to fight her for damn near an hour.”

“Good for you.”

He laughed like she’d said something funny. His teeth were so white they had to be veneers. “Still got that attitude. I always liked that about you.” His eyes moved over her in a way that made my hands tighten on the fillet knife. “You know, if you ever want to work on a real boat, I’m always looking for good deckhands. I’d treat you right.”

“I’d rather drown.”

Clark’s smile flickered, just for a second, before he got it back under control. That’s when his attention shifted to me.

“Who’s this?” He looked me up and down like he was appraising livestock.

“Jack Deason,” I said. I didn’t offer my hand.

“Jack.” He drew the name out, tasting it. “You working for Tib now, chief?”

“That’s right.”

“Huh.” He glanced around the marina with an expression of exaggerated pity. “Well, I guess somebody’s got to. Place has seen better days.” He turned back to me and clapped a hand on my shoulder like we were old friends. “Word of advice, buddy—don’t get too comfortable. This whole operation’s gonna be a parking lot in five years. Seven, tops.”

I shrugged his hand off. “I’m good where I am.”

Something shifted in his eyes. The folksy charm cooled by a few degrees.

The screen door of the ship’s store banged open. Tib walked out with his shoulders set, and when he saw Clark his expression went carefully neutral in a way that told me it was anything but.

“Clark.” His voice was flat. “You’re early.”

“Figured I’d go ahead and get it done.” Clark spread his hands in a gesture of false reasonableness. “You know how it is. Busy man, lots of boats to run.”

Tib grunted. “Come on inside. I’ve got the contract ready.”

Clark followed Tib toward the store, but he paused at the door and looked back at us. At Rosie, specifically.

“You entering the Rodeo this year, sweetheart? Captain’s division?”

Rosie’s knife came down on the cutting board a little harder than necessary. “Haven’t decided.”

“You should. More competition’s always good.” His smile widened. “Course, I’m going for seven wins in eleven years, so don’t get your hopes up. But it’d be nice to see you out there. It would give the crowd something pretty to look at while I’m collecting my trophy.”

Rosie didn’t say anything. She just went back to filleting with short, angry strokes.

He laughed at his own joke, then called out, “Kyle, just wait for me by the truck.”

I hadn’t noticed anyone else get out of the F-250, but there he was—a wiry guy leaning against the truck’s fender, watching us. He had the lean build of someone who worked deck—sun-damaged skin and dirty blond hair under a faded cap.

The guy only leaned there with his thumbs hooked in his pockets, his eyes moving from Rosie to me to the docks and back again.

“What’s Clark’s business with Tib?” I asked.

“Fuel contract.” Rosie scraped the guts off her blade and into the waste bucket. “Bordelon’s has the only diesel pump on this stretch of the Intracoastal. Clark’s got three boats that run diesel, and the next closest pump is twenty minutes out of his way. So every year he has to come here, hat in hand, and negotiate a bulk rate for the season.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “He hates it. Tib makes him pay full price.”

“Good.”

“It’s the only leverage Tib has over him. Clark’s been trying to get a diesel pump installed at his own marina for years, but he can’t get the permits. Something about environmental regulations and proximity to the wetlands preserve.” She looked up at me, and there was grim satisfaction in her dark eyes. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

I watched the door of the ship’s store, thinking about the man who’d just walked through it. The way he’d looked at Rosie. The way he’d talked about Tib’s marina like it was already a corpse. The casual assumption that everyone wanted what he had, wanted to be what he was.

“What’s his deal with Tib? I feel like there’s something else going on besides the fuel thing?”

Rosie was quiet for a moment. She finished the fillet she was working on and set it in the cooler before she answered.

“I’ll tell you because Tib probably never will. Nineteen ninety-eight. Tib’s father won the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo, captain’s division. He beat Clark by less than a pound.” She wiped her knife on a rag.

“And Clark took that personally.”

“Clark takes everything personally. But that one?” She shook her head. “That one he’s never let go. He’s won six of the last ten rodeos, and it’s still not enough. He wants to bury Bordelon’s Marina and wants to see Tib humiliated the way he felt humiliated twenty-five years ago.”

“Over a fishing tournament.”

“That, and respect.” Rosie looked at me, and something in her expression made me think she understood that particular wound better than she wanted to. “Some men can’t stand not getting it. They’ll burn down the whole world trying to make people see them the way they see themselves.”

The door to the ship’s store opened. Clark came out first, folding a piece of paper into his shirt pocket. Tib followed a few steps behind, his face unreadable.

Clark didn’t stop to talk this time. He just lifted a hand in a wave that was almost a dismissal and walked to his truck. They other guy, Kyle, climbed into the passenger seat. The engine roared to life, and he pulled out of the lot with a spray of gravel.

Tib stood on the porch of the store and watched him go. He looked tired.

“You okay?” I called over.

He shook his head slowly. “That man’s been a thorn in my side for twenty-five years. Every time I think he’s done, he finds a new way to twist the knife.”

“What’d he want? Besides the fuel?”

Tib was quiet for a moment. “He offered to buy me out.”

Rosie’s head came up. “What?”

“Full market value, he said. Generous terms.” Tib’s voice was bitter. “Said he’d keep the name, keep the staff. Just wanted to help an old man retire with dignity.”

“That’s bullshit,” Rosie said. “He’d tear this place down the second the ink was dry.”

“I know it. He knows I know it.” Tib turned and looked at his marina—the docks, the boats, the drunk pelican on the sign. “He doesn’t actually want to buy me out. He wants me to know he could. Wants me to spend the rest of the summer thinking about it.”

He went back inside without another word.

Rosie and I stood there in the afternoon heat, the cleaned fish between us, the smell of salt and guts heavy in the air.

“He’s not going to sell,” Rosie said. “Not to Clark. Not ever.”

“I know.”

She picked up her knife and went back to work. “And thank God. Because if he did, I’d have to find somewhere else to dock. And I like it here.”

I nodded. “I like it here too.”


Chapter Thirteen




Ipulled Anna’s boat into the narrow channel that led to her dock just as the first clouds started rolling in from the Gulf. The sky shifted from clear blue to purple in the twenty minutes since I’d left Bordelon’s. The wind picked up and I could smell rain coming.

Her house occupied a point of land that jutted into the bay. The yard sloped down to a private dock where I was bringing her boat.

I cut the engine and drifted the last few feet to the dock. The current pushed me sideways but I brought the bow in clean. I tied off both lines and killed the running lights.

Thunder rumbled somewhere over the water.

The back door of the house opened and Anna stepped out onto the porch. She wore white linen pants that hung loose on her hips and a yellow tank top that showed off her tanned shoulders. She came out barefoot but slipped on sandals as she walked down the steps toward the dock.

“Jack.” She smiled when she reached the dock. “You didn’t have to do that. I would have come to get it in the morning.”

I shrugged. “It needed doing, and I was available.”

She studied me for a moment. Her eyes were warm.

“Well, thank you.” She glanced up at the darkening sky. “You planning to walk back?”

“Yeah.”

She laughed. “Come inside. I’m cooking and there’s more than enough.”

I hesitated. The wind gusted and the first drops of rain hit the back of my neck.

“I should get back before the storm hits.”

“Jack, the storm’s hitting now, and you’re going to get soaked.” She turned and started toward the house without waiting to see if I’d follow. “Come on.”

Another crack of thunder rolled across the water. The rain started coming down harder.

I followed her up the dock and across the yard.

Anna held the door open and I stepped inside. Warmth hit me when I stepped inside, along with the smell of something incredible cooking. Garlic and butter and herbs. My stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

“Shoes off,” she said. “House rule.”

I kicked off my deck shoes and left them by the door. The hardwood floor was cool.

She moved to the stove and stirred something in a large pot. “I’m making shrimp étouffée. It’ll be ready in about twenty minutes.”

“You didn’t have to feed me.”

“I know.” She poured two glasses of white wine from a bottle sitting on the counter and handed one to me. “But you brought my boat back and now you’re stuck here until the storm passes. Seems like the least I can do.”

The wine was cold and crisp. I took a drink as I watched her move around the kitchen. She knew where everything was without looking. She chopped green onions with quick strokes and added them to the pot.

“How was your day?” she asked.

I took a drink of wine and set the glass on the counter.

“I went out fishing with Rosie,” I said.

Anna’s eyebrows went up. The surprise was immediate and obvious.

“How did that go?” Her voice went high. She turned from the stove to look at me. The question had weight to it, like she was asking something more than what she’d said.

She was assuming something. I saw it in the way she studied me.

“It was good,” I said. “She knows her stuff. We caught a wahoo and some mahi.”

“I didn’t think Rosie had any openings.” Anna studied me. “She’s usually booked solid through the summer.”

“She made one for me.” I met her eyes. “As a thank you for the thing with the girl on the dock.”

Anna’s expression shifted. The surprise became something else—understanding, maybe, or confirmation of whatever theory she’d been forming. She nodded slowly and turned back to the stove.

I didn’t comment. I let her think whatever she was thinking.

There were worse things in the world than someone assuming Rosie Guidry had a thing for me.

Anna stirred the pot one last time and turned off the burner. She reached for two bowls from the cabinet above the stove.

“Food’s ready,” she said. She spooned generous portions of the étouffée into each bowl, the shrimp and vegetables thick in dark roux. “You alright eating on the covered porch? I like being outside when it rains.”

“Works for me.”

She handed me one of the bowls and picked up her wine glass. I grabbed my own glass and followed her through the living room to the sliding doors that opened onto the back porch.

The covered porch ran the length of the house, screened in with ceiling fans turning slow overhead. A wooden table and four chairs filled the space. At the far end, a porch swing hung from chains.

Rain drummed on the roof and streamed down the screens in sheets. The temperature had dropped ten degrees since the storm rolled in.

I sat down across from Anna and took my first bite of the étouffée. The flavors hit me all at once—rich, complex, the kind of cooking that took time and skill.

Anna laughed. “Good?”

“That’s one word for it.”

“My grandmother’s recipe. She was from Lafayette. She insisted I learn how to make a proper roux before she’d teach me anything else.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The rain came down harder, wind gusting through the screens and carrying the smell of wet earth and salt water. Lightning flashed somewhere over the bay.

Anna set down her spoon and took a drink of wine.

“I think I might know who sabotaged my boat,” she said.

I stopped mid-bite. “Yeah?”

“A man named Clark Goddard.”

The name landed like a stone. I set my spoon down carefully.

“Clark Goddard.”

“You know him?”

“I met him today. He came by the marina this afternoon.”

Anna’s eyebrows went up. “Well. That was only a matter of time, I suppose.”

“Why do you think it was him?”

She leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. She wrapped both hands around her wine glass.

“Six months ago, Clark filed an insurance claim after he allegedly hit a submerged log during a charter trip. Said it damaged his hull, his rudder, and his drive shaft. The estimate he submitted was for forty thousand dollars.”

I whistled low.

“The actual damage was maybe fifteen thousand. The rest was padding—upgraded parts he’d been planning to install anyway, labor charges that were inflated by a factor of three, wear-and-tear items he tried to pass off as storm damage.” She shook her head. “I approved the fifteen. I denied the rest.”

“How’d he take that?”

“About as well as you’d expect. He raged. Called me incompetent, threatened to file complaints with the state insurance board, showed up at my office twice to yell at my assistant.” She met my eyes. “He’s not the kind of man who lets things go.”

I thought about the man I’d seen this afternoon—the swagger, the condescension, the way he’d looked at Rosie like she was something he could buy. The way he’d talked about Tib’s marina.

“Six months seems like a long time to hold a grudge,” I said.

“For most people, sure.” Anna set her wine glass down and picked up her spoon again. “But Clark isn’t most people. He’s the kind of man who keeps score. He remembers every slight, every rejection, every time someone made him feel small.” She took a bite of her food. “He’s been feuding with Tib for twenty-five years over that damn fishing tournament. Six months is nothing.”

I remembered what Rosie had told me about the Rodeo.

Lightning flashed close. Thunder cracked so loud the windows rattled.

“There’s something else,” Anna said. Her voice went quieter. “A few years ago, before all the insurance business, Clark made a pass at me.”

I looked up from my bowl.

She didn’t meet my eyes. She stirred her étouffée slowly, watching the movement of her spoon.

“It was at a marina event. Some charity thing for the sea turtle conservation fund. He’d been drinking, but not enough to excuse it. He cornered me by the bar and told me I was wasting my time with insurance work. Said a woman like me should be spending more time on boats. His boat, specifically.” She shook her head. “When I turned him down, he laughed it off. But I could see it in his eyes. He didn’t like hearing no.”

The rain hammered the roof. The wind made the screens bow inward.

I set my spoon down and leaned back in my chair.

“Is there a way to prove that it was Clark?” I asked.

Anna shrugged. She looked out at the rain for a moment before she answered.

“I don’t know,” she said. She took a drink of her wine. “All I have is a hunch and a history.”

She went inside and came back with the pot of étouffée and a serving spoon. She set the pot on a trivet in the center of the table and ladled another full scoop into my bowl.

I picked up my spoon and started eating again. The flavors were even better the second time around, now that I wasn’t trying to be polite about it. I ate fast and steady.

Anna watched me from across the table.

“You’re eating like someone’s going to take that away from you,” she said.

I swallowed and wiped my mouth with the napkin.

“It’s very good,” I said. “And the only thing I had to eat today was Rosie’s biscuits.”

The grin spread across her face, amused and knowing.

“Rosie’s biscuits,” she repeated.

I heard how it sounded the second it left my mouth. I laughed.

“She made biscuits for the fishing trip,” I said. “This morning. Before we went out.”

“That’s good to know.” Anna’s voice carried a note of something I couldn’t quite place.

I thought the response was odd but I let it go. I finished the second bowl and reached for the pot without asking. Anna poured more wine into my glass while I spooned a third helping into my bowl.

The rain continued to pour down outside the screens. The wind had settled into a steady rhythm and the thunder moved off toward the east. The storm was passing.

I ate the third bowl slower, savoring it this time. Anna sipped her wine and watched the rain.

I set my bowl down and started to stand. “I’ll help clean up.”

Anna waved me off without looking away from the rain. “Absolutely not.”

“You cooked, so I should clean.”

“Neither of us are cleaning anything during a perfectly good storm.”

She walked to the edge of the screened porch and stood there watching the rain. The wind had calmed but the downpour continued steady and heavy. Water streamed down the screens in rivulets and pooled in the yard.

I stood and crossed to where she was. I stopped beside her and looked out at the storm for a moment before my attention shifted to her.

The light from inside the house caught her profile. The curve of her cheek, the line of her jaw, the way her hair fell loose around her shoulders. Her tank top showed the shape of her shoulders and the tan line where a swimsuit strap usually sat. The linen pants hung low on her hips and the fabric moved slightly in the breeze that came through the screens.

She was beautiful. Not in the way women my age were hot. This was something else.

The last few days played back in my mind.

The invitations to go out on her boat.

The call when she was afraid someone had been in her house.

The way her expression had shifted this evening when I mentioned Rosie’s name, the surprise and the questions that followed.

Anna liked me.

What was strange was that I was drawn to her too.

I had never been attracted to a woman older than me. The women I dated in the Coast Guard were my age or younger. The few relationships I’d had before that followed the same pattern.

But Anna was different. She was almost twice my age and somehow that didn’t matter.

She was attractive, yes, but it was more than that.

She didn’t talk about the same things women my age did. She didn’t fill every silence with nervous chatter or fish for compliments or play games to see if I was paying attention.

She was direct.

And from what I’d seen so far, she moved through the world with a confidence that made everything else seem uncomplicated.

It was refreshing.

She turned to face me. The movement brought her closer than I’d realized. Her eyes were serious when they met mine.

“I need to apologize,” she said.

That caught me off guard. “For what?”

A flush crept up her neck and colored her cheeks. She looked away for a second, then back at me, like she was forcing herself to maintain eye contact.

“The other night,” she said. “When you came over to check the house.” She paused. “I realized after you left, right before I went to bed, that I’d left my vibrator out.”

The words came out in a rush. The blush deepened and spread across her face. She looked mortified in a way that was somehow endearing.

I couldn’t help the small smile. “It’s all good.”

“I can’t believe I did that.” She shook her head and pressed her palm to her forehead. “Of all the things to leave on my bed… I usually put it away in my drawer, but I guess I forgot.”

I shrugged. “It’s normal to have something like that.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

She stared at me for a long moment, like she was trying to figure out if I was serious. “You’re the first man I’ve ever heard say something like that.”

That confused me. “Really?”

“All my exes were threatened by it.” Her voice carried a note of old frustration, old arguments. “Like it was some kind of… commentary on them.”

“Not me.” I met her eyes.

The confidence in my voice seemed to strike her. Her expression shifted into surprise, maybe even relief.

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” she said. The smile returned to her face, teasing now. “The younger generation is more open-minded about stuff like that.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Younger generation? You’re making me sound like a teenager.”

She laughed. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Sure sounded like it.”

She pushed my shoulder. I caught her hand before she could pull it back.

“You know what I mean,” she said, still smiling.

“Do I?” I kept hold of her hand. “Because you’re making it sound like I should be worrying about prom instead of fixing boats.”

“Oh my God, stop.” She laughed again and tried to pull her hand free. I didn’t let go. “You’re not a teenager. You’re a grown man.”

“Now you’re making me sound old.”

“You’re just a baby. You’re almost twenty years younger than me.”

“That’s a lot of years. You must be ancient.”

Her mouth dropped open in mock outrage. “You’re terrible,” she said.

“I’m just doing the math. Twenty years is a long time. You were probably around when they discovered electricity.”

“I’m forty-six, not a hundred.”

“Could’ve fooled me with all that talk about younger generations.”

She tugged, but I held on and stepped closer. The movement brought us close enough that I could smell her perfume.

“You started it,” I said.

“I was being nice.”

“You were making me feel like a kid.”

“You are a kid.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Compared to me.”

“Twenty-seven isn’t a kid.”

“It is when I have dishes older than your last relationship.”

I laughed at that. “Dishes older than my last relationship. That’s good.”

She wasn’t trying to pull away anymore. She just stood there close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. The rain drummed on the roof and the wind pushed cool air through the screens. Thunder rumbled somewhere far off.

I saw my opening and took it.

I pulled her closer and kissed her.


Chapter Fourteen




For half a second she froze. Then she melted into me and kissed me back.

Her mouth was soft and warm and she tasted like wine. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and her free hand came up to grip my shirt. I let go of the hand I’d been holding and slid both arms around her waist.

She pressed against me and deepened the kiss. Her tongue touched mine and heat shot straight through my chest. I tightened my hold on her and felt the curves of her body through the thin fabric of her tank top.

She pulled back just enough to breathe. Her eyes were dark and wide and her lips were flushed from kissing.

“Jack,” she said.

I kissed her again before she could finish whatever she was going to say.

She didn’t resist.

She opened her mouth and kissed me back harder this time. Her hands slid up my chest and around my neck and her fingers threaded through my hair.

I walked her backward until her back hit the wall beside the sliding doors. She gasped against my mouth and I pressed into her. The full length of her body was against mine now and I felt every curve. Her breasts pushed against my chest and her hips aligned with mine.

She turned her head to the side.

I kissed down the side of her neck and she tilted her head to give me better access. Her skin was warm and smooth and tasted faintly of salt. She made another one of those small sounds and her hips shifted against mine.

“Jack.” My name came out as half protest, half plea.

I pulled back enough to look at her. Her eyes were half-closed and her lips were parted. She looked beautiful and flushed and like she wanted this as much as I did.

“Tell me to stop,” I said.

She stared at me for a long moment. The rain pounded the roof and the wind pushed through the screens. Thunder rumbled somewhere over the water.

“I can’t,” she said. “I won’t.”

I kissed her again. This time there was no hesitation.

She kissed me back like she’d made a decision and committed to it.

Her hands pulled at my shirt and I helped her tug it over my head. The fabric caught on my shoulders and then it was off and she dropped it on the floor.

Her palms flattened against my bare chest. She ran her hands up over my shoulders and down my arms. The touch was exploratory and appreciative. She bit her lower lip and looked at me like she was cataloging every detail.

I reached for the hem of her tank top. She lifted her arms and I pulled it off.

No bra underneath. Her breasts were full and heavy and perfectly shaped. Her nipples were dark pink and already hard. I stared for a second before I reached out and cupped one breast in my hand.

She inhaled sharply. The weight and warmth of her filled my palm. I brushed my thumb over her nipple and she closed her eyes and bit back a moan.

I leaned down and took her other nipple in my mouth. She gasped and her hands came up to grip my shoulders. I sucked and circled with my tongue and felt her knees buckle slightly. I wrapped one arm around her waist to steady her and kept working her breast with my mouth.

“Oh God,” she said. Her voice was shaky. “Jack, wait.”

I pulled back and looked at her. She was breathing hard and her face was flushed.

“Inside,” she said. “Bedroom.”

She took my hand and led me through the sliding glass doors and across the living room. We passed through a hallway and into her bedroom. The room was simple and clean with a queen bed covered in white linens and windows that looked out over the bay.

She turned to face me and I kissed her again. I walked her backward until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed. She sat down and looked up at me.

Her hands went to the waistband of her linen pants and she unbuttoned them. I helped her slide them down over her hips and off her legs.

She was wearing white cotton panties underneath. Simple and modest and somehow sexier than anything else could have been. I could see the shadow of dark hair through the fabric and the outline of her body underneath.

I hooked my fingers in the waistband and looked at her. She nodded. I pulled them down and off.

She was beautiful. Her body was toned and soft in all the right places. Her breasts sat high on her chest despite her age. Her stomach was flat and her hips curved just enough to make my mouth go dry. The hair between her legs was neatly trimmed and dark.

I stood there and stared at her for a long moment. She shifted under my gaze and her hand moved like she wanted to cover herself.

A flush spread across her chest and up her neck. She smiled and some of the tension left her shoulders.

I unbuttoned my shorts and pushed them down along with my boxers. My cock was hard and obvious. Her eyes dropped to look at it and widened slightly.

“Oh my,” she said.

I climbed onto the bed and moved over her. She lay back against the pillows and spread her legs to make room for me. I settled between her thighs and the heat of her pressed against my cock. I kissed her and she wrapped her arms around my back.

I reached down between us and found her with my fingers. She was wet and hot and ready. I stroked through her folds and found her clit. She moaned against my mouth and her hips lifted off the bed.

I worked her slowly and watched her face. Her eyes closed and her mouth opened and her breathing went ragged. I added more pressure and circled faster. Her thighs tensed and her hands gripped my shoulders.

“Jack,” she said. “Please.”

I slid two fingers inside her. She was tight and slick and her body clenched around me. I pumped my fingers in and out while my thumb worked her clit. She rocked her hips in time with my hand and made small desperate sounds.

“I need you inside me,” she said.

I pulled my hand away and positioned myself at her entrance. I looked down at her. Her eyes were open and locked on mine. Her chest rose and fell rapidly.

I pushed inside her.

She was tight and hot and perfect. I went slow and felt every inch as I sank deeper. She gasped and her hands flew to my back. Her nails dug into my skin.

“Oh God, Jack.”

I bottomed out and paused to let her adjust. She trembled slightly.

I pulled back and thrust forward again. She cried out and her legs wrapped around my waist. I set a rhythm and she met me thrust for thrust. The sound of our bodies coming together filled the room along with her moans and my breathing.

I braced myself on one forearm and slid my other hand down between us. I found her clit again and rubbed it in time with my thrusts. She arched off the bed and her head fell back against the pillows.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, just like that.”

I felt her getting closer. Her body tensed and her breathing turned to sharp gasps. I kept the same rhythm and the same pressure and watched her face.

She came hard. Her body locked up and her inner walls gripped me. She cried out my name and her nails raked down my back. The sensation was overwhelming and I had to grit my teeth to keep from following her over the edge.

I slowed my thrusts and worked her through it. She shuddered and gasped and finally went limp beneath me. Her legs fell away from my waist and her hands relaxed on my back.

“Holy shit,” she said. Her voice was hoarse.

I was still hard inside her. I pulled out slowly and she whimpered at the loss. I knelt between her legs and looked down at her. She was flushed and sweaty and her hair was a mess on the pillow.

She looked perfect.

“Turn over,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“Turn over. On your stomach.”

She hesitated for just a second, then rolled over and pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. The position put her ass in the air and gave me a perfect view of her body. The curve of her back, the swell of her hips, the wetness between her legs.

I ran my hand down her spine and over the curve of her ass. She shivered and pushed back against my hand. I gripped her hip with one hand and guided myself back inside her with the other.

The angle was deeper this time. She gasped and dropped down to her forearms. Her face pressed into the pillow and her hands fisted in the sheets.

I started to move. Long, slow strokes that went deep and made her moan with every thrust. I kept one hand on her hip and brought the other up to grip her shoulder. The leverage let me pull her back onto me harder.

“Jack, that’s so good,” she said into the pillow.

I picked up the pace. The sound of skin on skin got louder and her moans turned into cries. I could feel the tension building within me and knew I wouldn’t last much longer.

I slid my hand around her hip and down between her legs. I found her clit and rubbed it hard. She screamed into the pillow and her whole body started to shake.

“Come for me,” I said, my voice rough. “Come again.”

“Come with me,” she said. “Come inside me.”

Her body convulsed and she cried out my name and I felt her clench.

The sensation pushed me over the edge.

I thrust deep one last time and came hard. The release was intense and overwhelming and I groaned her name as I emptied myself inside her.

I collapsed forward and caught myself on my hands before I crushed her. We were both breathing hard and covered in sweat. I pulled out carefully and she whimpered again. I rolled to the side and pulled her with me.

She turned in my arms and pressed her face against my chest. Her breathing was still uneven and her body trembled with aftershocks. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.

We lay there for a long time without speaking. The rain had stopped and the only sound was our breathing and the distant rumble of thunder moving off toward Mobile Bay.

Anna finally lifted her head and looked at me. Her hair was wild and her lips were swollen and her eyes were soft.

“That was…” she started. She stopped and shook her head. “I don’t even have words.”

I brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “Yeah.”

She laughed. The sound was breathless and happy. She kissed me softly and then settled back against my chest.

“You should stay,” she said. “Tonight.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll make breakfast in the morning.”

“Sounds good.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my chest.

“Jack?” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for not making me feel ridiculous about this.” Her voice was quiet.

I tightened my arms around her. “Nothing ridiculous about it.”

She didn’t say anything else. She just pressed closer and closed her eyes. Within a few minutes her breathing evened out and she fell asleep.

I lay there in the dark. The storm had passed completely now and the night was quiet except for the occasional drip of water from the eaves.

It wasn’t long before I closed my eyes and let myself drift off.


Chapter Fifteen




Iwoke to the smell of coffee and the sound of movement in the kitchen. Pre-dawn light filtered gray through the bedroom curtains. The clock on the nightstand read 5:05 AM.

I sat up and found my clothes on the floor. Anna’s tank top was draped over the back of a chair. I pulled on my clothes and walked out to the kitchen.

She wore work clothes—khaki shorts and a fitted white blouse, her hair still damp from a quick shower. She looked put together and professional, ready for whatever her day required.

She glanced over her shoulder when she heard me come in.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

“Coffee’s ready if you want some.”

I poured myself a cup from the pot on the counter. Open windows let cool morning air drift through the kitchen. Through the screens, the bay stretched flat and gray in the early light.

Within minutes she had two plates on the table of scrambled eggs, buttered toast, sliced strawberries.

We sat at the small table by the window. I ate without talking. Real eggs. Real coffee. The kind of breakfast I hadn’t had in weeks.

Anna ate more slowly. She sipped her coffee and looked out at the water. The morning light softened her face. Whatever tension she’d carried the night before had lifted.

We sat there and ate breakfast like we’d done it a hundred times before.

I finished my eggs and drained my coffee. When I moved to help with the plates, she waved me off.

“I’ve got it,” she said. “You need to get to work.”

I checked the time. Almost six. Tib would be at the marina already. I needed to move.

Anna walked me to the door.

“I can drop you off if you want,” she said. She said it like it didn’t matter, but something underneath made me pay attention.

She’d joked about it before. Being seen around town with someone so young. The age difference that didn’t matter to me but might matter to other people.

“I like the walk,” I said.

She nodded. The relief in her expression was subtle but present. She understood that I understood.

I leaned down and kissed her. She kissed me back, her hand coming up to rest briefly on my chest. When I pulled away she smiled.

“I’ll see you soon,” she said.

“Yeah.”

I stepped outside. Cool damp air hit me, still carrying last night’s rain. The streets were empty.

I walked back toward the marina with my mind replaying the night before.

It had felt right. Easy in a way that most things in my life hadn’t felt for a long time.

What happened next was anyone’s guess. I wanted to find out.
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I spent the morning hauling lines and scrubbing boat hulls, the kind of work that kept my hands busy but left my mind free to wander. The sun climbed higher and the heat built, and I tried to focus on the tasks in front of me. The work didn’t cooperate.

Anna underneath me, her dark hair spread across the white pillows.

The curve of her breast in my hand, heavy and soft and perfect.

The way her body had moved against mine, the sounds she had made, the taste of her skin.

I grabbed a scrub brush and attacked a patch of barnacles on the hull of a Boston Whaler.

I moved on to another boat. This one needed the bottom scraped and the waterline cleaned. I filled a bucket with soapy water and got to work. The repetitive motion helped. The physical effort pulled my attention away from the images trying to surface.

It worked for maybe ten minutes. Then I saw her face again.

The way she had looked at me right before I pushed inside her.

Her eyes wide, her lips parted, the flush spreading across her chest.

I dumped the bucket and refilled it from the dock spigot. Cold water splashed my hands and forearms.

By late morning I had worked through most of the maintenance list Tib had left for me. I restocked the fuel dock, organized the tool shed, replaced a broken cleat on dock three. The work kept me moving and mostly kept my mind occupied.

Mostly.

I stopped for lunch around noon. A sandwich from the marina store and a bottle of water, eaten at one of the picnic tables under the awning. The heat pressed down from above and rose in waves from the concrete. I ate quickly and got back to work.

Tib found me around two o’clock. I was checking the hinges on the fuel dock gate when he walked up.

“Need you to man the desk for a bit,” he said. “I have to run into Orange Beach for a part.”

I stood and wiped my hands on my shorts. “Sure thing.”

“Shouldn’t be more than an hour. Just ring up anyone who needs bait or supplies.”

“Got it.”

Tib headed for his truck. I walked back to the marina store and stepped inside. The air conditioning hit me like a blessing. The interior was at least fifteen degrees cooler than outside, and I stood there for a moment just letting the cool air wash over me.

The checkout counter faced the front door.

I took up position behind the counter. This wasn’t my normal job but it beat working in the heat.

A handful of customers came through over the next half hour. Bait, tackle, sunscreen. I rang them up and watched the door.

During a lull, my eyes landed on a small wire stand on the counter, the kind of impulse-buy display you see at every register. This one held pocket knives.

I stepped closer and looked at the display. The knives were cheap but functional, the kind of thing fishermen kept in their tackle boxes. The packaging showed enlarged photos of the blades to highlight their features.

One of the photos made me look closer.

I picked up a package and studied it. The blade in the image was serrated along one edge, smooth along the other.

My mind went back to Anna’s boat, to the fuel line I had inspected after her engine died. The cut was clean but showed marks along the edges.

The cut on Anna’s fuel line would have looked exactly like this.

I grabbed one package from the stand, rang it up on the register, pulled cash from my wallet, and dropped it into the drawer. I ripped open the package right there at the counter.

The knife weighed almost nothing in my hand. I unfolded the blade and held it up to the light. The serrations ran along the top edge, small and sharp and evenly spaced. I ran my thumb along the smooth bottom edge.

This brand of knife would have made that cut.

But this was hardly the case-breaking clue I’d initially thought. These knives sat on the counter where any customer, any fisherman, anyone with access to Bordelon’s Marina could buy one.

I folded the blade and dropped the knife in my boardshorts.

Still, it was something.

Anna would still probably want to know about this.


Chapter Sixteen




Ilooked up from the register when someone else came into the store. The woman who walked in was the same one I’d seen at the marina a few days ago, the one who’d had the tense conversation with Tib. I’d seen her again at The Sandbar when I’d been there with Rosie.

Ms. Segura. Rosie had called her Cami.

She was impossible not to notice.

She stood maybe 5’9”, and she carried herself like she was taller, the kind of posture that said she’d spent her life commanding respect in rooms that didn’t want to give it. She wore a white blouse tucked into dark slacks, both tailored to fit her body perfectly. The fabric pulled slightly across her breasts when she moved, and the cut of the pants emphasized long legs and curved hips. She had a strong and elegant figure.

Her skin was a warm brown. Her hair was dark, nearly black, pulled back in a tight bun at the base of her neck. The style showed off her face—high cheekbones, a straight nose, full lips painted in a subtle rose color. Her eyes were dark brown, intelligent and assessing.

She looked around the store, then at me behind the counter. Her expression was neutral and professional.

“Hi. Is Tib here?” she said.

Her voice was smooth and controlled, with just a hint of Texas in the vowels.

“He’s out,” I said. “Ran into Orange Beach for a part.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Is he actually out, or has he told you to say that when I come in?”

I straightened. “What?”

“He’s done it before.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, not accusing. “Told whoever was working the desk to say he wasn’t available if I showed up.”

I shook my head. “No ma’am. He’s really not here.”

She studied my face for a long moment. Something in my expression must have convinced her because she relaxed slightly.

“All right,” she said.

“Is there something I can help you with?” I said.

She hesitated, then seemed to come to a decision. “Can you give him a message?”

“Sure.”

“Tell him I found something in the paperwork. A loophole, maybe. The way the county ordinance is written, there’s an argument that he might not need to take any further action on the dock repairs.” She paused. “But I’m really hoping he found a good contractor for the work anyway. I’d hate to see anything happen to this place.”

I understood immediately. She was giving Tib an out on the legal requirement, but she wanted him to do the repairs anyway. For his own good, not because the county said so.

Rosie’s words from the other night came back to me.

If you ever get a chance to talk to her, be nice. She’s doing important work, even if it doesn’t always feel that way.

“I appreciate you looking out for this place,” I said. “I haven’t been here long, but I can tell it’s special. Tib stays on top of most things pretty well, but I always think it’s helpful to have a second pair of eyes. Especially where safety is concerned.”

Her eyes went bright for just a second, like she might cry, but she caught it fast. She blinked and the professional mask slid back into place.

But I’d seen it. The moment when my simple thank you had cracked something open.

She was used to being the hassle. The woman from FEMA who showed up to make your life harder. Nobody thanked her for doing her job. Nobody appreciated what she was trying to accomplish.

“You’re welcome,” she said quietly.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I’ve been working on the docks a lot the past couple days. I think they’re safe.”

“You think, or you know?”

“I know.” I leaned against the counter. “The pilings are solid. Checked every one for rot or marine borer damage. The decking has some soft spots but nothing structural. The cleats and tie-offs are all secure. The electrical conduit is elevated and properly sealed.”

She blinked. “How do you know all that?”

“Coast Guard.”

Understanding crossed her face. She looked at me differently now, like she was seeing me for the first time. Not just another dock hand, but someone who actually knew what he was talking about. Someone with training and experience.

“I see,” she said.

The approval in her tone was subtle but unmistakable. So was something else. A flicker of interest that had nothing to do with structural engineering.

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder and moved toward the door. “I should go.”

“I’ll pass on the message,” I said.

“Thank you.”

She pushed open the door and stepped back out into the heat. I watched through the glass as she walked across the parking lot to her car.

I stood there for a moment, thinking about the way she’d looked when I’d thanked her. Like it had been a long time since anyone had.

Another customer walked in needing a pack of hooks and some live bait.

I got back to work.


Chapter Seventeen




Later in the afternoon, Rosie walked in.

I straightened behind the counter.

She wore her usual work clothes: faded denim shorts and a gray tank top that had seen better days. Her dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

She walked up to the counter and leaned against it.

“Good day?” I said.

“Not bad. Had a family from Tennessee, a dad and two teenage boys. They wanted to catch something big enough to brag about back home.”

“Did they?”

“Twenty-pound king mackerel and a cobia that went close to forty.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and showed me a photo of three grinning men holding fish almost as long as they were tall. “They tipped well.”

I handed the phone back. “Nice.”

She tucked the phone away and looked around the store. “Where’s Tib?”

“Picking up a part in Orange Beach.”

“So you’re playing shopkeeper.”

“Somebody’s got to.”

She smiled at that.

“You doing anything tonight?” she asked.

The question caught me off guard. “No plans.”

“I still have all that mahi from our trip. Thought maybe we could grill it. If you’re interested.”

I didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. That sounds good.”

“Okay.” She pulled her phone back out and tapped the screen a few times. “I’ll text you my address. Come by around seven?”

“Works for me.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw her message. An address in Gulf Shores, not far from the marina. I saved it.

“Got it.”

She pushed away from the counter and headed for the door, then stopped and glanced back at me. “Bring beer if you want. I’ve got wine but I’m guessing you’re not a wine guy.”

“Depends on my mood.”

She laughed and walked out.

The store felt quieter after she left.

I looked at the address on my phone again. Seven o’clock. Grilled fish and beer with Rosie Guidry.

I was looking forward to it more than I probably should.

The realization hit me a minute later.

I had a date—or something like a date—with Rosie tonight.

Less than twenty-four hours after I’d been in bed with Anna.

Maybe I was reading too much into this. Grilling fish with Rosie didn’t have to mean anything.

She hadn’t given me any signals that she was interested in more than friendship. She’d been friendly, sure, and easy to talk to, but that wasn’t the same as flirting. The invitation to dinner could be exactly what it sounded like—two people sharing what they’d worked together to catch.

I was being presumptuous to think otherwise.

And even if there was something more to it, even if Rosie did have some interest, what happened with Anna last night didn’t necessarily lock me into anything. Anna hadn’t asked me for promises. We hadn’t talked about what came next or what we were to each other. She’d made a joke about being seen in public with someone my age, then kissed me goodbye and sent me on my way.

For all I knew, last night was a one-time thing for her. A good time, no regrets, but nothing she expected to repeat.

The thought bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

I liked Anna. More than liked her, if I was honest. She was smart and capable and chill, and being with her had felt easy in a way that most things in my life hadn’t felt for a long time. I wouldn’t mind if it turned into something more.

But I didn’t know if she felt the same way.

My mind started spinning through scenarios.

What if Anna did want something more, and I complicated things by getting involved with Rosie?

What if Rosie wasn’t interested at all, and I spent the whole evening reading signals that didn’t exist?

What if both of them were interested, and I had to choose between them?

I caught myself and stopped.

This was overthinking. This was taking a simple dinner invitation and turning it into a crisis that didn’t exist yet and might never exist.

I didn’t know what Anna wanted. I didn’t know what Rosie wanted. I barely knew what I wanted, beyond the fact that I liked both of them and enjoyed spending time with them.

The smart thing was to stop trying to predict the future and just deal with what was in front of me.

Tonight I was going to Rosie’s place to grill mahi and drink beer. That was it.

If something more developed, I’d deal with it then.

If it didn’t, that was fine too.
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The rumble of a diesel engine pulled my attention. I walked to the window.

A workboat was easing up to the fuel dock. Not one of the flashy charter rigs—this was a plain center console, maybe twenty-two feet, with “Goddard Charters” stenciled on the hull in faded letters. One of Clark’s utility boats.

I headed outside.

The man at the helm cut the engine and tossed a line toward the dock cleat. I caught it and tied off, then moved to the fuel pump.

I recognized him as he stepped off the boat. Kyle. Clark’s deckhand. He’d been with him the day Clark had come to the marina.

“Diesel?” I asked.

“Yeah. Fill it.”

I grabbed the nozzle and started pumping. The numbers climbed on the old mechanical gauge. Kyle stood on the dock with his thumbs hooked in his pockets, looking past me toward the slips.

“I’m Jack,” I said. “We sort of met before. When Clark came in for the fuel contract.”

“I remember.”

He didn’t offer his name. I already knew it, but the fact that he didn’t volunteer it said something.

“You run fuel errands for Clark a lot?”

“When he needs me to.”

The conversation died there. I tried one more time.

“Busy season for you guys?”

“Same as always.”

His voice was flat. His eyes still hadn’t met mine—they kept sliding past, over my shoulder, toward the water, anywhere but my face.

The pump clicked off. I topped it up, hung the nozzle back on the housing, and wiped down the deck where a few drops had spattered.

“Forty-seven sixty,” I said.

Kyle pulled a folded wad of bills from his pocket and counted out exact change. He handed it over without a word.

“Receipt?”

“No.”

He untied the line himself before I could move to help. He stepped back onto the boat, started the engine, and pulled away from the dock without looking back. No wave, no nod, no “see you around.”

I stood there and watched the boat head back toward the channel. Strange interaction. He hadn’t been rude exactly, just closed. Like a house with all the blinds drawn.

Some people were just quiet and private. Nothing wrong with it.

I shook it off and headed back inside.


Chapter Eighteen




Tib’s truck pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later. He climbed out with a paper bag under his arm and walked into the store.

“How’d it go?” he said.

“Quiet. Sold some bait and a few odds and ends.”

“Good.”

He set the bag on the counter and started pulling out parts. He’d be installing them on one of the rental boats tomorrow.

I told him about Cami’s visit and the loophole she’d found in the county ordinance, and her hope that he’d do the repairs anyway.

He grunted and nodded. “She’s a good one. Pain in the ass, but a good one.”

“She appreciated hearing that the docks are safe.”

“You tell her that?”

“Yeah.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then nodded again. “Good. She needed to hear it.”

He took his parts and headed back out to the repair bay. I stayed at the counter for another hour, handling the occasional customer.

At six I left the store for the evening and headed up to my apartment. I showered off the day’s sweat and salt and pulled on clean clothes.

I stopped at a convenience store on the way out of town. The beer cooler ran along the back wall. I grabbed a six-pack and paid at the counter.

Back in the truck, I pulled up Rosie’s address on my phone and clicked the navigation. The robotic voice told me to head west on the main road.

I drove through the heart of Gulf Shores. The main drag stretched out wide and straight, lined with beach shops and seafood restaurants, ice cream stands and mini golf courses. Neon signs glowed in the late afternoon sun. Tourists in flip-flops and sunburns crossed at the lights. Everything was bright and loud and temporary, built to separate visitors from their money before they left.

The GPS guided me past the commercial strip and into quieter territory. The road narrowed. The storefronts gave way to residential streets lined with sea oats and coastal scrub. I turned left, then right, following the voice through a neighborhood.

The houses here sat elevated on pilings, set back from the road behind privacy fences and native landscaping. Cedar shake siding weathered to soft grays. Wide decks facing the Gulf. Driveways empty or occupied by expensive SUVs with out-of-state plates. These were vacation homes, the kind of places people rented for a week in July and paid a ton for.

I slowed as the GPS announced my arrival. The house stood at the end of a quiet street, maybe fifty yards from where the pavement turned to sand. Two stories of weathered cedar with white trim and hurricane shutters. A wooden staircase climbed from the ground level up to the main entrance. The deck wrapped around the front and side, furnished with Adirondack chairs and a gas grill.

I parked in the driveway and killed the engine.

I sat there with my hands on the wheel and tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

Rosie ran fishing charters. Good charters, from what I’d seen, but still. A captain working out of Gulf Shores during the summer could make decent money, but not enough to rent a place like this during peak season, when landlords could charge whatever they wanted and tourists would pay it.

Maybe she owned it. That would explain how she could afford to live here. But even that raised questions. Fishing boat captains didn’t usually have the kind of capital it took to buy beachfront property in a tourist town.

I grabbed the six-pack from the passenger seat and climbed out of the truck. The evening air was warm and still, heavy with salt and the distant sound of waves. I walked to the base of the stairs and looked up at the house.

Whatever the story was, I’d find out soon enough.

I climbed the wooden stairs to the main entrance and knocked on the door.

A moment later the door opened, and Rosie stood in the doorway.

She’d cleaned up since I’d seen her at the marina. Her dark hair hung loose and damp around her shoulders, still wet from a recent shower. She wore denim shorts that sat low on her hips and a white tube top that hugged her body and showed off her toned arms and the curves of her breasts. Her olive skin glowed against the white fabric. She was barefoot, her toenails painted a dark red I hadn’t expected.

She smiled when she saw me. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She stepped back and held the door open. “Come on in.”

I walked past her into the house. The interior opened up into a wide, airy space with vaulted ceilings and exposed beams. The walls were painted a soft white. The furniture was modern and comfortable, clean lines and neutral colors. Large windows ran along the back wall, floor to ceiling, framing a view of the Gulf that stretched out like a painting.

“Nice place,” I said.

“Thanks.” She closed the door behind me.

She led me through the main living area. The kitchen sat to the left, separated from the living room by a granite-topped island. Stainless steel appliances, white cabinets, everything clean and organized. The mahi fillets sat on the counter in neat rows, already marinated and seasoned, ready for the grill.

She opened the fridge and I loaded the six-pack onto one of the shelves. The interior was well-stocked and organized. She grabbed two bottles from my six-pack, twisted the caps off both, and handed one to me.

“Cheers,” she said.

“Cheers.”

We tapped the bottles together. I took a long drink. The beer was cold and sharp, exactly what the evening heat called for.

Rosie picked up the plate of fish from the counter. “Let’s head outside.”

She walked to the sliding glass door and pushed it open with her hip. I followed her out onto the deck.

The view stopped me in my tracks.

The deck stretched wide and deep, wrapping around the back of the house. Weathered wood planking under my feet, sturdy railings painted white, Adirondack chairs arranged in conversational clusters. The gas grill sat to one side, already fired up and radiating heat. A hot tub was in the corner of the deck. Beyond the railing, the beach spread out in a slope of white sand that met the water in a line of foam and surf.

The Gulf stretched to the horizon. The water was calm tonight, the waves rolling in slow and steady, breaking in white crests that hissed and sighed as they spread across the sand. The sun hung low in the western sky, beginning its descent. The light turned everything gold and amber. The sky above the water glowed with streaks of orange and pink.

A warm breeze moved across the deck. It smelled like salt and heat and the faint tang of citrus from the marinated fish. The sound of the waves was constant, rhythmic, the kind of background noise that made everything else fade away.

Rosie set the plate of fish on a side table near the grill and turned to look at me. She took a drink from her beer and smiled.

“Not a bad view, right?”

“Not bad at all.”

She walked over to the grill and lifted the lid. Heat shimmered up from the grates. She checked the temperature, made a small adjustment to one of the knobs, then closed the lid again.

I moved to the railing and looked out at the water. A pelican glided past, low and slow, its wingtips nearly brushing the surface. Further out, a fishing boat cut across the horizon, silhouetted against the glowing sky.

Rosie came up beside me and leaned against the railing. She held her beer loosely in one hand and watched the water with an expression that was calm and content.

“This is why I’m here,” she said quietly.

I glanced at her. “The view?”

“The whole thing. The water, the quiet, the way everything slows down out here.” She took another drink. “I needed that.”

I didn’t press. She’d tell me if she wanted to.

We stood there in silence for a while, just taking it in.

“Grill should be ready.”

She picked up the plate of fish and carried it over to the grill. She lifted the lid, arranged the fillets on the grates, then closed it again.

“Five minutes a side,” she said. “Maybe less. Mahi cooks fast.”

“Smells good already.”

She walked back to where I stood and leaned against the railing again. The tube top pulled tight across her chest when she moved. The shorts showed off her legs. Her damp hair caught the breeze and lifted slightly off her shoulders.

I looked back at the water before she could catch me staring.

“I own this house.”

Rosie said it bluntly, no lead-in. She took another drink from her beer and kept her eyes on the water.

I turned to look at her. “Okay.”

“I’m just getting it out of the way.” She glanced at me, then back at the Gulf. “Men always wonder when they see it.”

I couldn’t help the small smile. “You got me there.”

I’d definitely been wondering.

“Men also know charter boat captains aren’t supposed to have beachfront property in a tourist town.” She turned to face me fully, one hip against the railing. “I was an ER physician in New Orleans for fifteen years. Saved my money, made some good investments, so when I left, I had enough to buy this place outright and still have a cushion.”

“That’s impressive,” I said.

She shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

I sensed there was something else there, but something in her tone told me not to dig deeper.

She paused, looked down at her beer bottle, then back at me. “When I said men always wonder, I mean it’s from when I rent the place out. To vacationers. I can always see the question on their faces when they show up. Not that I have a parade of men coming through here. That’s not what I meant. I just meant the renters. Families, mostly. Couples. People on vacation.”

I grinned. “Too late. I already have the mental image of the man parade, and it’s not leaving.”

She laughed and shoved my shoulder just hard enough to rock me back a step.

“Smart ass.”

“What number am I?” I said. “Is there even any fish left for me?”

She laughed again and shook her head. “Come on.”

“You’re the one who brought up the parade.”

“I was trying to clarify.”

“Sure you were.”

She rolled her eyes but kept smiling. She walked back to the grill and lifted the lid. The smell of cooking fish hit me immediately, rich and savory, the marinade caramelizing on the heat.

She picked up the spatula from the side table and flipped each fillet. The underside was golden brown with grill marks. She closed the lid again and set the spatula down.

“Another five minutes,” she said.

“Looks perfect.”

She walked back to where I stood and leaned against the railing again.

“This really is a good spot,” I said.

“Best decision I ever made,” she said quietly. “Buying this place. Coming here.”

I didn’t ask why a successful ER doctor would walk away from fifteen years of her life to run fishing charters in a small Gulf Coast town, although I wanted to.

The grill hissed as Rosie lifted the lid. She slid the spatula under each fillet and transferred them to a clean platter, the fish glistening with char marks and melted butter. The smell made my mouth water.

“Grab the plates from the kitchen?” she said.

I walked back inside and found two white ceramic plates on the counter, already set out with silverware and folded napkins. I brought them back to the deck and set them on the small table between the Adirondack chairs.

Rosie divided the fish between both plates and handed one to me. She grabbed her beer and settled into one of the chairs. I took the other.

The first bite was perfect. The mahi was tender and flaky, the marinade a balance of citrus and herbs that didn’t overpower the fish. The char from the grill added just enough smoke.

“Damn,” I said.

She smiled and took a bite from her own plate. “Not bad.”

“Better than not bad.”

We ate in comfortable silence for a while. The sun had slipped below the horizon now, leaving behind streaks of purple and deep orange across the sky. The temperature dropped a few degrees. The breeze picked up slightly, carrying the salt smell stronger.

“So what made you pick Gulf Shores?” she said. “When you left the Coast Guard.”

“Didn’t really pick it. Just drove until I felt like stopping.”

“Could’ve been Mobile. Could’ve been Pensacola.”

“Pensacola felt too close to where I’d been stationed. Mobile felt too much like a city. This place felt right.”

She nodded and took another bite. “I get that.”

“What about you? Why here instead of somewhere else on the coast?”

“I looked at a few places. Destin, Pensacola Beach, Orange Beach. But Gulf Shores had the right feel. Not too big, not too small. Good fishing, good people. And this house came on the market at the right time.”

“Good timing, then.”

“It was.” She looked out at the water.

We finished eating and I carried both plates back inside to the kitchen. I rinsed them in the sink and left them on the counter. I grabbed two more beers from the fridge and twisted off the caps. When I went back out, Rosie leaned against the railing again.

“Want another?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

I passed her one of the bottles and glanced toward the corner of the deck where the hot tub sat covered with a fitted tarp. “How often do you use that thing?”

“Not enough,” she said. “I keep meaning to, but by the time I get home most nights I’m too tired to bother with it.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It is.” She took a drink and looked at me over the top of the bottle. “Maybe I need better motivation.”

The way she said it left no room for misinterpretation.

I held her gaze for a moment, then looked back at the water. The sky had darkened to deep purple. The first stars were starting to show.

“You ever just sit out here at night?” I said.

“All the time. Sometimes with a book. Sometimes I just listen to the water.”

“Sounds nice.”

“You’re easy to talk to, you know that?”

“So are you.”

“Most guys aren’t.”

The air between us felt charged. She wasn’t just close. She was deliberately close, her body angled toward mine. Her eyes held mine without looking away.

I’d told myself on the drive over that this was just dinner. That I was reading too much into the invitation. That Rosie was being friendly and nothing more.

I’d been completely wrong.

She liked me. Not just as a fishing buddy or a casual friend. She liked me the way Anna had liked me last night.

I was attracted to Rosie. That wasn’t in question. She was beautiful and smart and easy to be around, and being this close to her made my pulse shoot up in ways I couldn’t ignore.

But I’d been with Anna less than twenty-four hours ago.

I couldn’t do this. Not now. Not like this.

It felt wrong to explain what had happened with Anna. That felt like betraying Anna’s privacy. It wasn’t fair to her.

I didn’t need to give Rosie details. I just needed to be honest.

All I needed to say was, I can’t right now and that would be good enough.

Then Rosie’s entire body stiffened. She turned her head sharply toward the front of the house.

I followed her gaze.

Headlights appeared. A silver Mercedes pulled in and stopped. The engine shut off.

The easy warmth from a moment ago had vanished. Rosie’s expression went tight and closed, her jaw set in a way that made her look like a completely different person.

“Shit,” she said under her breath.

A man got out of the car and started toward the beach house.

“I’m so sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know he was coming.”

“Who is he?”

“My ex-husband.”


Chapter Nineteen




The front door opened.

A man’s voice called out from inside the house. “Rosie?”

Rosie didn’t move from where she stood.

“Rosie, I know you’re here.”

The man appeared on the other side of the glass.

He was tall, maybe six feet, with the kind of build that came from regular tennis and watching his carbs. Silver-tempered dark hair, perfectly cut. He wore tailored slacks and a crisp button-down and a Rolex.

He stepped out onto the deck. His eyes went to Rosie first, then to me. His expression shifted from irritation to something sharper.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “He’s half your age.”

Rosie’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “Get out, Philippe.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. The way you always drooled over the pool boy.”

“Rich coming from the man who married his pharmaceutical rep,” Rosie said. “How’s Angelique? Still pretending she can’t smell the other women on you?”

Philippe’s smile disappeared. He took a step forward.

I moved between them.

He stopped and looked at me like I was an inconvenience he hadn’t expected. Up close, I could see the tightness around his eyes, the way his jaw worked like he was chewing something bitter.

“You don’t want to do that, son,” he said.

“Neither do you.”

We stood there for a few seconds. He held my gaze, trying to decide if I was serious.

I was.

He took a step back. His attention shifted back to Rosie.

“You can’t take the boat out,” he said. “You know that, right? You’ve been served. The injunction’s in effect. If you take the Rougarou out while this is in litigation, you’ll be in contempt.”

“The injunction is bullshit and you know it,” Rosie said. “That boat is mine. I paid for it with my own money.”

“Community property, Rosalie. We were married when you bought it.”

“We were divorced when I registered it.”

“Doesn’t matter. The purchase happened during the marriage. My lawyer’s already filed the motion.”

“Your lawyer can go to hell.”

Philippe’s face flushed red. He took another step forward.

I shifted my weight. He caught the movement and stopped.

“This isn’t over,” he said. His voice had gone low and tight. “You don’t get to walk away with everything. You don’t get to start a new life like none of it happened.”

“I didn’t walk away with everything,” Rosie said. “I walked away with what was mine.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“That’s because you rewrote the whole thing in your head.”

They stared at each other. The tension on the deck felt like it could snap.

I stepped back slightly and pulled my phone from my pocket. Philippe was too focused on Rosie to notice. I opened the phone and pulled up the number for the local police. The non-emergency line. I’d seen it posted on a bulletin board at the marina and saved it in my phone just in case.

But I wasn’t going to call the police on the man. Oh no. What I had in mind was far more entertaining.

I kept my voice low and turned slightly away. The dispatcher answered.

“This is Jack Deason. There’s a vehicle blocking beach access. Silver Mercedes.”

The dispatcher confirmed the address and said someone would be out shortly.

I ended the call and slipped the phone back into my pocket.

Philippe and Rosie were still going at it.

“You can’t keep the house and the boat and everything else,” Philippe said. “That’s not how divorce works.”

“I bought the house after the divorce was final. With my own money from my own accounts. You have no claim to it.”

“The boat’s different.”

“The boat’s mine.”

“We’ll see what the judge says.”

It wasn’t long before a tow truck rolled slowly down the road and stopped near the driveway. I knew it would be quick. Beach access violations were not tolerated in this town.

The driver climbed out. He was a big guy in coveralls with a clipboard in one hand. He walked over to the Mercedes and started hooking it up to the tow hitch.

Philippe didn’t notice. He was too busy jabbing a finger in Rosie’s direction.

“You’re not going to win this,” he said. “You think you can just⁠—”

He stopped mid-sentence when he saw Rosie trying to suppress a smile. He turned to look over his shoulder, following her gaze.

The tow truck driver had already attached the chains. The Mercedes lifted off the ground with a metallic groan.

“What the hell?” Philippe whirled and bolted down the deck stairs. “Hey! What are you doing?”

The driver looked up from his clipboard. “Vehicle’s blocking beach access. Got a call about it.”

“That’s my car!”

“Then you shouldn’t have parked it here.”

Philippe reached the front of the tow truck. “You can’t take my car!”

“I can and I am. If you want to file a complaint, you can do it at the impound lot.”

“Do you know who I am?”

The driver looked at him with the tired patience of someone who’d heard that line a hundred times. “Doesn’t matter who you are. You’re blocking beach access. That’s a violation. You’ll get your car back when you pay the fine.”

The driver climbed back into the truck. Philippe stood there for another second, then stepped aside as the truck began to roll forward.

Rosie laughed. She leaned against the railing and covered her mouth with one hand, but she couldn’t stop.

I couldn’t help it. I started laughing along with her.

The tow truck disappeared down the street with the Mercedes in tow. Philippe stood in with his hands on his hips, watching it go.

Then he turned and looked up at the deck.

His face was the color of a ripe tomato. He jabbed a finger up at me.

“You did this!” he shouted. “You called them!”

I didn’t respond.

“You think this is funny? You think you’re clever?”

Rosie wiped her eyes and leaned over the railing. “Goodnight, Philippe.”

“This isn’t over, Rosalie!”

“It is for tonight.”

He stood there for another moment, breathing hard, his finger still pointed up at me. Then he dropped his hand, turned on his heel, and stormed off down the street.

Rosie turned to me, still smiling.

“That was brilliant,” she said.

“Beach access is serious business around here.”

“I didn’t even think of that.”

“He parked right over the marker.”

She shook her head and laughed again. “God, I’ll never forget his face when he realized what was happening.”

I grinned. “Pretty sure we’ll both remember it for a while.”

She looked at me for a long moment. The tension from earlier was gone.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For stepping in. I don’t think he’d actually hit me, but… you never know. It helped that you were here. And I’m sorry again you had to see all that.”

“It’s okay.”

She leaned back against the railing. “Philippe and I were married for eight years. He cheated on me for most of them. When I found out, he convinced me it was my fault, that I’d driven him to it. That I was never home, never present, never enough.” She stopped and looked down at her hands. “I believed him for a while. Long enough that it messed me up pretty badly. By the time I figured out he was full of shit, the damage was done. I left New Orleans and my career. I came here to get away from him.”

“And he’s still showing up.”

“He can’t let it go. He has to win. Even now, two years later, he’s still trying to take things from me. The boat, the house, whatever he can get his hands on. It’s not about the money. It’s about control.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I just nodded.

She straightened up and looked at me. “Are you okay? I know this wasn’t what you signed up for tonight.”

“I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

She smiled again. “You’re a good man, Jack.”

“Just doing what needed doing.”

“Most men wouldn’t have.”

The night had settled in fully now. The stars were out. The waves continued their rhythm against the sand. The breeze moved across the deck, warm and steady.

Rosie picked up her beer from the table and took a long drink.

“I should probably call it a night,” she said. “This whole thing took the wind out of my sails.”

“I get it.”

She walked me to the front door. We stood there for a moment in the entryway. The house was quiet around us.

“Thanks again,” she said.

“Anytime.”

She leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. It was quick, just a brush of her lips against my skin, but it carried weight.

“Goodnight, Jack.”

I walked down the stairs and climbed into my truck. As I pulled away, I looked up at the house. Rosie stood silhouetted against the light from inside. She raised one hand in a small wave.

I lifted mine in return and drove off into the night.


Chapter Twenty




Itried to sleep in. My body didn’t get the memo.

Six fifteen and I was staring at the ceiling of my apartment above the marina storage building, wide awake, with no legitimate reason to get out of bed. I’d spent the last three months training myself to wake up before dawn and put in twelve-hour days on the docks. Now that I finally had a morning off, my internal clock refused to cooperate.

I gave up at six thirty and rolled out of bed.

The apartment was quiet except for the low hum of the mini-fridge in the corner. I pulled on shorts and a t-shirt, ran water over my face in the bathroom sink, and grabbed my wallet and keys.

The Leonardo da Vinci biography I’d been trying to read for a while now sat on the counter where I’d left it the night before. I picked it up and tucked it under my arm.

The morning air was already warm when I stepped outside. The sun hadn’t cleared the horizon yet, but the sky had lightened to pale blue. A few boats rocked gently in their slips. The waterway stretched out smooth and glassy.

I walked down the marina access road to the main street and turned east. The coffee shop was about a mile away, tucked between a surf shop and a real estate office. I’d passed it a few since I’d been in town but never stopped in. This seemed like the right morning to change that.

A chalkboard out front advertised their special of the day in looping script.

Inside, the place was small and crowded with mismatched furniture. A long wooden counter ran along one wall with a glass case full of pastries. The smell of fresh coffee hit me immediately. Three people stood in line ahead of me. I waited my turn.

I ordered a large black coffee. It came in a plain white ceramic mug. No paper cups, no lids, no sleeves. I appreciated that.

The back patio was through a door at the rear of the shop. It opened onto a small wooden deck with four tables, all empty. The deck overlooked a narrow canal that fed into the Intracoastal Waterway.

I sat at the table closest to the railing and set my coffee down. The book went on the table beside it. I took a long drink and felt the caffeine start to work its way into my system.

The sun broke over the roofline of the buildings across the canal. The light hit the water and turned it gold.

I opened the book and found the page I’d marked two nights ago. The biography was dense, full of details about Renaissance Florence and Leonardo’s apprenticeship under Verrocchio. I’d always liked biographies more than fiction. Something about reading how real people lived their lives felt more useful than made-up stories. I learned things. Not just facts, but ways of thinking, patterns of behavior, what worked, what didn’t.

Leonardo had been a restless guy. Apparently, he never finished half the things he started. He jumped from painting to engineering to anatomy to urban planning without staying in one place long enough to master any of it. Except he’d kind of mastered all of it. That was the strange part. He’d scattered his attention in a hundred directions and still managed to be the best at everything he touched.

I couldn’t decide if that was inspiring or exhausting.

I read for a while. I finished my coffee and went back inside for a refill, then kept reading.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I set the book down and pulled it out.

It was a text from Anna.

Hey, are you off today?

I typed back.

Yeah. First day off in a while.

The reply came fast.

Want to do a beach day?

A beach day sounded good. Better than good, actually. I’d been in Gulf Shores for a while now and hadn’t done a dedicated beach day yet.

I’m in. What time?

Just before noon? That gives me time to get some stuff together.

Works for me. I’ll pick you up.

Perfect. See you then.


Chapter Twenty-One




Ipulled up in front of Anna’s house just before noon.

The front door opened and she came out carrying a blue cooler by both handles, backing through the doorway and nudging the door shut with her hip. She wore a white bikini top under an unbuttoned linen shirt, denim cutoffs that showed off her tanned legs, and sunglasses pushed up on her head. Her hair was in a loose ponytail.

She looked amazing.

“Hey,” she said, smiling.

I met her at the bottom of the porch steps and took the cooler from her hands. “I’ve got this.”

“My hero.”

I carried the cooler to the truck and set it in the bed. Anna climbed into the passenger seat and buckled in. I slid behind the wheel and started the engine.

“We need to make a stop first,” she said. “Beer run.”

“Where to?”

“There’s a convenience store a few blocks from here. They’ve got the good stuff.”

I knew the place. I’d stopped there last night on the way to Rosie’s.

It seemed my life was taking on familiar summer patterns already.

I drove the few blocks and pulled into the parking lot. The same clerk was behind the counter. He nodded at me when we walked in like he recognized me.

Anna went straight to the beer cooler along the back wall. She grabbed a twelve-pack of something I’d never heard of, some local craft brewery, and brought it to the counter.

I paid the clerk and carried the twelve-pack out to the truck. Anna followed me and opened the cooler. Ice filled most of the interior. I set the beer inside and she rearranged the ice around it.

“There’s sandwiches in there too,” she said. “I made them this morning.”

“What kind?”

“Turkey and avocado.”

“Thank you.”

She closed the cooler and we climbed back into the truck. I pulled out of the parking lot and turned west onto the beach road. We drove past the public access points crowded with tourists, past the condo towers and the rental houses with their bright-colored umbrellas and inflatable rafts scattered across manicured lawns. The road stretched out ahead of us, following the curve of the coast.

The development thinned as we went. The buildings grew smaller and farther apart. The lots turned scrubby and wild. Eventually Anna pointed to a narrow break in the dunes.

“Turn there.”

I slowed and turned off onto a sandy track that wound through sea oats and dune grass. The truck bounced over ruts and loose sand. The track curved left, then right, then opened onto a small clearing at the edge of the beach.

The spot was a stretch of sand tucked between two rocky jetties that jutted out into the Gulf. The jetties created a natural barrier that sheltered the area from the main tourist traffic. A few other people were scattered along the sand, but it felt private, the kind of place you had to know about to find.

“This is perfect,” I said.

“I thought you’d like it.”

I grabbed the cooler from the bed and Anna carried a canvas beach bag she’d brought. We walked down to the sand and found a spot about halfway between the water and the dunes. Anna spread out a large blanket and weighed down the corners with the cooler and the bag and our sandals.

She reached for the hem of her linen shirt and pulled it off over her head. The white bikini top underneath was simple, two triangles of fabric held together by thin straps that tied behind her neck and across her back. The top lifted and shaped her breasts in ways that made my mouth go dry. The bikini bottoms sat low on her hips, tied at the sides with matching white strings. The contrast of the white fabric against her tanned skin was striking.

She definitely had the kind of figure that filled out a bikini the way it was meant to be filled out. Full breasts, rounded hips, smooth tanned skin that seemed to glow in the sunlight.

She pulled sunscreen from the beach bag. The movement made her breasts shift inside the bikini top. I watched the curve of her back, the way her shoulder blades moved, the small dimples just above the line of her bikini bottoms.

She straightened and caught me staring.

I didn’t look away.

She smiled. Not shy or embarrassed, just pleased.

“See something you like?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

She squeezed sunscreen into her palm and started rubbing it across her shoulders. I pulled my tank top off over my head and tossed it onto the blanket.

When I looked back, Anna had stopped applying sunscreen. Her eyes moved across my chest, down to my stomach, then back up. She didn’t try to hide it.

I stood there and let her look.

“Will you help me with my back?”

Anna turned and held the sunscreen bottle out to me. I took it and she turned around, gathering her ponytail and lifting it off her neck.

I squeezed sunscreen into my palm and rubbed my hands together to warm it. Then I placed both hands on her shoulders and spread it across her skin.

Her skin was warm and smooth under my palms. I worked the sunscreen across her shoulders, down between her shoulder blades, then along the curve of her lower back. Her muscles shifted beneath my hands.

I took my time. I made sure to cover every inch of exposed skin, working the sunscreen in slow circles. When I reached the small of her back, just above the line of her bikini bottoms, she arched slightly into my touch.

I finished and stepped back. She turned around and reached for the bottle.

“Your turn.”

I handed it to her and turned my back. She squeezed sunscreen into her hands and pressed them against my shoulders. Her touch was firm, her palms sliding across my skin in smooth strokes. She worked down my spine, her fingers tracing the muscles along either side. When she reached my lower back, her hands lingered for a moment before sliding around to my sides.

She stepped closer. Her breasts brushed against my back. The contact sent heat through my chest.

“All done,” she said quietly.

I turned around. She was close enough that I could smell the coconut scent of the sunscreen mixed with whatever lotion she wore. Her eyes met mine and held.

Neither of us moved for a few seconds.

Then she smiled and stepped back. She capped the sunscreen and dropped it into the beach bag.

We settled onto the blanket. I opened the cooler and pulled out two beers, twisted the caps off both, and handed one to her. She took a long drink and sighed.

“This is exactly what I needed.”

“Same.”

The sun beat down on us. The waves rolled in with a rhythmic crash and hiss. A few gulls circled overhead, calling to each other in sharp cries.

Anna stretched her legs out in front of her and leaned back on her hands. The position pushed her chest forward. The white bikini top pulled tight across her breasts.

I took another drink of beer and looked out at the water.

An older couple walked past along the waterline, the man in swim trunks and a faded t-shirt, the woman in a one-piece suit and a wide-brimmed hat. The man’s gaze drifted toward Anna as they passed. He didn’t turn his head, but his eyes tracked her for a few seconds before he looked away.

A little while later, two men in their fifties or sixties walked by in the opposite direction. Both of them looked. One of them said something to the other and they both glanced back over their shoulders.

I watched them go and wondered what they were thinking. Anna was beautiful, that much was obvious. But I wondered if part of their attention came from the fact that she was with me, a guy in his twenties.

Anna noticed me watching them. She smiled.

“What are you thinking?”

“Just noticing the attention you’re getting.”

“Am I?”

“You know you are.”

She laughed. “I guess I’ve gotten used to it.”

“Does it bother you?”

“Not really. It’s harmless.”

I took another drink of beer. “I thought you didn’t want to be seen with such a young guy.”

She turned her head and looked at me. “I was mostly joking about that.”

“Mostly?”

“I don’t care what people in town think. I stopped caring about that a long time ago.” She paused and took a drink. “Besides, if anything, a lot of the women my age would be jealous if they knew.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” She grinned. “You’re not exactly hard to look at, Jack. And you’re new in town. Trust me, you’ve been noticed.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. It seemed like the kind of thing women said to make men feel good, not something that was actually true.

Anna must have seen the skepticism on my face because she laughed again.

“I’m serious. You have no idea, do you?”

“No idea about what?”

“That half the women in Gulf Shores have their eye on you.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is. I’ve heard the talk. You’re the hot new dock hand. Single, mysterious, good-looking. You’re basically catnip.”

I shook my head. “You’re messing with me.”

“I’m not.”

I thought about Rosie. About the dinner last night. I needed to tell Anna about it. She probably already knew. Gulf Shores was a small town and people talked. But I didn’t want her to hear it from someone else and think I was hiding something.

Before I could say anything, Anna stood up and brushed sand off her legs.

“Come on. Let’s go swim.”

She walked toward the water without waiting for me to respond. The white bikini bottoms hugged her hips and showed off the curve of her backside. Her hair swung across her shoulders with each step.

I finished my beer, set the bottle in the sand next to the cooler, and followed her.

The water was warm when I waded in. Anna was already waist-deep, standing with her back to me, looking out at the horizon. I walked up behind her and she turned around.

“Water feels good,” she said.

“Yeah.”

A wave rolled in and lifted us both slightly. Anna moved closer and reached out to steady herself with a hand on my chest. Her palm rested against my skin, warm despite the water.

I put my hands on her waist.

She looked up at me. The sunlight caught her eyes and turned them almost gold. Her lips parted slightly.

I leaned down and kissed her.

She kissed me back immediately. Her mouth was soft and warm. Her arms came up around my neck and she pressed herself against me. Her breasts flattened against my chest, the wet fabric of her bikini top slick between us.

I slid my hands around to her lower back and pulled her closer. Her body fit against mine perfectly. She opened her mouth and I tasted the beer on her tongue.

The water moved around us but we stayed locked together. My hands moved up her back, tracing the curve of her spine, then down again to her hips. Her skin was slippery with sunscreen and water.

She looked up at me, breathing hard. Her cheeks were flushed.

“I’ve been wanting to do that all morning,” she said.

“Me too.”

She kissed me again. This time it was hungrier.

Her hands moved down my chest and around to my back, her nails dragging lightly across my skin. I slid one hand up to the back of her neck and tangled my fingers in her hair.

Her hips pressed against mine. I could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her bikini bottoms.

I moved my other hand lower, cupping the curve of her backside. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and pressed harder against me.

Another wave rolled in and lifted us both. We broke apart for a second, steadying ourselves, then came back together. Her mouth found mine again. Her hands roamed across my back, my shoulders, my chest.

I kissed her jaw, her neck, the hollow of her throat. She tilted her head back and her breathing quickened. My hands explored the shape of her body, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hips, the firm muscle of her thighs.

When we finally pulled apart, Anna rested her forehead against my chest. Her hands stayed on my shoulders.

I glanced toward the shore. The two men who’d walked past earlier stood near the jetty, both of them staring in our direction.

You’re welcome for the show, I thought.


Chapter Twenty-Two




Afew minutes later, we walked back to the blanket and dropped down onto it. The sun had climbed higher and the heat pressed down on us. I reached into the cooler and pulled out two more beers and handed one to Anna.

She took a long drink and sighed. “Perfect day.”

“Yeah.”

I took a drink of my own beer and set it in the sand beside me. My bag was next to the cooler. I’d brought the knife from the marina.

I needed to tell her about it. She deserved to know. But I didn’t want to ruin the day.

I looked out at the water for a few seconds, then reached for the bag and pulled it closer. Anna watched me with a curious expression.

“What’s up?”

I unzipped the bag and pulled out the knife, then set it on the blanket between us.

Anna leaned forward and looked at it. Her brow furrowed.

“What’s that?”

“A folding knife. I found it for sale at Bordelon’s yesterday.”

She picked it up and turned it over in her hands. The blade was still folded into the handle.

“Why are you showing me this?”

“The blade matches the cuts on your fuel line.”

Her eyes flicked up to mine. “You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure.”

She looked back down at the blade. Her expression had gone serious.

“Where did you find it?”

“By the register at Tib’s.”

She was quiet for a few seconds. Then she closed the blade and set the knife back down on the blanket.

“So anyone could have bought it,” she said slowly. “Which means this doesn’t really tell us anything.”

“It’s a start.”

“Is there a way you can figure out who bought one recently? Surely Tib keep sales records.”

“I can ask him.”

She nodded, but her expression was still thoughtful. “Even if you find someone who bought this knife recently, that doesn’t prove anything. They could have owned it for a year.”

“True.”

“But it’s still worth checking. Just to see.”

“Yeah.”

She picked up her beer and took another drink. Her gaze drifted out toward the water. The waves rolled in steadily, one after another, crashing against the sand and retreating in a white froth.

“I still think it was Clark Goddard,” she muttered.

I didn’t argue. I thought the same thing.

“It feels good to have someone looking out for the first time in a long time,” she said.

The words sat heavy in my chest. I reached out and took her hand. Her fingers curled around mine.

“I’ve got your back,” I said.

“I know.”

We sat there for a while, hands clasped, staring out at the Gulf. The sun beat down on us and the beer sweated cold in my other hand. Anna’s thumb traced slow circles against my palm.

After a few minutes, she squeezed my hand and let go. She reached into the cooler and pulled out two sandwiches wrapped in plastic. She handed one to me and unwrapped the other.

“Let’s eat before these get soggy.”

I unwrapped mine and took a bite. Turkey, avocado, lettuce, tomato on whole grain bread. Simple and good. We ate in comfortable silence, watching the water and the people scattered along the beach.

When I finished, I balled up the plastic wrap and shoved it into the bag. Anna finished hers a minute later and did the same.

She leaned back on her hands and tilted her face toward the sun. The white bikini top stretched across her chest. The curve of her breasts rose and fell with her breathing.

I finished my beer and set the empty bottle in the sand. Anna reached for hers and drained the last of it, then set her bottle next to mine.

I realized that as long as I was telling Anna about the knife, I also needed to tell her about Rosie.

“There’s something else I should mention,” I said.

Anna turned her head toward me. “Okay.”

“Rosie invited me over last night. To her place. She wanted to grill up the fish we caught on our trip.”

Anna’s mouth curved into a knowing smile. “I told you the women in Gulf Shores had their eye on you.”

My mind went back to the beach house, to the way Rosie had looked at me across the table, the way she’d leaned in when she talked.

“Why are you telling me this?” Anna asked.

She didn’t sound mad, just curious.

“Being honest,” I said. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

“That’s nice.” She paused. “Definitely preferable to the men I’ve known before who ran around behind my back. But I never locked you down into anything exclusive, Jack.”

“Right.”

I didn’t know what else to say. For all I knew, Anna had other men she was seeing. We hadn’t talked about it. We hadn’t defined anything.

Maybe that was fine. Maybe it didn’t need to be more complicated than this.

“How’s Rosie doing?” Anna asked.

I hesitated to share Rosie’s business.

Anna must have read something on my face because her expression softened. “I know she’s been having trouble with her ex lately.”

“You two friends?”

Anna shrugged. “Friendly. We chat when we see each other every so often, usually at the Sandbar.”

That made sense. Gulf Shores was small enough that people who weren’t exactly friends still knew each other’s business.

Anna studied my face more closely. “Did something happen?”

I decided to tell her. Rosie’s situation wasn’t exactly a secret, and Anna clearly already knew some of it.

“Her ex showed up last night. During dinner.”

“Philippe?”

“Yeah. He made a scene. Threatened her. Said she can’t use the boat anymore because he filed for an asset partition through the court. Apparently he’s claiming it was marital property and she took it without his permission.”

“Oh no…”

“She said the boat is rightfully hers, but he’s filing paperwork anyway. Either way, it sounds like she can’t legally use it to run her fishing trips now.”

Anna’s expression darkened. “That sounds exactly like something Philippe would do. He’s been harassing her for two years. She came here to get away from him and he won’t let it go.”

“Why does he care?”

“Because she left him. And because she’s the one person who wouldn’t put up with his bullshit.” Anna shook her head. “Philippe Guidry can’t stand that Rosie walked away. So he’s trying to destroy her piece by piece.”

I thought about the way Philippe had looked at Rosie last night. The cold satisfaction in his eyes when he saw how much his words had hurt her.

“She said the same thing,” I said. “That he just wants to hurt her.”

Anna picked up a handful of sand and let it sift through her fingers. “Men can be such assholes sometimes.” She looked at me. Her expression softened again. “Thanks for not being an asshole.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




The sun had dipped lower in the sky by the time we started packing up. The heat had softened into something more bearable. The beach had emptied out some. A few joggers passed by along the waterline.

Anna stood and stretched her arms over her head. The white bikini top lifted with the movement. I grabbed the empty beer bottles and carried them to the cooler.

“That was a perfect afternoon,” Anna said.

“Yeah.”

I folded the blanket while she gathered the towels. She bent to pick up the sunscreen bottle and I noticed the sand stuck to her backside. White grains clung to the curve of both cheeks where the bikini bottoms sat low on her hips.

I grinned. “You can’t get in my truck like that.”

She straightened and turned to look at me. “Like what?”

“You’ve got sandy cheeks.”

Her hand came up to her face. She brushed at her left cheek, then her right, feeling for sand.

“Not those cheeks.”

I walked around behind her. The sand covered both sides where the white fabric met tanned skin. I raised my hand and brought it down on her left cheek with a light smack. The sand scattered. I did the same to the right side.

Anna yelped and spun around, laughing. “You don’t need to spank me to get the sand off.”

I smirked. “It was stuck on there pretty good.”

“Oh really?”

She stepped closer. Her eyes narrowed in playful challenge. Then her hand came up and smacked my ass hard enough to sting. I jerked forward.

“Hey!”

“What?” She hit me again on the other side. “Just getting the sand off.”

I hadn’t even been sitting in the sand. I grabbed for her but she danced back out of reach. She was laughing hard now, her whole face lit up.

I took a step toward her and she backed up another step. Her foot caught in the sand and she stumbled. I caught her by the waist before she could fall. She grabbed my shoulders to steady herself.

We stood there for a few seconds. Her body pressed against mine. Her laughter faded but the smile stayed on her face.

“Truce?” she said.

“Truce.”

She reached up and kissed me quickly. Her lips were warm and soft. When she pulled back, she was still smiling.
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I pulled out of the parking lot and headed back toward town. Anna rolled her window down and let the wind blow through the cab. Her hair whipped around her face.

Anna turned to look at me as I merged onto the main road.

“You still hungry?”

The sandwich had been good but small. My stomach felt like it had plenty of room left.

“Yeah, actually.”

“I know a place. It’s kind of dumb but it’s great after a beach day.”

She gave me directions as I drove. We headed east along the beach road, past motels and gift shops and miniature golf courses lit up with neon. The sun sat lower now, the light turning everything golden.

After a few miles, Anna pointed to a parking lot on the right. “There.”

The restaurant looked like a tiki bar dropped onto the beach—thatched roof, bamboo everywhere, plastic palm trees flanking the entrance. A hand-painted sign announced it as “Captain Mike’s Beachside Grub.”

Definitely a tourist spot.

We climbed out of the truck. Anna grabbed her beach bag and slung it over her shoulder. The white bikini top peeked out from under the linen shirt she’d thrown on. Her cutoff jean shorts sat low on her hips. She’d left her hair down.

The interior was dimmer, cooler, decorated with fishing nets and plastic crabs. A hostess station sat near the door. A teenage girl in a Captain Mike’s t-shirt looked up from her phone.

“Two?”

“Yeah,” Anna said. “Can we sit on the patio?”

“Sure.”

The girl grabbed two plastic menus the size of newspapers and led us through the restaurant. We passed a bar with blenders running and a kitchen window where cooks shouted orders. The smell of fried food hung in the air.

The patio opened onto the beach. Tables with sun-bleached umbrellas faced the water. Most of them were empty. We were early enough to beat the dinner rush.

The hostess led us to a table near the railing. We had a fantastic view of the water.

“Your server will be right with you.”

The girl dropped the menus on the table and left.

Anna opened hers and I did the same. The menu was massive, full of pictures and bad puns.

Shrimply Amazing Tacos.

Nacho Average Nachos.

That kind of thing.

A waitress appeared a minute later. She was maybe twenty, blonde ponytail, bright smile.

“Welcome to Captain Mike’s. Can I start you off with something to drink?”

Anna closed her menu and looked up. “Two frozen margaritas. The biggest ones you’ve got.”

The waitress grinned. “You got it.”

She disappeared back inside.

“This place is definitely a tourist trap,” I said.

“Completely. But sometimes you need a giant frozen drink and terrible puns.”

I glanced out at the view. The sun hung low over the Gulf, turning the water orange and pink. The waves rolled in steady and calm. A few people walked along the shore, silhouettes against the light.

Then I looked back at Anna.

The sunset was nice. But the view across from me was better.

She sat with her elbows on the table, her linen shirt loose and open over her bikini top. She bit her lower lip while she read, completely focused on deciding what to eat.

I watched her for a few seconds. She glanced up and caught me staring.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Her mouth curved into a smile. “You’re looking at me like you’re deciding what to eat.”

“Maybe I am.”

She laughed. “Focus on the menu, Jack.”

I looked back down at the plastic pages. Everything came fried and with fries. My stomach growled.

The waitress returned with two massive margaritas in fishbowl-sized glasses. She set them on the table with a flourish.

“There you go. Ready to order?”

Anna set her menu down. “I want the chicken wings. The hot ones. A big plate.”

The waitress wrote it down. She looked at me.

I’d been planning to order something else. A burger maybe. Or fish tacos. But hearing Anna say she wanted a big plate of hot wings made my mouth water. Nothing sounded better right now.

“Same,” I said. “Make it two big plates.”

The waitress collected the menus. “You got it.”

She left. Anna picked up her margarita and took a long pull through the straw. Her eyes closed for a second and she made a satisfied sound.

“Oh, that’s good.”

I grabbed mine and took a drink. It was sweet and slushy and strong. The kind of thing that went down easy and hit you later.

We sat there for a while, drinking our margaritas and watching the sun sink lower. The patio started to fill up around us. Families with sunburned kids. Couples holding hands. Groups of college-aged guys already loud from day drinking.

Anna leaned back in her chair and stretched her legs out under the table. Her bare foot brushed against my ankle. She left it there.

“Tell me something I don’t know about you.”

“Like what?”

“Anything. What did you want to be when you were a kid?”

“A pilot.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. My dad took me to an airshow when I was six. I saw the Blue Angels and decided that’s what I wanted to do.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “Needed a college degree to be a pilot. I joined the Coast Guard instead.”

She nodded slowly. “Do you regret it?”

“No.”

It was the truth. I’d loved being a rescue swimmer.

Right up until the end.

Anna must have sensed the shift because she didn’t push. She took another drink and changed the subject.

“My turn. I wanted to be a marine biologist when I was a kid. Specifically, I wanted to study dolphins.”

“Did you?”

“Sort of. I got the degree. Never did the dolphin thing.” She smiled. “Turns out most marine biology jobs don’t involve swimming with dolphins. They involve sitting in labs looking at water samples.”

“So you went into insurance instead.”

“So I went into insurance instead. Not quite as glamorous, but it pays better.”

The food arrived a few minutes later. Two enormous plates piled high with chicken wings, golden and glistening with sauce. The smell hit me immediately. Spicy, tangy, smoky.

The waitress set them down along with a stack of napkins. “Careful, those are hot. Can I get you anything else?”

“We’re good,” Anna said.

The waitress left. Anna picked up a wing and bit into it. Sauce smeared across her lips. She closed her eyes and made another satisfied sound.

“Oh my god. So good.”

I grabbed one and took a bite. The heat hit first, then the flavor underneath. Perfectly crispy skin, tender meat, sauce that was sweet and spicy at the same time.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. Anna worked through her pile methodically. Sauce got on her fingers, her chin, the corner of her mouth. She didn’t seem to notice or care.

I finished my third wing and reached for another. Anna looked up at me. Sauce covered half her face. A smear ran from the corner of her mouth down to her chin. Another streak crossed her left cheek.

I laughed.

She frowned. “What?”

“You’ve got sauce everywhere.”

“I do?”

She grabbed a napkin and wiped at her mouth. She missed the spot on her chin entirely.

“Still there,” I said.

She wiped again. This time she got part of it but left a new smear on her cheek.

I shook my head. “You’re making it worse.”

“Where is it?”

“Everywhere.”

She wadded up the napkin and tossed it at me. “You’re not helping.”

I caught the napkin and set it on the table. We kept eating. Anna attacked her wings with complete focus. More sauce ended up on her face. She didn’t seem to care at all.

By the time we finished, both plates were empty except for a pile of bones. My stomach felt full and satisfied. Anna leaned back in her chair and wiped her hands on a napkin.

The waitress appeared with a white cardboard box. She set it on the table between us.

“Wet wipes. Figured you might need these.”

She cleared our plates and left. I opened the box. It was packed full of individually wrapped towelettes, probably thirty or forty of them.

Anna reached for one. “That’s a lot of wipes.”

“The waitress saw that more sauce got on your face than went into your mouth.”

Anna ripped open the packet and started wiping her hands. “Maybe I like it like that,” she said.

“Maybe you do.” I smirked.

Her eyes widened as she finally realized how what she’d said sounded. “I meant the wing sauce!”

“Uh huh.”

“I did. I meant I like getting messy when I eat wings.”

“Sure.”

Her face flushed. The color spread from her cheeks down her neck. “I wasn’t talking about anything else.”

“Too late. You already said it.”

I picked up my drink and took a long pull. Then I set it back down and looked at her.

“I take it back.”

“Can’t take it back.”

She covered her face with both hands. Her shoulders shook with laughter. “Oh my god.”

I grinned. “You walked right into that one.”

She peeked at me through her fingers. Her eyes were bright with amusement despite the embarrassment.

She dropped her hands and shook her head. The smile stayed on her face. “You’re terrible.”

“You like it.”

“Maybe. You missed a spot by your ear.” I reached across the table with my own wipe and got it for her.

I picked up my margarita and drained the last inch of slush from the bottom. The sweetness had faded, leaving mostly melted ice and tequila. Anna’s glass sat nearly empty too. The alcohol had settled into a pleasant buzz behind my eyes—not drunk, not even close, just warm and loose. The drink was meant to be photographed rather than get you wasted.

The sun had dropped below the horizon. The sky held onto streaks of orange and purple. Around us, the patio had filled up.

The noise level had risen steadily. Conversations competed with Jimmy Buffett coming through the speakers. Someone dropped a glass at the bar and people cheered.

I noticed a group of three women at the doorway. The hostess greeted them with menus.

One of them I recognized immediately.

Rosie.


Chapter Twenty-Four




The hostess led them toward the far side of the patio. One of them had that overpacked look of someone trying to fit a week’s worth of vacation into a long weekend. The other wore a visor and a shirt that said “Beach Please” in glittery letters.

Definitely tourists.

Anna followed my gaze. She straightened in her chair.

“Oh look, there’s Rosie.”

Rosie must have felt us watching. She turned her head and spotted us. Her face brightened. She lifted her hand and waved, her smile wide and genuine.

Relief washed through me before I’d even realized I’d been tense. I’d wondered how this would play out, whether she’d feel weird seeing me with Anna after last night.

Apparently not.

I raised my hand and waved back. Anna did the same.

The hostess led Rosie and her friends to their table. Rosie said something to them and gestured in our direction.

Anna turned back to face me. She tapped her fingers against the side of her empty glass.

“I’ve been thinking about what you told me,” she said. “About Rosie’s boat.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s not right. What her ex is doing. She built a whole life here. She runs a good business. And now he’s trying to take her boat away just to hurt her.”

I’d thought the same thing all day. Philippe Guidry was a vindictive asshole, plain and simple.

Anna’s gaze drifted back toward Rosie’s table. The three women had settled in and were looking at menus.

“Those are tourists,” Anna said.

“Seems like it.”

“She probably promised them a fishing trip when they came to visit. That’s why she invited them. And now she can’t take them because Philippe filed his paperwork.”

It made sense. Rosie didn’t strike me as someone who had a lot of close friends. If she’d invited friends to visit, she would have planned something special for them, like a day on the water, offshore fishing, showing them what she did.

And now Philippe had taken that away from her too.

Anna tapped her fingers again, then she nodded once, a sharp decisive motion.

“I’m going to offer to let her use my boat.”

I looked at her. “That’s a generous thing to do.”

“It’s the right thing to do.” Anna’s voice carried an edge now. “She shouldn’t have to cancel on her friends because her ex is being a jackass. My boat’s just sitting at the dock. She might as well use it.”

I didn’t argue. Anna was right. And watching her get fired up on Rosie’s behalf made something warm settle in my chest. She didn’t have to care. She could have heard the story and moved on. Instead she was ready to step in and help someone who needed it.

Rosie stood up from her table across the patio. She said something to her friends and then walked toward us.

She reached our table and smiled. “Hey, you two.”

“Hey,” I said.

Anna gestured to the empty chair. “Sit with us for a minute. I want to ask you something.”

Rosie pulled out the chair and sat down. “What’s up?”

Anna leaned forward slightly. Her expression turned serious. “Jack told me what happened last night. With your ex. I hope I’m not barging into your business too much.”

Rosie’s shoulders lifted in a small shrug. “Things happen when your ex is crazy.”

Her tone was light, but I caught the tightness around her eyes. She didn’t want to dwell on it.

Anna nodded. “I wanted to offer you something. You can use my boat.”

Rosie blinked. “What?”

“She’s just sitting at my dock right now. You’re welcome to use her for charters until you can use yours again.”

Rosie stared at Anna for a few seconds. She looked like she was about to decline out of reflex politeness. Then she stopped herself.

“Are you sure?”

“Completely sure,” Anna said. “I’d rather someone use her than have her sit there collecting barnacles.”

Rosie’s gaze shifted from Anna to me, then back to Anna. “I was about to have to break the news to my girlfriends over there that I couldn’t take them fishing tomorrow. But now I don’t have to.”

The relief on her face was obvious.

I liked seeing her like that.

“Thank you,” Rosie said. She reached across the table and squeezed Anna’s hand. “Seriously. Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome.”

Rosie pulled her hand back and looked at me. A hint of mischief crept into her expression.

“Did Jack tell you the rest of the story?”

Anna’s eyebrows went up. “No. What’s the rest?”

“Jack got Philippe’s car towed.”

Anna’s mouth dropped open. She turned to look at me with wide eyes. “You didn’t tell me that part.”

Rosie leaned back in her chair. The mischief had fully taken over now. “Philippe parked in front of a beach access. Jack called it in. That’s what finally made him leave last night.”

Anna started laughing, drawing glances from nearby tables. She shook her head at me. “You left out the part where you’re the hero.”

“It wasn’t heroic,” I said. “I just made a phone call.”

“A phone call that got rid of the asshole harassing Rosie,” Anna said. She looked at the other woman. “And he didn’t even mention it.”

“So modest,” Rosie said, grinning. “He saved that girl who fell off the dock last week and barely said two words about it.”

“Gulf Shores’s new modest hero,” Anna said.

They both looked at me like I was some kind of exhibit at a museum. Heat crept up the back of my neck. My face probably matched the color of the wing sauce Anna had smeared all over herself earlier.

“Can we talk about something else?” I said.

Anna reached across the table and patted my hand. “Aw, he’s embarrassed.”

“He is,” Rosie agreed. “Look at him. He’s turning red.”

“I’m not turning red.”

“You are,” Anna said.

Both women laughed.

Rosie stood up. “I should get back to my friends. But seriously, thank you, Anna. This means a lot.”

“Don’t mention it,” Anna said.

Rosie looked at me. “And thank you for last night. For listening, and for the tow truck thing.”

“Anytime.”

She walked back to her table.

Anna turned back to face me. She had that pleased expression people get when they’ve done something good for someone else.

“That felt nice,” she said.

“Yeah.”

The patio had grown darker while we’d been talking. String lights had come on overhead. The noise level had climbed even higher. More people crowded around tables. More drinks flowed from the bar.

“We should probably get going,” Anna said. “Before this place gets any crazier.”

I nodded and stood up. Anna grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder. I pulled out my wallet and left cash on the table to cover the bill and tip.

We walked back through the restaurant toward the exit. The bar area had turned into a mass of bodies. People stood three deep waiting for drinks.

We stepped out into the parking lot. The air outside felt cooler and cleaner after the packed interior. The sky had gone dark, and stars had started to appear overhead.

Back in the truck, Anna rolled her window down again. The breeze that came through carried the salt smell of the Gulf.

The beach road had grown busier. Cars full of people cruising, looking for the next bar or party. Music thumped from open windows. Groups of tourists wandered along the sidewalks.

Anna leaned back against the seat and turned her head to look at me.

“Today was perfect,” she said.

“Definitely.”

She reached over and rested her hand on my thigh. Her palm was warm through the fabric of my board shorts. I covered her hand with mine.

We drove back through town like that, her hand on my leg and mine over hers, the warm night air flowing through the cab.
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I pulled into Anna’s driveway and put the truck in park. The house sat dark and quiet. Little Lagoon stretched out behind it, the water black and still under the stars.

Anna unbuckled her seatbelt but didn’t move to open her door.

“Do you want to come in?” she asked.

I didn’t hesitate. “Yeah.”

We got out of the truck. Anna led the way up the steps to the front porch. She dug her keys out of her bag and unlocked the door.

I followed her inside. She flipped a switch and warm light filled the entryway.

Anna crossed through the living room and into the kitchen. She set her beach bag on the counter and lifted the cooler onto the kitchen table. The empty bottles inside clinked together.

Anna turned back to face me. She leaned against the kitchen table. Sand still dusted her legs. Her hair had dried in loose waves around her shoulders. Her white linen shirt hung open over her bikini top.

Then she glanced down at herself, at the sand on her skin and the salt dried on her arms.

“We should probably shower,” she said.

The words hung in the air between us. Her tone was casual, but her eyes held mine with clear intent.

Heat rolled through my chest and settled lower.

“Yeah,” I said. “We should.”

She walked toward me and stopped close enough that I could smell the sunscreen on her skin. She looked up at me.

“Come on,” she said.

She turned and walked down the hallway.

I followed her into the bedroom, then to another door on the far side of the room. She opened it and flipped on the light. The bathroom was small but clean.

Anna reached up and pulled the elastic band from her hair. Her hair fell loose. Then she reached behind her neck and untied her bikini top.

The fabric fell away. She caught it in one hand and tossed it onto the counter.

I couldn’t look away from her.

“Are you coming?” she asked.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Istepped into the shower after her.

The water was hot, almost too hot, steam rising thick around us. She stood under the spray with her back to me, water streaming down her shoulders, her spine, the curve of her ass. I watched for a second, then I closed the distance between us.

My hands found her hips. She leaned back against my chest. The water pounded down on both of us now, slicking our skin, running in rivers between our bodies.

I kissed the side of her neck. She tilted her head to give me room. My hands slid up from her hips, over her stomach, and cupped her breasts. The weight of them filled my palms, slippery with water. Her nipples were hard against my fingers.

“Jack.” My name came out half breath, half moan.

I turned her around to face me. Water ran down her face, caught in her eyelashes, dripped from her chin. She blinked up at me through the spray and I kissed her. Her mouth opened under mine and I tasted her mixed with the hot water.

She pressed into me, her breasts against my chest, her hips against mine. I was hard—had been since she dropped that bikini top—and she felt it. Her hand slid between us and wrapped around me.

I groaned against her mouth.

She stroked me slow at first, then faster. I pressed my forehead against hers, breathing hard, watching her face through the steam. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted, a small satisfied smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

This woman…

I grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away. She made a small sound of protest.

“Not yet,” I said.

I backed her against the tile wall. She gasped at the cold, then gasped again when I dropped to my knees in front of her. The water beat down on my back as I lifted one of her legs over my shoulder.

I leaned in and tasted her.

She cried out, and her hands flew to my head, fingers threading through my wet hair. I worked her with my tongue, long slow strokes at first, learning what made her breath catch, what made her thighs tremble. Her hips bucked against my mouth and I gripped her ass to hold her steady.

“Oh God,” she said. “Oh God, Jack, right there⁠—”

I stayed right there. I gave her exactly what she needed, and I felt it building in her—the tension in her thighs, the pitch of her moans climbing higher, her fingers tightening in my hair to the point of pain. I didn’t stop. I pushed her harder, faster, relentless.

She came with a ragged cry that echoed off the tile. Her whole body shook and her knees buckled. I held her up, kept her pinned against the wall while the orgasm rolled through her in waves. Only when the trembling stopped did I ease her leg down and rise to my feet.

She stared at me with glazed eyes. Water streamed down her face. She looked wrecked.

“Turn around,” I said.

She didn’t hesitate. She turned and braced her hands against the tile wall. I stepped up behind her and she arched her back, pressing her ass against me.

I positioned myself and pushed into her in one long stroke.

The sound she made was primal. So was the one I made. She was tight and hot and perfect, and the slick heat of her nearly undid me right there.

I gripped her hips and began to move. Long, deep strokes that drove me all the way in and pulled almost all the way out. The shower spray hit my back and ran down between us where our bodies joined.

“Harder,” she said.

I gave her harder.

The slap of wet skin filled the bathroom, mixed with her moans and my ragged breathing and the roar of the water. The muscles in her back flexed and her shoulder blades shifted as her body took everything I gave her and demanded more.

I bent over her, my chest against her back, my mouth at her ear. “Tell me what you need.”

“Touch me,” she gasped. “While you’re inside me.”

I snaked one hand around her hip and found her clit. She jerked against me and cried out. I matched the rhythm of my fingers to the rhythm of my hips—stroke and thrust, stroke and thrust—and felt her body start to tighten around me.

“Come for me,” I said against her ear.

Her body clenched and pulsed around me and the sensation dragged me over the edge with her. I buried myself deep and let go, spilling into her with a groan. The release hit me, and for a long moment there was nothing but her body and mine and the water pounding down on us.

We stayed there, braced against the wall, breathing hard. The steam swirled around us. My legs were unsteady. So did hers—I felt her trembling under my hands.

I pulled out slowly and she turned to face me. Her smile was lazy, satisfied, the smile of a woman who’d gotten exactly what she came for.


Chapter Twenty-Six




Afterward, we’d dried off and stumbled into her bedroom. The bed was large and soft. We’d fallen into it together, bodies still damp, and kissed some more.

Then other things happened, the kind that left us both breathing hard and tangled up in the sheets.

Now we lay on our backs, naked under a single sheet. The room was dark except for faint moonlight through the window. The air conditioning hummed somewhere in the house. Outside, I heard the quiet lap of water against the dock.

I stared at the ceiling. My body was loose, satisfied. The bed was the most comfortable thing I’d slept on in months, maybe years.

If I wasn’t careful, I might be tempted to stay here every night.

The sheet rustled as Anna shifted beside me. I turned my head to look at her. In the darkness, her body was a silhouette. The curve of her hip, the line of her waist, the soft swell of her breast. She lay on her side, head propped on one hand.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Sure.”

“How do you feel about Rosie?”

The question caught me off guard. I blinked at the ceiling, then looked back at her silhouette.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, do you think she’s attractive?”

Lying would have been the safe play. But Anna had been nothing but honest with me. I owed her the same.

“Yeah,” I said. “She is.”

Anna nodded slowly. Her expression was lost in the dark, but her gaze was on me. I felt its weight.

“She’s attracted to you too,” Anna said.

I frowned. “She hides it well.”

Anna laughed softly. “She does not. You just have to know what to look for.”

“What am I supposed to be looking for?”

“Well, for starters, you had her biscuits.”

That sounded like an innuendo. A weird one, but an innuendo nonetheless. My brain tried to figure out what the hell she meant by it.

Anna must have sensed my confusion. She laughed again, shoulders shaking.

“Not like that,” she said. “I mean you literally had her biscuits. When she took you fishing. You told me she made you homemade biscuits.”

“Oh. Yeah. She did.”

“Rosie is famous for her biscuits around town. She only makes them for people she really likes.”

I processed that information slowly. Rosie had made me biscuits, and apparently that meant something.

“How would I know that?” I asked.

“You wouldn’t. That’s why I’m telling you.” Anna’s voice carried a note of amusement. “But I knew. The second you told me she made you biscuits, I knew she liked you.”

“That was a while ago,” I said. “You knew all this time?”

“I did.”

In the darkness, I could see the outline of her face, nothing more. “And you didn’t say anything?”

“What was I supposed to say? ‘Hey Jack, that woman you just met likes you, thought you should know’?” She laughed quietly. “Besides, I liked you too. I wasn’t about to point you in someone else’s direction.”

I shifted on the bed. The sheet slid lower on my chest. The air conditioning made the room cool enough that I appreciated the warmth of Anna’s body next to mine.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” I said. “You and I have a thing. Rosie knows about it. She saw us together tonight.”

Anna didn’t respond right away. The silence stretched out. I could feel her thinking, could sense the wheels turning in her head.

Finally, she spoke.

“What if you didn’t have to choose?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

Anna shifted closer. Under the sheet, she laced our fingers together.

“Rosie’s been alone for a long time,” she said. “Since her divorce. A lot of men have tried to date her. She always turns them down.”

“Okay.”

“But you’re different. You’re the first man in a while that she’s made biscuits for. Took fishing for free. Invited over for dinner. Rosie doesn’t do that.”

Anna had a point. I didn’t know Rosie well, but I knew enough to understand she kept people at a distance. She’d been hurt badly. She didn’t trust easily. The fact that she’d opened up to me at all was significant.

But I still didn’t understand what Anna was getting at.

“So what are you saying?” I asked. “That I should go be with Rosie instead?”

“No. Not instead.”

Anna paused. I felt her thumb stroke across the back of my hand. Her touch was gentle, reassuring.

“I’m already sharing my boat with Rosie,” she said. “Maybe I can share something else.”

The implications crashed through me like a wave hitting a seawall.

“Anna—”

“Just think about it,” she said.

She leaned over and kissed my cheek. Her lips were soft and warm. Then she rolled away from me, turning onto her other side. The sheet rustled again as she settled into her pillow.

“Goodnight, Jack,” she said.

I lay there staring at the ceiling. My mind raced. The implications kept unfolding, one after another, each one more impossible than the last.

Anna’s breathing evened out beside me. She’d fallen asleep, or at least was pretending to. Either way, the conversation was over for tonight.

I closed my eyes and tried to do the same.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Iwoke to movement in the room. The faint gray light of pre-dawn filtered through the curtains. Anna’s silhouette stood near the sliding glass door. She wore a white terrycloth robe tied at the waist.

She slid the door open, stepped out onto the patio, and closed it behind her.

I sat up and pushed the sheet aside. The air conditioning prickled goosebumps across my bare skin. I found my board shorts on the floor where I’d dropped them last night and pulled them on. Then I crossed to the sliding glass door.

Anna walked across the patio toward the dock. The dock lights cast yellow pools on the wooden planks. Another figure was already there, near the stern of Anna’s boat.

Rosie.

Anna walked down the dock to meet her. They stood close together and talked. I couldn’t hear what they said through the glass, but their body language looked easy and comfortable. Rosie gestured toward something on the boat. Anna nodded and pointed at something else.

After a minute or two, Rosie climbed aboard. She settled into the captain’s chair and turned the key. The engine rumbled to life. The sound carried across the water in the still morning air.

Anna untied the lines and tossed them onto the deck. Rosie gave her a wave, then eased the throttle forward. The boat pulled away from the dock in a smooth arc. The running lights glowed red and green as the boat turned toward the open water of Little Lagoon.

Anna stood on the dock and watched until the boat disappeared around a bend. Then she turned and walked back toward the house.

I moved away from the door before she could catch me watching. I pulled on my t-shirt. By the time Anna came back inside, I was sitting on the edge of the bed.

“I was trying not to wake you.”

“It’s fine. I saw Rosie taking the boat out.”

Anna smiled. She crossed the room and leaned down to kiss me.

“I’m going to make breakfast,” she said. “You hungry?”

“Always.”

“Good answer.”

I stretched. Last night had been great. The kind of great that made everything else fade into the background.

After using the bathroom, I followed the smell of coffee into the kitchen.

Anna stood at the stove. She’d changed out of the robe into a simple cotton sundress, light blue with thin straps over her shoulders. Her feet were bare. She flipped something in a pan with a spatula. Whatever it was smelled incredible.

A pot of coffee sat on the counter. I found a mug in the cabinet above it and poured myself a cup. The coffee was dark and strong.

“How do you like your eggs?” Anna asked without turning around.

“However you’re making them is fine.”

“Good. Because I’m making them scrambled with cheese and tomatoes from my garden.”

She scraped the eggs onto two plates already loaded with bacon and toast, then nodded toward the patio.

“Let’s eat outside.”

I grabbed my coffee and followed her out onto the patio. The sun had started to rise over Little Lagoon. The water had turned from black to deep blue, and the sky above it glowed orange and pink. The air was cool and clean. In another hour it would be hot, but right now the temperature was perfect.

Anna set the plates on a small table between two chairs. She went back inside and returned with her own coffee and a bottle of hot sauce. We sat down.

The food tasted as good as it smelled. Fluffy eggs, rich with cheese. Crispy bacon. Thick-cut toast, buttered.

Anna ate more slowly, watching the sun climb over the water.

I finished my eggs and leaned back. The mug was warm in my hands. The caffeine hit my system, sharpening everything.

Anna set her fork down and looked at me. Her brown eyes were clear and calm in the morning light.

“Were you serious about what you said last night?” I asked.

Anna smiled, then her expression turned more thoughtful.

“Those tourist restaurant margaritas are big and they taste awesome,” she said. “But they’re not strong. I remember everything from last night. And now that I’ve slept on it, I still mean what I said.”

I looked at her across the table. The sunrise caught her face and made her skin glow gold. She looked beautiful and confident and completely sure of herself.

I wanted to ask her why. Every woman I’d ever been with would have recoiled at the idea of sharing me. They would have seen it as a threat, a betrayal, an insult. Anna was suggesting it like it was the most natural thing in the world.

But I kept my mouth shut.

I wasn’t going to talk her out of it. If Anna wanted to make this offer, who was I to argue? I just needed to figure out what it meant and whether I could actually do it without hurting anyone.

Anna watched me with that same calm expression. She didn’t push. She just waited.

I drained the last of my coffee and set the mug down on the table. The sun had climbed higher now. The morning had fully arrived. The heat was starting to build.

“I need to get to the marina,” I said.

Anna nodded. “Okay.”

I reached for my plate. Anna waved me off.

“Leave it. I’ll clean up.”

“You sure?”

“Of course.”

I leaned down and kissed her. She lifted her hand and cupped the back of my neck. The kiss lasted longer than I’d planned. When I pulled back, she smiled at me.

“Rosie will dock at the marina after her fishing trip today,” she said. “Maybe then would be a good time to make your move.”

She smirked. There was mischief in her eyes.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Tib stood behind the counter in the marina office, sorting through invoices, reading glasses perched low on his nose. He glanced up when I entered.

“Need something?” he asked.

I crossed to the counter and looked at the display rack mounted on the wall behind him. Pocket knives hung in neat rows, maybe twenty of them total. The blades were folded closed, but I’d seen enough of them around the marina to know what they looked like open. Stainless steel with a distinctive serrated edge that ran for about two inches before transitioning to a smooth cutting surface.

“I have a weird question,” I said.

Tib set the invoices down and pulled his glasses off. “Shoot.”

“Do you have sales records for those knives?”

He glanced at the rack behind him, then back at me. His pale blue eyes narrowed slightly.

“Of course. Why?”

“The blade on those knives matches the cut on Anna’s fuel line. The serration pattern is the same.”

Tib’s eyes went wide. He turned back to look at the knives again, then faced me.

“You’re sure about that?”

“Pretty sure. I got a good look at the damage.”

Tib rubbed his jaw. The white stubble there made a scratching sound under his palm. He thought for a moment.

“That might not be such a long shot,” he said. “Those knives are the only brand that has that specific serration pattern. I made a deal with the owner a few years back. I sell them exclusively here at the marina. They aren’t for sale anywhere else in Gulf Shores.”

Heat rolled through my chest.

“So whoever cut Anna’s line very likely bought the knife here,” I said.

“Very likely.” Tib nodded slowly. “Come on back. We’ll check the records.”

He lifted the hinged section of the counter. I followed him into the back office. The back office was stuffed with filing cabinets, a cluttered desk, an old desktop computer.

Tib settled into the chair. The monitor flickered to life. He opened a spreadsheet and pulled up a file.

“This goes back six months,” he said. “I can expand the date range if we need to, but let’s start here.”

I scanned the list over his shoulder. Tib kept thorough records. Names, dates, items purchased, credit card numbers.

I scanned the list. Most entries were for fuel, bait, ice. A few showed knife sales. Individual purchases, one or two at a time.

Then I saw it.

Clark Goddard. Date of purchase was three weeks ago. Item purchased was listed as “x10.”

Ten knives.

“There.” I pointed at the screen.

Tib squinted at the entry. He grunted.

“Clark bought ten of them,” I said.

Tib sat back. He crossed his arms and stared at the monitor.

“Buying knives in bulk doesn’t necessarily make him guilty,” he said. “Clark has a big crew. He might have bought them for his people. I vaguely remember that day. He came in, said something about needing quality gear for his guys.”

The information sat heavy in my mind. Ten knives was a lot. But Tib had a point. Clark ran a charter operation. He had deckhands, mates, captains working under him. Buying tools for his crew wasn’t unusual.

Still, the timing felt too convenient. Three weeks ago was right before Anna started having issues with her boat. And Clark had made his feelings about Bordelon’s Marina clear. He wanted to see this place fail.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and opened my messages. I typed out a text to Anna.

Clark Goddard bought ten of those knives from Tib three weeks ago. Might not mean anything, but thought you should know.

I hit send.

The message delivered. Three dots appeared, disappeared, then appeared again.

Finally, her reply came through.

Ten? That seems like a lot. But you’re right. Could be nothing. Thank you for checking.

Tib still sat at the desk. He stared at the screen with his arms crossed.

“What do you think?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I think Clark Goddard is a loudmouth and a bully, but I don’t know if he’s the kind of man who’d sabotage someone’s boat. That’s a line most people won’t cross.”

“Most people,” I said. “But not all.”

Tib turned his head to look at me. His expression was grave.

“No,” he said. “Not all.”
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The afternoon dragged on at the register. The usual parade of customers came and went—boaters restocking ice, tourists buying bait they’d never use, locals picking up fuel additives and bilge cleaner.

Live music at The Sandbar was the topic of the hour. A couple mentioned it while buying beer, and an older woman asked her husband if they should go, and he grumbled something about hating crowds but she could drag him along if she wanted.

Apparently tonight was a thing.

Tib walked in around three. He wiped his hands on a shop rag and tossed it onto the counter.

“Rosie’s coming in,” he said. “Go help her dock.”

My pulse kicked up.

I walked out into the heat. I shaded my eyes against the sun. Anna’s boat motored toward the marina. I knew the lines of it, the way it sat in the water. Rosie stood at the helm. Two other women sat in the fighting chairs near the stern. Rosie’s friends from the restaurant last night.

Rosie throttled back as she approached the slip. The boat slowed to a crawl. She handled the controls with easy competence, making small adjustments to bring the bow around. I walked to the edge of the dock and waited.

She cut the engine. The boat drifted the last few feet. I caught the bow line she tossed and secured it to the cleat. She came around to the stern with the other line and tied it off. The two women climbed out onto the dock, happy and sunburned in that satisfied way people get after a good day on the water.

“How’d it go?” I asked.

Rosie stepped onto the dock and pulled her sunglasses off, her dark eyes bright.

“Went well,” she said. “Even though I wasn’t on my normal boat. Threw off my rhythm a bit, but I adjusted.”

One of the friends laughed. She was the taller of the two, with short blonde hair and freckles across her nose.

“She’s just being modest,” the friend said. “The trip was amazing. Best fishing I’ve done all year.”

Rosie waved her off. “You’re just easy to please, Joyce.”

She walked to the stern and opened the fish box. The box was packed with ice, along with red snapper, a couple of king mackerel, three or four decent-sized grouper. A solid haul by any measure.

“Not bad for an off day,” I said.

Rosie smiled. “Not bad at all.”

Joyce and her friend gathered their things and headed toward the marina.

The water lapped against the pilings.

“So you and Anna?” Rosie said.

I shrugged.

She smirked. The amusement in her expression was clear.

“You work fast,” she said. Then she paused and tilted her head slightly. “Or maybe it’s Anna who works fast.”

I shrugged again.

Rosie’s smirk widened into a grin. She looked at me like she was reassessing everything she thought she knew.

“I like that,” she said. “A man who knows how to keep the intimate details to himself.” She turned toward her boat. “I better start packing up. My friends need to get home and clean up. They’re visiting relatives in another town tonight.”

She gathered the fishing gear from the boat.

“So you’ll be free tonight?” I asked.

Her hands stilled on the tackle box. She looked up at me. Her expression had gone guarded.

She was trying to figure out the angle.

“Yes,” she said slowly. “Why?”

“I keep hearing about live music at The Sandbar,” I said. “You want to check it out?”

Rosie studied me closely. The caution faded. Curiosity took its place.

“Will it be me, you, and Anna?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “Just us two.”

Her eyebrows lifted slightly. The amusement in her expression deepened.

“That’s interesting,” she said. “And bold.”

“Anna knows,” I said.

She looked at me like I’d just said something impossible.

“That’s even more interesting,” she said.

She picked up the tackle box and rods and walked past me toward the parking lot. She didn’t look back.

She also didn’t give me an answer.

But the way she moved, the slight smile that lingered on her face, told me everything I needed to know.

She was intrigued.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Ifinished my shift around five-thirty. I closed out the register, swept the floor, and helped Tib lock up the fuel dock.

The marina was quiet. Just boats rocking in their slips, water slapping against hulls.

Tib locked the front door of the office and nodded to me.

He climbed into his truck and pulled onto the main road.

Gravel crunched under my boots as I walked to the storage building and climbed the creaking stairs.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out.

A text from Rosie.

I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into. And I hope you can dance.

I grinned. I typed out a quick response.

I’ll manage.

I unlocked the apartment door. The apartment held the day’s heat. I cranked up the window unit. Cool air flowed.

I grabbed clean clothes and hit the shower. The water ran cold at first, then warmed. I scrubbed off the day’s grime and salt. The water was good against my skin.

Anna had given me permission to pursue Rosie.

More than permission. Encouragement.

The situation still felt surreal. I kept waiting for the catch, for the moment when it would all fall apart.

But Anna had been clear. She meant what she said. And Rosie seemed intrigued instead of put off.

I toweled off. I pulled on dark jeans, a clean white t-shirt, and my leather boots. I checked myself in the mirror. Good enough.

The sun had dropped lower. I had time before I needed to head to The Sandbar. I locked the apartment behind me.

I followed the path through the dunes until the Gulf opened up in front of me.

The beach stretched wide in both directions, the sand white and soft under my feet. I sat where the dry sand met the wet. The water rolled in and out, rhythmic and constant.

The sun had turned the sky orange and pink. The colors reflected off the water. A few pelicans flew low over the waves in a straight line.

I pulled out my phone and wrote out a text message.

Rosie and I are going to see some live music at The Sandbar tonight.

The three dots appeared almost immediately.

The Gulfstream Ramblers are playing. They’re pretty popular around here. Good luck. Make her night, Jack. She deserves it.

I read the message twice. The weight of what Anna had said yesterday morning settled over me again. She wanted this. She was encouraging me to pursue another woman.

I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. But I wasn’t going to argue.

The sun slipped below the edge of the world as the light faded and the stars grew brighter.

I stood up and brushed the sand off my jeans.

It was time to go.


Chapter Thirty




Cars packed The Sandbar’s parking lot. Groups of people headed toward the entrance, voices loud and excited. The sound of electric guitars tuning up carried through the humid air.

The interior had transformed since the last time I’d been here. Every table was occupied. People stood along the walls holding beers. The pool table in the back corner sat unused because the crowd had taken over that space too. The air was thick with the smell of beer, fried food, and sweat.

The stage area in the corner had been cleared out. Three men set up amplifiers and microphones. One adjusted a drum kit, another ran cables, and the third tuned a guitar, notes ringing out over the crowd noise.

I threaded my way through the bodies toward the bar. Most of the stools were taken, but I spotted one open seat near the middle. I claimed it.

Eva stood behind the bar. She moved fast, pouring drinks and taking orders from multiple people at once. Her copper hair was pulled back in a tight, long ponytail. She wore a fitted white tank top that showed off her curves. Her green eyes sparkled as she laughed at something a customer said.

She glanced my way and her face lit up. She held up one finger to tell me she’d be with me in a minute.

She finished a round of shots for a group of women, collected their cash, and moved down the bar toward me.

“Well, look who finally decided to come back,” Eva said. Her smile was wide and warm. “I was starting to think I’d finally run you off.”

I leaned forward slightly so she could hear me over the noise. “I’ve been busy.”

“Busy.” Her eyes held mine, her look was knowing and playful. She was beautiful in a way that hit me straight in the gut. She probably knew exactly what she did to men and enjoyed every second of it.

“But you’re here now,” she said.

“I’m here now.”

She grinned, reached under the bar, and set a beer in front of me.

“First one’s on me,” she said. “Consider it an apology for whatever I did that kept you away.”

“Come on. You didn’t do anything.”

“Good.” She winked and moved down the bar to help another customer.

I took a long drink. The beer was cold and crisp. I turned on my stool to look at the crowd.

The band stood on the small stage, talking among themselves. One of them counted off and they launched into a quick sound check. The drummer hit the snare a few times. The bassist played a low rumbling line. The guitarist strummed a chord and nodded.

The crowd shifted and murmured as people got ready for the music to start.

Rosie stepped through the door. She scanned the crowd and found me almost immediately. She crossed toward the bar.

I straightened up on my stool.

Rosie wore a simple black tank top that showed off her toned arms, tucked into cutoff denim shorts that stopped high on her thighs. A touch of makeup made her eyes look even darker. A thin silver chain hung around her neck.

She dropped onto the empty stool beside me. Her knee brushed against mine as she settled in. She leaned back against the bar and looked at me.

Eva appeared and set a bottle of beer on the bar in front of Rosie without being asked.

“Well, well,” Eva said. She looked between the two of us as her smile widened. “The Gulf Shores hero is here with the best fishing captain in town. This is quite the pairing.”

Rosie rolled her eyes, but grinned. “Just here for the music, Eva.”

“Sure you are.” Eva’s grin didn’t fade. She leaned forward on the bar and lowered her voice slightly. “You two make a good-looking couple, I’ll say that much.”

“We’re not a couple,” I said.

“Not yet,” Eva said. She reached under the bar. She pulled out two shot glasses and a bottle of whiskey. She poured two generous shots and slid them across the bar toward us. “These are on me. To new beginnings, or whatever.”

She moved away to help another customer.

Rosie picked up her shot glass and glanced at me. I picked up mine and tapped it against hers. We threw the shots back. The whiskey burned going down but left a warm trail in its wake.

Rosie set her glass on the bar and leaned in close so I could hear her over the growing noise of the crowd.

“I really hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. “That one there won’t keep a secret. By tomorrow morning, half of Gulf Shores will think we’re together.”

I pulled out my phone and turned the screen so Rosie could see Anna’s text.

She read the message. Her eyebrows lifted. She looked from the phone to my face and back.

“Anna knows exactly where I am and what I’m doing,” I said.

Rosie stared at the screen, then she sat.

“Anna is a very sweet woman,” she said. “Possibly the nicest person I’ve ever met. And she’s really been looking out for me lately.”

I slipped my phone back into my pocket.

Rosie looked at me. She was trying to understand the shape of this.

“This is unusual,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “It is. But is it bad?”

Rosie didn’t answer. She took another swig of her beer.

The band counted off and launched into their first song. The sound hit immediately—fiddle and banjo, fast and bright, backed by a standup bass that thumped through the floorboards. The guitarist leaned into his microphone and sang about a girl who left him in Muscle Shoals. His voice had that high, lonesome quality that made the song feel older than it probably was.

The crowd cheered and lifted their beers. A few couples moved toward the dance floor.

I watched the band. They were tight, obviously experienced. The fiddle player worked his bow across the strings with quick, precise movements. The banjo player’s fingers flew over the frets.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen live music. Maybe back in Pensacola, some bar on Palafox Street where local bands played on Friday nights. That felt like a lifetime ago.

The first song ended and the crowd applauded. The band rolled into the next one. This one was faster. The bass player slapped his strings. The drummer added a snare beat that pushed everything forward.

Rosie started moving.

She swayed her hips in time with the music. The movement was subtle at first. Then her whole body picked up the rhythm.

She stepped closer to me. She turned to face the band, still moving. Her hips swayed with the beat. The motion drew my eyes to the curve of her waist, the way her shorts sat on her hips, the length of her legs.

She was close enough now that I could smell her. Something clean and faintly floral, mixed with the salt air that seemed to cling to everyone who spent their days on the water.

The song built to a crescendo. The fiddle screamed. The banjo rattled. The crowd clapped along.

Rosie looked at me over her shoulder. Her eyes locked onto mine. She leaned in close, lips next to my ear.

“I was serious when I said I hoped you could dance,” she said. Her breath was warm against my skin.

I nodded.

She grinned and grabbed her beer bottle, tilting it back and finishing the last in one long swallow. She set the empty bottle on the bar and looked at me expectantly.

I drained my own bottle and set it down next to hers.

Rosie grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the dance floor. People stepped aside to let us pass. We reached the dance floor just as the band finished their song.

The guitarist leaned into his microphone. “Y’all having a good time?”

The crowd roared back at him.

“Good,” he said. “Here’s one for all you folks who know how to move.”

He counted off and the band launched into a fast two-step. The fiddle and banjo drove the melody. The bass thumped a steady rhythm underneath.

A few older couples were already on the floor, moving with the stiff formality of people who’d learned to dance in a different era.

Rosie and I were easily the youngest people out there.

She stepped close, facing me. She put her hand on my shoulder. I took her other hand and placed my free hand on her waist. Her body was warm under my palm.

I started with a basic two-step pattern. Quick-quick-slow-slow. I led her through the first few measures.

She followed easily. Her body responded to the slightest pressure from my hand. She knew how to dance.

I picked up the pace and added a turn. She spun under my arm and came back into position without missing a beat. A smile spread across her face.

“Okay,” she said. “Maybe you can dance after all.”

I grinned.

The music pulsed through the floorboards. The fiddle sang high and fast. The banjo rattled out a counter-melody. We moved in a wide circle. I added another turn, then a dip. Rosie followed every lead. Her movements became more fluid. The caution that usually lived in her posture melted away.

She laughed when I spun her out and pulled her back in. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh like that.

We moved through the song. I led her into a promenade, then back into closed position. Her hand tightened on my shoulder. She pressed closer. Her warmth came through the thin fabric of her tank top. Her hips moved with the music.

The band transitioned into another song without stopping. This one was slower, more of a waltz tempo. The guitarist sang about a river and a girl who waited by its banks.

I adjusted our steps to match the new rhythm. One-two-three, one-two-three. Rosie adjusted with me and moved in close. Her chest pressed against mine.

Her eyes found mine. The usual wariness had softened. Her lips curved into a small smile.

“Where did you learn to dance like this?” she asked.

“My mother,” I said. “She insisted I learn.”

Rosie’s smile widened. “Smart woman.”

We turned in a slow circle, flowing between the other couples. Rosie’s body moved with mine like we’d been dancing together for years instead of minutes.

The song built to its chorus. The fiddle soared over the other instruments. I led Rosie into another spin. She came back into my arms, her hand sliding from my shoulder to the back of my neck. The contact sent a jolt through me.

She felt it too. Her breath caught. Her eyes went slightly wide before she recovered. She didn’t pull away. She only pressed closer.

The music wrapped around us. The crowd faded into background noise. There was only the rhythm, the movement, the warmth of Rosie’s body against mine.

Her hips swayed with each step. I felt the strength in her body, the muscle under the soft skin. She was solid and real and present in a way that made everything else feel distant.

She tilted her head back and looked up at me. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulders. Her lips were parted. Her breathing had quickened.

“I forgot how good this feels,” she said.

I didn’t ask what she meant. I already knew. It was there in the way she moved, the way she’d started to let go of whatever walls she usually kept up. She was loosening, warming, coming alive under my hands.

The song wound down. The fiddle played a final flourish. The bass hit one last deep note. The crowd applauded.

Rosie and I stood in the middle of the dance floor. Her hand was still on the back of my neck. Mine was still on her waist. Neither of us moved to pull away.


Chapter Thirty-One




The band played three more songs before the guitarist stepped up to the microphone and thanked everyone. The crowd applauded one last time.

Rosie stepped back and looked up at me. Her cheeks were flushed. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her neck and collarbone. Her dark hair clung to her face in damp strands.

“I need some air,” she said.

We walked off the dance floor. The crowd had pressed in tighter as the night wore on. We threaded our way toward the exit.

Eva stood behind the bar, pouring drinks and collecting bills. She glanced up as we approached the door and caught my eye. A slow, wry smile spread across her face. She lifted one hand in a small wave.

I smiled back.

Rosie didn’t see the exchange. She walked ahead of me through the door and stepped out into the night.

I followed her outside. The humid air hit me. The parking lot was still full. Music continued to pulse faintly from inside the bar.

Rosie walked a few steps from the entrance, stopped, and tilted her head back. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

I stood beside her. The crowd noise faded to a dull murmur. Cicadas buzzed in the trees. A car passed on the main road, its headlights sweeping across us briefly.

“That was good,” Rosie said. “I needed that.”

“It was a great time.”

A few beats of comfortable silence passed between us. We stood under the yellow glow of the streetlights.

“How are you getting home?” I asked.

“Uber,” she said.

I nodded.

More silence. Rosie looked down, then back up at me, holding my gaze.

“Would you like to come with me?” she asked.

My heart rate kicked up. I kept my voice steady when I answered.

“Yes.”

Rosie pulled her phone from her back pocket, opened the Uber app, and tapped at the screen.

“Four minutes,” she said.

“Okay.”

I pulled out my own phone and texted Anna.

Band just wrapped up. Rosie invited me back to her place.

The three dots appeared almost immediately.

See? Told you she liked you. I knew you could do it.

I smiled at the screen.

Another message appeared.

Let me know how it goes.

I will.

I put my phone away. Rosie stood with her arms crossed, looking out at the parking lot.

“You texted Anna,” Rosie said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“What did she say?”

“She said she knew you liked me.”

Rosie’s lips curved into a small smile. “She’s not wrong.”

A white sedan pulled into the parking lot. Rosie checked her phone, then the license plate.

“That’s us,” she said.

We walked to the car. I opened the back door and Rosie slid in. I followed. The interior was cool from the air conditioning. The driver glanced at us in the rearview mirror.

We pulled out of the parking lot and turned onto the main road. The streetlights passed overhead in regular intervals. The dark shapes of buildings slid by on either side.

Rosie sat close enough that our thighs touched. She looked out the window. Her reflection showed in the glass. Her expression was thoughtful, maybe a little nervous.

I took her hand. Her fingers were warm. A smile touched the corners of her mouth. She squeezed my hand and didn’t let go.
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The Uber pulled up in front of the beach house.

Rosie thanked the driver and we climbed out. The car pulled away and left us standing in the driveway. The sound of the Gulf was audible from here, waves rolling onto the beach somewhere beyond the house.

Rosie walked to the stairs. I followed her up to the deck. She pulled her keys from her pocket and unlocked the front door. She pushed it open and stepped inside, then closed the door behind us.

Rosie didn’t bother with the lights. Enough moonlight filtered through the tall windows to cast the space in shades of gray and shadow.

She turned to face me, then took one step forward and closed the distance between us. Her hands came up to my chest. She looked up at me with those dark eyes. Her breathing quickened.

Her lips pressed against mine with immediate urgency.

No hesitation, no testing the waters. Just want, direct and unguarded. Her mouth opened and her tongue found mine. The kiss was hot and hungry.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her closer. She made a small sound in the back of her throat. Her fingers gripped my shirt, bunched the fabric in her fists like she needed the anchor.

I walked her backward. We stumbled across the living room in the dark. My shin hit something solid. We kept moving until the back of her legs hit the couch. She sat down hard and pulled me with her.

I followed her down. She spread her legs and I settled between them. Our hips aligned. I felt the heat of her even through our clothes. She kissed me again, her mouth demanding, almost desperate. Her hands roamed across my back and shoulders, her nails scraping lightly against my skin through the thin fabric of my shirt.

I kissed her neck. Her pulse hammered under my lips. She tasted like salt and smelled like the ocean.

Her hips rolled against mine. The friction sent heat through my entire body. A low moan escaped her throat.

Her hands went to the hem of my shirt. She started to pull it up. Her fingers touched the bare skin of my lower back.

Then she stopped.

She pulled her mouth away from mine. Her hand flattened against my chest. She pushed gently. Not hard, just enough to create space between us.

I lifted myself up on my forearms. I looked down at her. Her chest rose and fell rapidly.

“Did you really text Anna?” Her voice was breathless but clear.

“Yeah. I really did.”

I shifted my weight and reached into my pocket. I pulled out my phone and unlocked it. I found the message thread with Anna and handed the phone to Rosie.

She took it from me. She sat up slightly and held the phone so the screen illuminated her face. Her eyes moved as she read through the messages. A smile spread slowly across her lips. Then she laughed.

“She had me figured out,” Rosie said. She looked up from the phone to meet my eyes. “She knew I liked you.”

“Looks that way.”

Rosie handed the phone back to me. I set it on the coffee table behind us. She turned onto her side to face me. Her hand rested on my chest.

“I don’t mean to be a paranoid freak,” she said quietly. “But after everything that happened with Philippe…”

“I understand.”

Her eyes searched my face. Whatever she was looking for, she seemed to find it. The tension in her shoulders eased. Her hand moved from my chest to my jaw.

Then she kissed me again.

This time the urgency had softened into something deeper. She took her time. I pulled her closer and she threw one leg over my hip. The position brought us tight together. I felt every curve of her pressed against me.

She pushed me onto my back and straddled my hips. She looked down at me with her hair falling around her face. Then she leaned down and kissed me again, her hands framing my face.

We made out on that couch like teenagers with nowhere to be and nothing to prove.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Rosie broke the kiss and sat up. She was still straddling my hips, her thighs warm against my sides. She reached down and grabbed the hem of her tank top. She pulled it over her head in one smooth motion and dropped it on the floor.

No bra underneath. Her breasts were full and round, smaller than Anna’s but perfectly shaped. Her nipples were dark against her olive skin, already hard. The moonlight from the windows painted her body in silver and shadow.

She was beautiful in a way that seemed almost accidental, like she didn’t know the effect she had. Her stomach was flat and toned, her waist narrow, her skin smooth and golden from years in the Gulf sun.

She watched me look at her. A flush crept up her chest and spread to her cheeks.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

Her hands went to my shirt. She tugged it up and I sat up enough to help her pull it over my head. She tossed it aside and her palms flattened against my chest.

Her touch was warm and exploratory. She traced the contours of my muscles, the ridges of my abs, the line of hair that disappeared into my waistband. Her fingers were calloused from years of handling lines and rigging, rough against my skin in a way that made me shiver.

I cupped her breasts and she inhaled sharply. The weight of them filled my hands. I brushed my thumbs over her nipples and she closed her eyes and made a soft sound in the back of her throat. I sat up and took one nipple in my mouth.

She gasped. Her hands flew to my head and her fingers threaded through my hair. I sucked and circled with my tongue and felt her body respond. Her hips rolled against mine and her breathing turned ragged.

“Jack.” My name came out low and breathy, colored by that soft Cajun lilt. “Mon Dieu, that feels good.”

I switched to her other breast and gave it the same attention. She arched into my mouth and her grip on my hair tightened. I felt the heat of her through our remaining clothes, pressed against the hard length of me.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and stood up from the couch. She made a surprised sound and her legs locked around my hips. I turned and lowered her to the floor in front of the couch. The rug was soft under my knees as I settled between her thighs.

I kissed down her stomach. Her muscles twitched under my lips. I reached her shorts and unbuttoned them slowly, watching her face. Her dark eyes were half-closed and her lips were parted. She lifted her hips and I slid the denim down her legs and off.

Simple black panties underneath. I hooked my fingers in the waistband and looked at her. She nodded. I pulled them down and she was bare beneath me.

The hair between her legs was dark and neatly trimmed. Her thighs were toned and strong. I ran my hands up her legs and felt the muscles flex under my palms.

I lowered my mouth to her.

She cried out at the first touch of my tongue. Her thighs tensed and her hands found my hair again. I explored her slowly, learning what made her breath catch, what made her hips buck off the floor.

She was responsive in a way that told me it had been a long time. Every stroke of my tongue pulled a sound from her. Every flick against her clit made her whole body shudder. She wasn’t quiet about it either. The sounds she made were raw and unguarded, like she’d forgotten how to hold anything back.

I slid two fingers inside her and she arched off the floor. She was wet and hot and tight around my fingers. I pumped them slowly while my tongue worked her clit. Her moans climbed higher and her thighs started to shake.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Please don’t stop.”

I gave her more pressure, more speed. I curled my fingers inside her and found the spot that made her whole body jerk. I worked that spot relentlessly while my mouth stayed busy with her clit.

She came hard. Her body clamped down on my fingers and her back arched completely off the floor. She cried out something in French that I didn’t understand and her hands fisted in my hair almost painfully. I worked her through it, gentling my touch as the waves subsided, until she collapsed back onto the rug and lay there trembling.

I pulled my fingers free and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I crawled up her body and kissed her. She kissed me back hungrily, tasting herself on my lips.

Her hands went to my shorts. She fumbled with the button and I helped her. We pushed my shorts and boxers down together and I kicked them off. Her hand wrapped around my cock immediately. Her grip was firm and sure and made me groan against her mouth.

She stroked me slowly, base to tip and back again. Her thumb circled the head and spread the moisture there. I broke the kiss and pressed my forehead against hers, breathing hard.

“I want you inside me,” she said. Her voice was rough from crying out.

I reached for my jeans on the floor. My wallet was in the back pocket and I had a condom in there somewhere.

Her hand caught my wrist. I looked at her.

“Don’t,” she said. “It’s been years, Jack. I want to feel you.” Her dark eyes held mine without wavering.

I positioned myself at her entrance. She was slick and swollen from her orgasm. I pushed forward slowly and felt her body open for me.

She was incredibly tight. The sensation was almost overwhelming without the barrier of latex between us. I felt every ridge and ripple of her as I sank deeper. She gasped and her hands gripped my shoulders.

I bottomed out and paused. Her body pulsed around me. I felt her heartbeat where we were joined.

I started to move.

Long, slow strokes at first. I pulled almost all the way out and then sank back in, letting her feel every inch. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her heels dug into my lower back. Her hips rose to meet mine on every thrust.

The sounds she made were different from before. Deeper, more guttural. Each stroke pulled a moan from her throat that vibrated through both of us. Her nails raked down my back and left lines of fire in their wake.

I picked up the pace. The slap of skin on skin echoed through the dark room, mixing with her moans and my ragged breathing. She felt incredible wrapped around me, hot and slick and gripping me with every thrust.

“Harder,” she said against my ear. “I won’t break.”

I braced myself on one forearm and gripped her hip with the other hand, pulling her onto me as I drove forward. The force of it scooted her across the rug and she reached back to brace her hands against the base of the couch.

The leverage let me go deeper. She cried out and her body arched off the floor again. She tightened around me and knew she was close. I slid my hand between us and found her clit. I rubbed it in circles, matching the rhythm of my hips.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, just like that. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I drove into her relentlessly while my fingers worked her clit. Her breathing turned to sharp pants and her whole body tensed beneath me.

She was right on the edge.

“Come for me,” I said.

Her body clamped down on me and her back bowed off the floor. She screamed my name and her nails dug into my shoulders. The sensation of her pulsing around me was almost enough to drag me over with her, but I gritted my teeth and held on.

I slowed my thrusts and worked her through the aftershocks. She shuddered and trembled and finally went limp beneath me. Her legs fell away from my waist and her hands relaxed on my shoulders. Her chest heaved as she fought to catch her breath.

I was still hard inside her, still aching for release. I moved again, slowly at first, letting her recover.

Her eyes opened and found mine. A lazy smile curved her lips. She shifted her hips and the movement sent a bolt of pleasure through me.

“Your turn,” she said.

I kissed her and started to thrust again. She met me stroke for stroke, her body moving in perfect rhythm with mine.

“I’m close,” I said against her mouth.

“Come inside me, Jack.” Her voice was low and sure. “I want to feel you.”

The words pushed me over the edge. I buried myself deep and let go. The release hit me like a wave, intense and all-consuming. I groaned her name and emptied myself inside her, pulse after pulse while she held me tight.

I collapsed onto my forearms to keep from crushing her. We lay there tangled together on the floor, both of us breathing hard. The rug was soft against my knees and her body was warm and solid beneath me.

I pulled out slowly. I rolled to the side and gathered her against my chest. She came willingly, fitting herself into the curve of my body like she belonged there.

We lay in silence for a long time. The sound of the waves was audible through the windows.

Rosie’s head rested over my heart. I felt the sweat where our bodies pressed together.

“I forgot it could feel like that,” she said, shaking her head.

I pulled her closer and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Her hair was damp and tousled, sticking up in all directions. She looked rumpled and satisfied and more relaxed than I’d ever seen her.

“Stay tonight,” she said quietly.

“Sure.”

She lifted her head and kissed me gently, just a brush of lips, then settled back against my chest.

We stayed there on the floor for a while, our breathing gradually slowing.

“Come on,” she said quietly.

We shifted onto the couch together. Rosie stirred against me and reached up behind us to the back of the couch. She pulled down a blanket and draped it over both of us.

I settled onto my back and she curled into me, her back against my chest. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her closer. She was warm and soft and fit perfectly against me.

Her breathing deepened within minutes. I felt her body relax completely as sleep took her. I buried my face in her hair and closed my eyes.


Chapter Thirty-Three




Sunlight woke me. It streamed through the tall windows. I blinked against the brightness as Rosie shifted in my arms.

She looked at me over her shoulder. Her hair was a wild mess and her eyes were soft and sleepy.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She sat up and the blanket fell away from her body. Still topless, her olive skin glowed in the morning light. She stood and stretched, her arms reaching toward the ceiling. I watched the play of muscles in her back and shoulders.

She walked toward the kitchen without bothering to find her shirt. The kitchen was open to the living room, separated only by a long counter with bar stools. She moved behind the counter and opened a cabinet. She pulled out a bag of coffee and a filter.

I sat up and pulled on my boxers. I walked to one of the bar stools and sat down. The view from here was excellent. Her breasts swayed gently as she reached for the coffee pot.

She filled the reservoir with water and turned on the machine. The sound of brewing coffee filled the quiet. She leaned against the counter and looked at me.

“I’m guessing you take it black,” she said.

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

“You just seem like the type. No fuss.”

“You’re right.”

The coffee maker finished its work. Rosie poured two mugs and slid one across the counter to me. She picked up her own and took a sip. I did the same. The coffee was strong and good.

We stood there in comfortable silence for a few minutes. She seemed completely at ease being topless in her own kitchen and having coffee with me, as if we did this every morning.

“Is Anna going to be worried about you?” Rosie asked.

I set my mug down. “Probably should let her know I’m okay.”

I walked to where my pants were still crumpled on the floor near the couch. I fished my phone out of the pocket and unlocked it. I typed out a message to Anna while walking back to the kitchen.

Stayed over at Rosie’s house last night. Still here. Just checking in.

The reply came within seconds.

How did it go?

I typed back. Good.

Then I added: I’m showing these messages to Rosie btw.

Anna’s response appeared almost immediately.

Hey Rosie. You’re welcome.

I showed the screen to Rosie. She read the messages and laughed. She shook her head and took another sip of her coffee.

“I’ve never been in a situation like this before,” she said. “Have you?”

I opened my mouth to answer but she cut me off.

“You probably set this up in every new town you wander into,” she said. Her tone was teasing but there was a genuine question underneath it.

“No,” I said. “But from now on, I’m going to start.”

She set her mug down and shoved me playfully. I caught myself against the counter and grinned at her.

“Asshole,” she said. But she was smiling.
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The next morning at Bordelon’s Marina, I worked through my usual tasks. I checked the fuel pumps, rinsed down the docks, restocked the bait coolers in the ship’s store. The physical work kept my hands busy, but my mind wandered.

I couldn’t stop thinking about Anna and Rosie.

Two incredible women, both older than me, both well aware of each other.

No jealousy, no drama, no complicated games.

Just honest connection and desire.

The situation seemed too good to be true.

My thoughts drifted to the possibility of having them both at the same time, but I shut that down immediately.

I was already pushing my luck as it was. No sense getting greedy or making assumptions about where this could go.

I focused back on the task at hand and helped a tourist family fuel up their rental pontoon boat. They asked me about good fishing spots and I gave them directions to some productive areas near the pass that Rosie had showed me during our fishing trip.

Around midmorning, the rumble of twin diesel engines announced Clark Goddard’s approach. His boat was a fifty-foot sportfisher, polished chrome and gleaming white fiberglass. The name Reel Deal was emblazoned across the stern in gold leaf lettering.

I walked down to the fuel dock to help bring him in. His usual deckhand stood on the bow with a dock line. I remembered his name was Kyle. I’d seen him around the marina a few times before.

Kyle tossed me the bow line and I secured it to the cleat. He jumped down to the dock and caught the stern line Clark threw from the cockpit. We worked in silence to tie off the boat.

Clark climbed down from the flybridge. He wore cargo shorts with too many pockets and a fishing shirt covered in sponsor logos. He looked at me and a grin spread across his face.

“Well, well. Still working here, I see.”

“Yes sir.”

“I told you this place was a sinking ship.” He gestured around at the marina like he was indicating a disaster zone. “Could’ve had you on my crew by now, making real money.”

“I’m doing fine where I am.”

Clark pulled off his sunglasses and looked me up and down.

“Tell you what,” he said. “I can see you know your way around boats. I need another man for the fishing rodeo. Good pay, chance to be part of the winning team. Sign-ups open today and I’m heading inside right now to register.” He jerked his thumb toward the marina office. “So this is your shot to attach yourself to a winner instead of going down with this dump.”

Kyle stood near the stern of the boat. His jaw tightened and his eyes flickered between Clark and me. He looked like someone who’d just watched another man flirt with his girlfriend.

I didn’t need to think about it.

“I’m not interested. But I appreciate the offer.”

Clark replaced his sunglasses and shrugged. The gesture was easy, unconcerned, like my answer never mattered much to him.

“Suit yourself.” He turned and walked toward the marina office.

Kyle stayed behind on the Reel Deal, and I watched him pull a cleaning rag from a storage bin near the stern. He wiped down the chrome railings with slow, methodical strokes.

I walked over to the edge of the dock.

“Have you been with Clark long?” I asked.

Kyle glanced up. His eyes met mine for a second before he returned his attention to the railing.

“Couple years,” he said.

“How’s he to work for?”

“Fine.”

The answer came flat and clipped. Kyle moved to the next section of railing and continued his work. The rag squeaked against the metal.

I tried again. “You doing the rodeo with him?”

“Yeah.”

“Looking forward to it?”

“Sure.”

The conversation was going nowhere. I was about to give up and head back to the fuel dock when Kyle straightened up. He looked past me toward the marina slips. Something seemed to catch his attention. His eyes narrowed slightly and he tilted his head.

“Is that Anna Kemp’s boat?” he asked.

I followed his gaze. He was looking at the slip where Anna’s Miss Evangeline was docked while Rosie was borrowing it for her fishing charters.

“Yeah,” I said. “Why?”

Kyle didn’t answer. He just stared at the boat for another few seconds.

“You know Anna?”

“Not personally. I know of her.”

He tossed the rag back into the storage bin and climbed over the gunwale onto the dock. He walked past me without another word.

I watched him go. He headed in the same direction Clark had gone. But as he passed the slip where Anna’s boat was tied up, he slowed down. His head turned and he looked at the Miss Evangeline for several long seconds.

Then he kept walking.

The whole exchange left me with an uneasy feeling. How did Kyle know what Anna’s boat looked like? Why did he care?

Something hit me just then. A gut feeling.

And I knew what I needed to do.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Isat in the dark of my apartment, near the window overlooking the marina. The lights were off. I’d been here for hours, watching the docks below.

Sleep pulled at me. My eyes wanted to close. I forced them to stay open.

The marina was still. The boats rocked gently in their slips. The Intracoastal Waterway reflected the ambient light from the distant bridge. Everything looked peaceful and empty.

But something felt wrong.

So I stayed awake and watched.

It was just after midnight when I saw it.

A light flicked on near the far end of the dock. It bounced as someone walked. The beam swept across the wooden planks and reflected off the water.

Someone was down there.

Nobody should be down there at midnight.

I grabbed my phone and called the police. The dispatcher answered.

“There’s an intruder at Bordelon’s Marina on the Intracoastal Waterway,” I reported. “I’m watching them right now from my apartment.”

“Is the intruder armed?”

“I don’t know. I can’t tell from here.”

“What’s your name, sir?”

“Jack Deason. I work here. I live in the apartment above the storage building.”

“Stay inside your apartment, Mr. Deason. Officers are on the way.”

I hung up.

But I wasn’t going to stay inside.

That person was heading toward Anna’s boat. I wasn’t going to sit upstairs and watch while someone sabotaged it.

I took the exterior stairs down two at a time. My feet hit the crushed shell of the parking lot and I broke into a run toward the docks.

The flashlight beam had moved closer. It swept across the slip where Anna’s boat sat. The figure holding the light wore all black.

I reached the dock and kept running. My footsteps pounded on the wooden planks.

The figure heard me. He spun around and the flashlight beam hit my face. I squinted against the brightness but didn’t slow down.

“Hey!” I yelled. “Get away from that boat!”

The person lowered the flashlight. I saw his face in the backwash of light.

Kyle.

“Back off, man,” Kyle said. His voice was tight and high.

“Get away from that boat,” I said again.

I was maybe twenty feet from him now. Close enough to see that his other hand held something. Something metal that caught the light.

“I said back off!” Kyle’s voice cracked. He raised his hand and I saw what he held.

A pocketknife. The blade was open. The same knife I’d seen behind the register in the ship’s store.

“Put that down,” I said.

“No.” Kyle took a step toward me. The knife shook in his hand. His whole arm trembled. “Just stay out of my way.”

He looked like someone who’d never been in a real fight, someone who’d pulled a weapon to feel braver than he actually was.

But a knife was a knife. Even a scared man with a knife was dangerous.

“You don’t want to do this,” I said.

“That bitch had it coming.” Kyle took another step forward. Only a few steps were between us now.

Fury surged through me at the word. Hot and immediate and demanding action.

I moved forward fast.

Kyle’s eyes widened and he swung the knife toward me in a clumsy arc. I sidestepped and grabbed his wrist with my right hand. My grip locked and I twisted.

Kyle cried out. The knife clattered onto the dock.

I didn’t let go of his wrist. I wrenched his arm up behind his back and stepped in close behind him. I drove my other hand into his shoulder blade and pushed. He stumbled and went down to one knee.

Kyle struggled. His free hand clawed back at my arm. I twisted his wrist higher. He gasped.

“Don’t move.”

He stopped struggling. His breathing came in sharp, rapid bursts. A tremor ran through his whole body.

Red and blue lights appeared on the access road that led to the marina. Two police cars turned into the parking lot and their headlights swept across the docks.

The cars stopped and four officers got out. They approached the dock with their flashlights up.

“Police! Let me see your hands!”

“I’m Jack Deason!” I called back. “I’m the one who called! I’ve got the intruder subdued!”

The officers came closer. Their lights hit Kyle’s face. He squinted and turned away.

Two officers reached us. One was a woman in her thirties with her dark hair pulled back in a tight bun. The other was a younger man with a crew cut.

“I’m Officer Simmons,” the woman said. She looked at Kyle, then at me. “You can let him go. We’ve got him.”

I released Kyle’s arm and stepped back. Kyle stayed on his knees for a moment, then started to rise.

“Stay down,” Officer Simmons said.

Kyle sank back down. The male officer moved behind him and pulled Kyle’s arms behind his back. Handcuffs clicked shut around his wrists.

Officer Simmons looked at me. “What happened here?”

“I saw him on the dock from my apartment window,” I said. “He was approaching that boat.” I pointed at the Miss Evangeline. “When I confronted him, he pulled a knife.”

“Where’s the knife now?”

I looked down at the dock. The pocketknife lay a few feet away, the blade still open. I pointed to it.

Officer Simmons turned to Kyle. “What’s your name?”

“Kyle Jacobs.”

“What were you doing here, Mr. Jacobs?”

Kyle didn’t answer. His eyes stayed fixed on the dock planks.

“Mr. Jacobs, I asked you a question.”

“I want a lawyer.”

Officer Simmons exchanged a glance with her partner. The male officer pulled Kyle to his feet.

“Kyle Jacobs, you’re under arrest for trespassing and assault with a deadly weapon,” Officer Simmons said. She recited his rights while her partner walked him toward the patrol cars.

The male officer stayed with me. “I need to get a statement from you,” he said.

I nodded and told him everything, starting with how Anna’s boat had been sabotaged.

The officer wrote it all down in a small notebook. When I finished, he looked up at me.

“You did the right thing calling us,” he said. “But in the future, don’t confront someone like that. You could’ve been seriously hurt.”

“I understand.”

“Whose boat is that?” He pointed at the Miss Evangeline.

“It belongs to Anna Kemp. She’s a marine insurance adjuster. But right now Captain Rosie Guidry is using it for her fishing charters.”

“Do you know why Mr. Jacobs would target this specific boat?”

“Kyle mentioned Anna by name. He called her a bitch and said she had it coming. I think he has some kind of grudge against her.”

The officer wrote that down. He closed his notebook and tucked it back into his shirt pocket.

“We’ll need you to come down to the station tomorrow to make an official statement,” he said. “Can you do that?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Deason.”

The officers finished up and left. The red and blue lights faded as the patrol cars pulled back onto the access road.

I stood alone on the dock. The marina had gone quiet again.

And Anna’s boat was safe.


Chapter Thirty-Five




Ifound Tib in the marina office the next morning. He sat at his desk with the day’s paperwork spread out in front of him.

I told him about Kyle Jacobs and what had happened the night before.

Tib’s face went through several changes as I talked. Surprise first, then anger, then something that looked like pride. When I finished, he leaned back in his chair and shook his head.

“That son of a bitch was going to sabotage Anna’s boat again right here at my marina.”

“That’s what it looked like to me.”

“And you stopped him. With a knife involved.” Tib stood up and came around the desk. He put his hand on my shoulder and looked me straight in the eye. “Jack, you’re easily the best employee I’ve ever had. And I’ve had this place for near forty years.”

The words hit me harder than I expected.

“Thank you, sir.”

“You earned it.” He gave my shoulder a final squeeze and stepped back. “What happens now?”

“I need to go to the police station this morning. Give an official statement.”

“Then go. Don’t worry about anything here.” Tib waved his hand toward the docks. “I’ll handle whatever comes up.”

“You sure?”

“Damn sure. Go on.”
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I drove to the Gulf Shores Police Department and spent the next hour in a small interview room with Officer Simmons. She had me walk through the events again while she recorded everything. I kept my answers clear and direct. When she asked if I felt my life was in danger when Kyle pulled the knife, I told her yes. When she asked if I used reasonable force to restrain him, I told her I used exactly as much as necessary and no more.

She thanked me for my cooperation and said they’d be in touch if they needed anything else.

I walked out through the station’s front doors into the bright midday heat.

Anna stood near my truck. She wore khaki shorts and a white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her hair was pulled back in a low ponytail and she had her sunglasses pushed up on top of her head.

She smiled when she saw me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Went looking for you at the marina. Tib told me where you were and what you did last night.” She shook her head with a wry grin on her face. “You just can’t help but be the Gulf Shores hero, can you?”

I shrugged. “Just happened to be awake at the right time.”

“Uh huh. Sure.” She pushed off from where she’d been leaning against my truck. “Speaking of hero, you remember how I mentioned I’m friends with Claire?”

“Maddie’s mom?”

The girl who’d slipped on the dock my first day on the job.

“That’s the one. She wants to talk to you. Are you free for lunch?”

“Yeah, I’m free. What does she want?”

“I’m not entirely sure. She reached out yesterday and asked if I could help her get in touch with you.” Anna paused and her grin turned mischievous. “She’s married, so I don’t think she wants to sleep with you. Although maybe she does want to, but can’t because of the whole marriage thing.”

I smiled and shook my head. “You’re ridiculous.”

She walked around to the passenger side of my truck. “Come on. Let’s go.”

[image: ]


I got into the driver’s seat and Anna settled into the passenger side. I started the engine and pulled out of the police station parking lot.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“The Crab Trap. It’s about ten minutes from here.”

I headed east. Anna rolled down her window and let the warm air blow through the cab.

“So I guess I was wrong about Clark Goddard,” Anna said.

“But maybe it was still his idea. And he just sent his deckhand to do the dirty work for him.”

“That would make sense. Clark’s the type to get other people to do his dirty work.”

“How do you know Kyle anyway?”

Anna sighed and settled back against the seat. “About three months ago, I handled a claim on a fishing boat that took storm damage. The owner said the boat was a total loss. But when I went to inspect it, something felt off.”

“What do you mean?”

“The damage didn’t match the storm’s path. And there were tool marks on some of the hull damage that shouldn’t have been there. Someone had taken real damage and made it look worse than it was.”

“Insurance fraud.”

“Exactly. I denied the claim and flagged it for investigation. The owner took the fall, but Kyle Jacobs was listed as a witness on the claim. His statement backed up the owner’s story about the extent of the damage. My report called out inconsistencies in his testimony.”

“So he blames you for costing him work.”

“More than that. Word got around after I filed that report. Nobody wanted to hire someone who’d helped fake a claim. Kyle couldn’t get work for months. He probably sees me as the reason his reputation got destroyed.”

I took a left at the next intersection. The Crab Trap sat just ahead on the right, a weathered building with a big neon sign shaped like a crab.

“You did your job,” I said. “He made the choice to lie.”

“I know that. But guys like Kyle never take responsibility for their own actions. They always need someone else to blame.”

“And it seems like he finally found work again, with Clark.”

“Clark probably doesn’t care about criminal history when hiring people. He was probably excited to offer Kyle less money for the same job since he knew he was desperate.”

“Makes sense.”

But now, Kyle probably wouldn’t even be able to work even with Clark. He’d likely have to leave Gulf Shores after his legal issues were resolved.

Good riddance. We wouldn’t miss him.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Anna pulled the restaurant door open and we stepped inside.

The lunch crowd had filled about half the tables. A hostess led us to a booth near the windows.

We slid into opposite sides of the booth. The vinyl seats were cracked in places and patched with duct tape. A laminated menu lay between us.

The waitress came by and took our drink orders. Sweet tea for both of us. She disappeared back toward the kitchen.

Anna picked up her menu but didn’t open it. She watched me with an amused expression.

“What?” I asked.

“Saving boats, saving little girls, keeping the peace at the marina. Between you and Cami Segura, someone’s actually trying to keep this town running right.”

I scanned the lunch specials. “The FEMA lady?”

Her grin turned teasing. “Oh, so you already know her.”

“She comes around the marina sometimes.”

“Uh huh. And you’ve noticed her.”

I kept my expression neutral. “She’s hard to miss.”

“I’ve seen her at the beach a few times,” Anna said. “She looks a lot different in a bikini and in the water than she does when she’s in her work clothes.”

“I bet she does,” I said.

The waitress returned with our drinks and asked if we were ready to order. We told her we were waiting on one more person.

I kept my attention on the door since Anna had her back to the entrance. A few people came in. None of them looked like Maddie’s mom, though I wasn’t entirely sure I’d recognize her. The whole incident on the dock had happened fast.

Then the door opened again and someone walked in who I absolutely recognized.

Rosie.

Something must have shifted in my expression, because Anna picked up on it. She glanced over her shoulder to see what had caught my attention, and when she spotted Rosie near the hostess stand, she turned back to me with raised eyebrows.

“This is what happens when you live in a small town.”

Before I could respond, Anna waved to get Rosie’s attention.

Rosie saw us. Her gaze shifted from Anna to me, then back. She hesitated for just a moment before she walked over to our booth.

“Hey,” Rosie said when she reached us.

“Hey,” Anna replied. She looked genuinely pleased. “What are you doing here?”

“Just grabbing lunch.” Rosie’s posture had stiffened. She held herself carefully, like she wasn’t entirely sure how this encounter was going to go.

I felt the same uncertainty. This was their first encounter since the things that had happened between me and each of them.

Anna seemed completely unbothered by any of it. She scooted over in the booth and patted the vinyl seat beside her.

“Sit with us,” Anna said. “We’re waiting on someone but there’s plenty of room.”

Rosie glanced at me, then slid into the booth next to Anna.

“So,” Anna said, turning to Rosie with that same easy warmth she brought to everything. “You need to hear what Jack got up to last night.”

Rosie’s eyes sparked with immediate interest.

“What happened?”

Anna told her the story.

When Anna finished, Rosie stared at me with something between disbelief and amusement.

“You tackled a guy with a knife?”

“I disarmed him,” I said. “It wasn’t a tackle.”

“Close enough.” Rosie shook her head and smiled. “Of course you did. You’re definitely the new hero of Gulf Shores.”

Anna laughed. “That’s exactly what I said. He can’t help himself.”

“Apparently not.”

“He’s like the beach version of Batman.”

They both looked at me with matching expressions of teasing affection. The awkwardness from a minute ago had dissolved completely. They seemed perfectly comfortable sitting together, making fun of me.

I picked up my sweet tea and took a drink. “I’m glad you two are enjoying this.”

A woman walked in through the front entrance. She scanned the restaurant and I felt the faint tug of recognition, but I couldn’t place her.

“Is that her?” I asked Anna.

Anna twisted in the booth to look. She waved.

The woman’s face brightened when she saw us. She walked over to our table and slid into the booth next to me.

“Hey, Anna.” She leaned across the table and gave Anna’s hand a quick squeeze before she turned to me. “I’m Claire. We sort of met the other day on the docks, but I didn’t really get a chance to introduce myself.”

“How’s Maddie doing?” I asked.

“She’s fine. They stitched her up in the ER, and then we had to deal with a complete meltdown because she was convinced her forehead was going to be scarred forever.” Claire smiled and shook her head. “After that it’s been a whirlwind. I haven’t been able to catch up with you to properly thank you.”

“I’m glad she’s okay.”

“She is, thanks to you.” Claire paused. “I can’t stay for lunch. Something came up and my family and I have to leave town and go back home. But I wanted to see you before we left.” Claire folded her hands on the table. “How long are you planning to stay in Gulf Shores?”

The question landed heavier than I expected. I hadn’t thought about it in a while. At first it wasn’t supposed to be long at all. Just a few weeks to clear my head and figure out what came next.

I turned to look at Anna, then at Rosie. They both watched me. Their expressions aimed for casual and missed. The expectation hung there between us, hidden but not really hidden at all.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But I’m not planning to rush off.”

It was the truth. Whatever I’d been running from when I arrived here felt less urgent now.

Or maybe I’d just found reasons to stay.

“That’s great,” Claire said. “Because I want to thank you for what you did for Maddie. My husband and I talked about it, and we want to offer you our beach condo while we’re gone. It’s at Azure Towers.”

I had no idea where that was or what it meant. It sounded fancy, though.

Anna and Rosie both reacted at the same time. Anna’s eyebrows went up. Rosie smiled like she knew something I didn’t.

“That’s generous,” I said. “But I already have a nice apartment over the marina.”

“I think you might want to consider it,” Claire said.

Anna nodded in agreement. “If you take Claire up on this, it’s going to be a little bit of an upgrade for you.”

It seemed like turning Claire down would take something away from her, not from me.

“Alright,” I said. “I accept.”

Claire’s face lit up. She pulled a key from her purse and set it on the table in front of me.

“Perfect. The condo number is on the tag. You can move in whenever you want. It’s all ready for you.” She stood up. “Sorry I have to rush out. Thank you again, Jack.”

She left before any of us could respond. The three of us sat there in silence for a moment.

“So,” I said. “What’s Azure Towers?”

Anna grinned. “It’s the nicest tower of condos on the block.”

Rosie picked up her menu and opened it. “You’re going to like it there.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




The waitress returned and took our orders. I went with the fried shrimp basket. Anna ordered a crab cake sandwich. Rosie asked for the grouper platter.

The food arrived and we ate. The shrimp was hot and crispy, exactly what it should be. We passed around a basket of hush puppies and a bottle of hot sauce. Anna stole one of Rosie’s fries. Rosie stole one of mine. I reached over and took one back.

The conversation started with the upcoming Rodeo and moved onto other things. Anna talked about a claim she was working on for a sailboat that had run aground near Dauphin Island. Rosie told us about a charter she’d taken out last week where the client caught a fifty-pound king mackerel and nearly threw his back out reeling it in.

It was the kind of conversation that didn’t require effort. The three of us sat together in that booth and talked like people who’d known each other longer than we actually had. There was no awkwardness, no tension, no careful navigation around what had happened between us.

Anna and Rosie seemed comfortable with each other. More than comfortable. They joked, they interrupted each other, they finished each other’s sentences in that way people do when they’re genuinely at ease.

This felt right.

I didn’t know how to explain it or what it meant, but sitting here with both of them felt more normal than anything had in a long time. Like this was how things were supposed to be.

The waitress brought the check and I reached for it. Anna and Rosie both protested but I waved them off and handed the waitress my card.

“You saved my boat last night,” Anna said. “The least I can do is buy you lunch.”

“Next time,” I said.

We finished our drinks and slid out of the booth. I signed the receipt and left the waitress a good tip. The three of us walked outside into the midday heat.

I stopped next to my truck and pulled the key Claire had given me from my pocket. The tag attached to it had a condo number printed in neat handwriting.

I held it up and looked at Anna, then at Rosie.

“You two want to come check this place out with me?”

Anna’s face lit up with immediate interest. “Absolutely. I’ve never been inside one of those units.”

Rosie nodded. “Yeah, I’m curious. Let’s go see what you got.”
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The entrance to Azure Towers had a curved drive with palm trees in huge concrete planters and a valet station that looked like it belonged at a five-star hotel.

Anna and Rosie climbed out of my truck and we stood there for a moment, the three of us staring up at the building.

“These places rent for a thousand dollars a night during peak season,” Rosie said. “Sometimes more.”

We walked through the automatic doors into a lobby that looked more like a resort than an apartment building. White marble floors, leather furniture arranged in conversation clusters, tropical plants in ceramic pots the size of bathtubs. A fountain burbled in one corner. Classical music played softly from hidden speakers.

A woman in a navy blazer looked up from the concierge desk.

“Good afternoon. Are you residents or guests?”

I held up the key Claire had given me. “Guest. My name is Jack Deason. I’ll be staying in the unit for a while.”

She typed something into her computer and nodded. “Yes, we have you in the system. Claire called ahead. Welcome to Azure Towers, Mr. Deason.” She gestured toward a bank of elevators across the lobby. “You’re on the twenty-second floor.”

“Thank you.”

We crossed the lobby to the elevators. We stepped inside and I hit the button for the twenty-second floor.

The hallway had thick carpet and soft lighting. The unit was at the end of the hall. I unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the main living space, facing south and west. Sunlight poured through the glass and turned everything inside bright. The Gulf stretched out beyond the windows, a flat expanse of blue-green water that looked more like a painting than something real.

The open-plan living area had a cream-colored sectional sofa arranged around a glass coffee table. The kitchen had a wine fridge built into the island.

“This is ridiculous,” Anna said.

Rosie stood near the windows. She looked out at the Gulf with her arms crossed over her chest. “This view…”

I walked through the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Empty and spotless. The counters were clear except for a coffee maker. The cabinets were fully stocked with dishes, glassware, and cookware.

I moved down the hallway off the living room. Three bedrooms, three bathrooms. The master bedroom faced the Gulf and held a king-size bed with crisp white linens. The bathroom had a walk-in shower with rain heads and a soaking tub big enough for two—maybe even three.

Anna appeared in the doorway behind me, gazing at the bed.

“You’re going to have a lot of room to spread out.”

“Yeah,” I said. “More than I need.”

Rosie joined us. She walked into the bathroom and whistled low. “This shower is bigger than the head on my boat.”

I returned to the living room and stepped out onto the balcony through the sliding glass door. It wrapped around the corner of the building and had enough space for a table and chairs, a cushioned lounger, and a hot tub built into the corner.

Anna and Rosie came out behind me. We stood at the railing and looked down at the beach. From our height, the tourists were colorful specks. Umbrellas dotted the shoreline.

“This is going to be weird,” I said.

Anna leaned against the railing. The breeze caught her hair and lifted it away from her face. “Why weird?”

“I’ve been living in a concrete box with industrial windows and a bathroom the size of a closet. Now I’m here.” I gestured at the condo behind us. “It doesn’t feel real.”

“It’s real,” Rosie said. “Just very different.”

Anna reached over and put her hand on my arm. “Claire wanted to do something nice for you. Let her.”

She was right. Turning this down would have been insulting, and Claire had been sincere in her offer. I just wasn’t sure what to do with all this space.

“So when are you moving in?” Anna asked.

“I guess tonight. I don’t have much to move.”

Anna was on my left, Rosie on my right. Neither of them seemed in any hurry to leave.

“This is a lot of space,” Anna said. “Way too much for one person.”

Rosie was quiet for a moment. Then she spoke, and her voice was low enough that the breeze almost carried it away.

“Maybe even too big for two.”

The words hung in the air between us. She wasn’t looking at me. Rather, she gazed at Anna.

Anna met her eyes. Something passed between them that I wasn’t entirely part of, some silent conversation that happened faster than I could follow.

Anna’s hand found my arm. Her fingers trailed down to my wrist and lingered there while still watching Rosie.

“What do you think?” Anna asked. “Should we help him settle in?”

Hesitation showed in Rosie’s eyes, but something else did too. Something that looked like want.

“Yes,” she finally said.

Anna stepped closer to me. Her body pressed against my side and her hand slid up my arm to my shoulder. I felt the heat of her through my shirt. She rose on her toes and pressed her lips to my jaw, just below my ear.

“Rosie,” she said against my skin. “Come here.”

Rosie closed the distance between us and stopped just inches away. Her eyes searched my face, looking for permission. Or maybe reassurance. I cupped her jaw in my hand. Her skin was warm and smooth under my palm.

“You sure?” I asked.

She turned her head and pressed her lips to my palm. Her eyes closed for a moment. When they opened again, the hesitation was gone.

“I’m sure.”

I pulled her in and kissed her. She melted against me immediately, her body soft and yielding, her mouth opening under mine. Anna’s hand slid across my back. She pressed closer on my other side.

I broke the kiss with Rosie and turned to Anna. She was already there, lips parted, waiting. I kissed her deep and slow while my hand stayed on Rosie’s hip, keeping her close.

“That bedroom isn’t going to christen itself,” Anna said when we broke apart.

I took each of them by the hand and led them back through the sliding glass door.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Afternoon light poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows and turned everything golden. The king-size bed sat against the far wall, the white linens looking like they’d never been touched.

They were about to be.

I turned to face both women. Side by side, they watched me with expressions that made my blood run hot.

Anna was confident, a knowing smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

Rosie was quieter, more uncertain, but her eyes burned with something that had been building.

I reached for Anna first.

I pulled her close and kissed her while my hands found the hem of her tank top. She lifted her arms and I stripped it off in one motion. Her bra was white lace, simple and pretty, and I unclasped it and let it fall to the floor.

Her breasts were full and heavy, tanned from our beach day with pale lines where her bikini had been. I cupped them in my hands and she sighed against my mouth. I rolled her nipples between my fingers and felt them harden under my touch.

“Your turn,” I said to Rosie.

She’d frozen for a second as she watched us. Then she reached down and pulled her own shirt over her head. No bra underneath. Her breasts were smaller than Anna’s but perfectly shaped, her nipples dark against her olive skin. She crossed her arms over her chest instinctively, then dropped them.

I released Anna and stepped toward Rosie. I kissed her forehead, her cheek, the corner of her mouth.

“You’re both beautiful,” I said quietly.

Anna moved up behind me. Her bare breasts pressed against my back and her hands slid around to my chest while I kept kissing Rosie until I felt her relax against me.

Anna pushed my shirt off my shoulders and I let it fall. Her hands explored my chest and stomach, nails dragging lightly over my skin. Rosie’s hands joined hers, tentative at first, then bolder. Four hands on my body, two women pressed close.

And I was harder than I’d ever been in my life.

I walked Rosie backward toward the bed. She sat on the edge and looked up at me. I knelt in front of her and unbuttoned her shorts. She lifted her hips and I slid them down her legs along with the simple black underwear underneath.

She was bare and beautiful. The dark hair between her legs was neatly trimmed, her thighs toned and golden. I spread her knees apart and she let me, her breath catching in her throat.

Anna appeared beside her on the bed. She’d shed her own shorts and underwear and now she stretched out on the white linens, propped on one elbow, watching. Her body was a landscape of curves, full breasts and rounded hips and the neat strip of hair between her thighs.

I looked at both of them. Two gorgeous women, naked and waiting, their bodies laid out like an offering. The sight of them nearly undid me right there.

I pushed my shorts and boxers down and kicked them aside. My cock jutted out, hard and thick, and both women’s eyes dropped to take it in.

Anna moved first. She slid off the bed and knelt in front of me, her eyes locked on mine as her hand wrapped around the base of my cock. Her grip was firm and sure. She leaned forward and took me in her mouth.

The heat of her nearly buckled my knees. She worked me slow and deep, her tongue swirling along the underside, her lips stretched tight around my shaft. I groaned and my hand found the back of her head, fingers threading through her hair.

Rosie watched from the bed. Her eyes were wide and her lips were parted as Anna took me deeper.

Anna pulled back until just the tip remained between her lips. She looked up at me and smiled around my cock, then sank back down and took me to the root. I felt the head hit the back of her throat and my hips jerked forward involuntarily.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

She bobbed her head in a steady rhythm, one hand stroking what her mouth couldn’t reach, the other gripping my thigh for balance. The wet sounds of her mouth on me filled the room.

I was getting too close too soon.

I pulled back and she released me with a soft pop. Her lips were swollen and wet and she smiled up at me with satisfaction.

“Rosie’s turn,” she said.

Rosie hesitated for just a second. Then she slid off the bed and knelt beside Anna. Her approach was different, more tentative. She wrapped her hand around me and stroked slowly, learning the shape and weight of me. Then she leaned in and ran her tongue along the underside from base to tip.

I groaned. Her tongue was soft and her touch was gentle and the contrast with Anna’s confidence made my head spin.

She took me in her mouth. Not as deep as Anna, but what she lacked in boldness she made up for in attention. She swirled her tongue around the head and sucked gently, her dark eyes flicking up to watch my face.

She wanted to know what I liked. She wanted to get it right.

I cupped her jaw in my hand and stroked my thumb across her cheek.

“That’s perfect,” I said. “Just like that.”

She moaned around me and the vibration sent a jolt of pleasure straight through my core. Her confidence grew and she took me deeper, her head bobbing in a rhythm that matched the stroke of her hand.

Anna watched from beside her, one hand trailing up my thigh, the other resting on Rosie’s back, encouraging and present.

I felt myself getting close again and forced myself to pull back. Rosie released me and looked up with questioning eyes.

“If you keep that up, this is going to be over too soon,” I said. “And I’m nowhere near done with either of you.”

I helped them both to their feet and guided Rosie back toward the bed.

I knelt between Rosie’s thighs and lowered my mouth to her. She cried out at the first touch of my tongue. Her hands flew to my head and her fingers twisted in my hair. I licked through her folds and found her clit, circling it slowly while her hips bucked off the mattress.

She was wet already. Slick and hot and responsive in ways that told me how much she needed this. I slid two fingers inside her and she moaned, a low sound that vibrated through her whole body. I pumped my fingers in a steady rhythm while my tongue worked her clit.

Anna watched us from inches away. Her hand drifted down her own body and I saw her fingers slip between her thighs. She touched herself lazily, her eyes locked on where my mouth met Rosie’s flesh.

“Don’t let her come yet,” Anna said. Her voice was husky. “I want to watch her fall apart on your cock.”

I pulled back from Rosie. She whimpered at the loss and reached for me, but I caught her wrists and pinned them gently to the bed.

“Not yet,” I said. “I’m not done with you.”

I kissed my way up her body. Her stomach, her ribs, the valley between her breasts. I took one nipple in my mouth and sucked while I positioned myself at her entrance. She was so wet I could feel it on my thighs.

I pushed into her slowly.

She was tight and hot and her body gripped me like a fist. I sank inch by inch, watching her face, watching her mouth fall open and her eyes flutter closed. When I bottomed out she gasped and her back arched off the bed.

“Jack.” My name came out broken on her lips. “Oh God, Jack.”

I started to move. Long, slow strokes that let her feel every inch of me. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her heels dug into my lower back. I braced myself on one forearm and gripped her hip with my other hand, angling her body to take me deeper.

Anna moved closer. She lay on her side next to Rosie, her head propped on her hand, watching us with heavy-lidded eyes. Her free hand traced patterns on Rosie’s stomach and chest, light touches that made Rosie shiver.

“How does he feel?” Anna asked her.

“So good.” Rosie’s voice was barely a whisper. “So full.”

I picked up the pace. The sounds of our bodies coming together filled the room, mixed with Rosie’s moans and my ragged breathing. I felt her getting closer, her inner walls starting to flutter around me.

I slid my hand between us and found her clit. I rubbed it in tight circles, matching the rhythm of my thrusts. Her moans climbed higher and her body tensed beneath me.

“Come for me,” I said. “Let go.”

Her body clamped down on me and she cried out, a raw sound that echoed off the high ceilings. I slowed my thrusts and worked her through it, gentling my touch as the waves rolled through her. Only when she went limp beneath me did I pull out, still hard, still aching.

Rosie lay there trembling, her chest heaving, her eyes glazed. I leaned down and kissed her forehead, her cheek, her lips.

“I’ll be back,” I said.

I turned to Anna.

She was already on her back, legs parted, one hand still between her thighs. She smiled when my eyes met hers.

“My turn?”

I moved over her and she pulled me down for a kiss that was all heat and hunger. Her tongue tangled with mine and her hands raked down my back. I tasted her need, feel it in the way her body arched up to meet mine.

I didn’t tease her the way I’d teased Rosie. Anna wasn’t built for patience right now. She’d been watching, waiting, working herself up while I made Rosie come.

She needed me inside her and she needed it now.

I thrust into her in one long stroke.

She was wet and ready and took me easily. Her legs locked around my waist and she pulled me deeper, her heels digging into my ass. I gave her what she wanted, hard and fast, driving into her with a force that made the headboard knock against the wall.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Just like that. Don’t stop.”

I braced both hands on the mattress and pounded into her. The bed creaked and the sheets twisted beneath us. Anna’s nails scored my back and her moans turned to sharp cries that matched the rhythm of my thrusts.

Rosie had recovered enough to watch. She lay on her side next to us, her dark eyes taking in every detail. I caught her gaze and held it while I fucked Anna, and something about that connection made everything more intense.

Anna’s body tightened around me. I felt her climbing toward the edge. I shifted my angle and drove deeper, hitting a spot that made her whole body jerk.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “Jack, I’m so close.”

I reached between us and found her clit. I pressed hard and rubbed fast and she exploded around me. Her body clenched and pulsed and she screamed my name into the expensive sheets. I gritted my teeth and held on, fighting back my own release, not ready for this to be over.

I pulled out of Anna and knelt on the bed, breathing hard. Both women lay sprawled on the white linens, flushed and sweating and utterly wrecked. The sight of them made my cock throb.

“Up,” I said to Rosie. “Hands and knees.”

She obeyed without hesitation. She positioned herself in the center of the bed, her ass in the air, her face turned toward Anna. I knelt behind her and ran my hands over the curve of her hips, the smooth skin of her back.

I entered her from behind and she moaned into the mattress. This angle let me go deeper, and I felt her body stretch to accommodate me. I gripped her hips and set a punishing pace, the slap of skin on skin filling the room.

Anna moved closer. She positioned herself in front of Rosie, propped against the headboard with her legs spread. Rosie’s face was inches from her body, her moans vibrating against Anna’s skin with every thrust I delivered.

I watched them both while I fucked Rosie. Anna’s eyes were locked on mine over Rosie’s back, dark with desire.

I reached around Rosie’s hip and found her clit again. She cried out and her arms buckled. She collapsed onto her forearms, her back arching deeper, giving me an even better angle. I rubbed her in fast circles while I thrust into her.

“Come again,” I commanded. “Come for me while I’m inside you.”

Her second orgasm rolled through her like a wave and her body milked my cock with rhythmic pulses. I held on by sheer force of will, gritting my teeth against the sensation, not ready to finish.

I pulled out of Rosie and she collapsed onto her side, spent and trembling. Anna was already positioning herself on her hands and knees where Rosie had been. She looked back at me over her shoulder with a wicked smile.

“My turn again.”

I didn’t make her wait.

I drove into her from behind and she gasped, pushing back to meet me. Her body was looser than Rosie’s, more practiced, and she knew exactly how to move to maximize the friction. She fucked me back just as hard as I fucked her.

Rosie recovered enough to sit up against the headboard. She watched us with glazed eyes, one hand resting on Anna’s shoulder. The touch was gentle, affectionate, grounding.

My orgasm built. I’d held back through two rounds with each of them and I couldn’t hold back much longer. The pressure was overwhelming, demanding release.

“Where do you want me?” I grunted.

Anna looked back at me. “Inside me. Don’t pull out.”

I drove into her harder, faster. The sounds she made were raw and desperate and perfect.

Her body started to tighten around me again, impossibly, another orgasm building.

We came together. Her body clenched around me and I let go, spilling into her with a groan. The release crashed through me in overwhelming waves. I pumped into her through every pulse, giving her everything I had.

When it was over I collapsed onto the bed between them. My chest heaved and my heart pounded and every muscle in my body felt like it had been wrung out.

Anna curled into my left side. Rosie curled into my right. Their bodies warm against mine.

We lay there in silence and watched the sunlight shift across the ceiling. The white sheets were tangled and damp beneath us. The room smelled like salt and sweat and sex.

“So,” Anna said eventually. Her voice was drowsy and satisfied. “How do you like the new place?”

Rosie laughed against my shoulder.

I pulled them both closer and stared up at the ceiling of the ridiculous condo that was way too big for one person.

“It’s growing on me,” I said.
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Rosie’s head rested on my chest, her dark hair spread across my shoulder. Anna’s hand was perched on my stomach, her touch light and content.

Neither of them seemed in any hurry to move.

I thought about three days ago. Driving into Gulf Shores with no destination, no plan, just running from everything I’d lost. Looking for a place to fish and be left alone.

I thought about the apartment above Tib’s storage building. The way I’d told myself it was temporary, just until I figured out what came next.

And I thought about this place. This insane condo with its chef’s kitchen and its marble countertops and its bed big enough for three people.

I still wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“You’re thinking too loud,” Anna murmured against my shoulder.

“Just wondering how I got here,” I said.

“It wasn’t really that hard,” Anna said.

“Yeah,” Rosie said. “It all just kind of… fit together.”

The words settled over me. Somehow that had been enough.

I closed my eyes and let myself be exactly where I was.

No plans. No destination. Just three bodies tangled together.

Tomorrow I’d go back to the marina. I’d fix boats and haul lines and probably get sunburned.

But for now, we were here together.

And that was more than enough.

The story continues in Laid Ashore Book Two. Tap here to keep reading!
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A fresh start in a mountain town brings a younger man into the crosshairs of two captivating older women—and a connection where breaking all the rules feels exactly right.
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