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Chapter One




The pool at Azure Towers sat four floors above the beach, cantilevered out over the sand on a deck edged with nothing but glass railing and open Gulf beyond it. The water was bright chlorine blue. White canopies shaded the chaise lounges in long diagonal stripes. A guy in a polo shirt worked the bar along the inside wall, blending frozen drinks for tourists.

Rosie had already claimed the chaise closest to the railing. She stretched out on her back with her face tipped up to the sun like a woman who’d been waiting for this exact moment for years. The black bikini she wore was only two triangles on top and a bottom tied at the hips. On her it didn’t need to be anything else. Her body was compact and strong, all that quiet muscle from years of fishing boats, and the contrast of the black against her gold-brown skin.

Eva was to her right, peeling herself out of a turquoise cover-up one motion at a time like she knew how to sell a moment. Her bikini was vintage, high-waisted bottoms that cinched her into an hourglass and a halter top that held and displayed her full chest. Her red hair caught the breeze. She adjusted the brim of a wide straw hat she’d told me had belonged to her mother, took her time settling onto the chaise, and caught me watching her.

She smiled without saying anything.

Anna was the last to strip down. Her cover-up was a white linen button-down. It went over the back of her chaise. The bikini underneath was a pale coral that glowed against her tan. She had a body that filled out a bikini in the best kind of way.

She caught me looking, too. She didn’t smile. She just raised one eyebrow, pulled a beer out of the cooler between our two chaises, and pressed the cold bottle into my hand.

“Start drinking,” she said. “We’re not rushing anywhere today.”

I cracked it open and drank.

The cooler had been Anna’s idea. Beers on ice, a bottle of white wine for the women if they wanted it, and sandwiches wrapped in paper.

The pool access was courtesy of Claire Donaldson, the owner of the condo where she was generously letting me stay for free. The pool privileges came with it.

Eva had packed the beach bag with sunscreen, two paperbacks, a portable speaker, the straw hat. Rosie had shown up at the elevator with nothing but the oxford shirt over her bikini and a towel slung over her shoulder, and I’d decided right there that I wasn’t going to be responsible for anything else that day.

Three days had passed since the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo. Today was the first real day off I’d had in a very long time.

Tib had shooed me out of the marina at seven this morning. Go be young, Jack. I don’t want to see you till Tuesday.

Winning the rodeo had put him in an exceptionally good mood.

So here I was.

A woman at the bar laughed too loudly at something. The music from somebody’s Bluetooth speaker on the far side of the pool switched from one slow beachy song to another slow beachy song. The sun climbed.

I took a long pull of the beer and watched the three women settle.

Three chaises down, a man in his fifties was pretending to read a magazine.

He clearly wasn’t reading it. He hadn’t turned a page in ten minutes. His wife sat beside him in a red one-piece with a book of her own, and she’d clocked the situation before he had. She kept cutting him looks he kept pretending not to notice.

He was looking at Anna, then Eva, then Rosie, then back to Anna again. He was trying to be subtle about it and failing in the honest, defeated way of a man who knew what he was doing and couldn’t help himself.

His eyes tracked to me next.

I knew the expression. I’d seen it all summer. It was the look of a man doing math in his head and shocked by the answer. He was a guy in his fifties looking at three women in their forties who’d arranged themselves around a twenty-seven-year-old and trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

I took another sip of my beer and didn’t give him anything to work with.

Eva rolled onto her stomach on the chaise. She reached back and untied the strings of her halter at the neck and the back, and the fabric went loose against her chest beneath her.

“Jack,” she said. “Be useful.”

I got up and pulled the sunscreen bottle from Eva’s bag and knelt beside her chaise. The magazine man had completely given up pretending.

I squeezed sunscreen into my palms and warmed it between them. Eva folded her arms under her chin and her face turned away from me. Red hair spilled across the chaise cushion. Her back was a long smooth expanse of pale skin with that dusting of freckles across the tops of her shoulders, and the untied strings of her top lay on either side of her spine.

I put my hands on her shoulders and started working the sunscreen in.

She made a small sound into her forearm. Half a hum, half a sigh.

“You are getting too good at this,” she said.

“Practice.”

“Don’t let me sunburn my back.”

“I got you, don’t worry.”

I worked slowly. Her skin warmed under my palms. I spread the lotion across her shoulders, down between her shoulder blades, along the dip of her lower back where the halter strings crossed. I skipped nothing. I took my time at the sides of her waist where the sun hit at this angle, and then lower, along the small of her back above the high-waisted bottoms, and she made the sound again.

Anna watched from her chaise over the top of her sunglasses.

Rosie watched from hers, more frankly, without the glasses.

The magazine man’s wife had given up and put her book down. She was now openly staring at me while her husband stared at Eva. The two of them sat side by side in a marriage that was having a very quiet, very tough morning.

I finished with Eva and wiped my hands on a towel.

“Anna next,” Eva said into her forearm, without moving.

“I haven’t asked,” Anna said.

“You will.”

Anna smiled a small smile. She stretched out on her own chaise, folded her arms under her head, and looked at me.

I moved to Anna’s chaise and poured more sunscreen into my hands.

She turned over and settled onto her stomach the same way Eva had. She pulled her thick brown hair away from her neck and let it fall across one shoulder, out of the way. The coral bikini top tied at her back in a neat bow. She folded her arms under her chin and waited.

I knelt and pressed my palms to her shoulders.

Her skin was warm from the sun already. I started at the tops of her shoulders and worked my way down across the blades, thumbs finding the muscle on either side of her spine. The sunscreen spread smooth and even, and I took the time to really work it in, pressing a little deeper than I needed to for coverage alone.

“That’s good,” she said quietly.

I kept going. Down the center of her back, along the sides where her ribs curved, lower to the small of her back where the coral fabric of her bikini bottom sat low on her hips. I smoothed the lotion along the waistband and then worked my way back up again, this time with my thumbs pressing into the muscles that ran parallel to her spine.

Her body softened under my hands.

I moved to her lower back again and pressed the heels of my palms in slow circles, working out tension I could feel knotted there. She made a sound that wasn’t quite a sigh but wasn’t quite words either. I spread my hands wider and covered more surface, the curve of her waist on one side and then the other, keeping the pressure firm and even.

“You’re spoiling me,” she said.

“That’s the point.”

I finished with her back and moved lower, down to the backs of her thighs.

The magazine man had stopped pretending his wife existed. The wife had stopped pretending she cared.

Anna’s legs were toned and tan, strong from a life spent on boats, and I worked the sunscreen into the muscle there the same way I’d worked her back, slow and thorough, nothing rushed.

When I finished I wiped my hands again and sat back on my own chaise.

Anna turned her head and looked at me with one eye open.

“You’re very good at that,” she said.

“So I’ve been told.”

Rosie was already sitting up on her chaise. She’d watched the entire thing without saying a word. Now she pulled her hair into a ponytail with a band she’d had around her wrist and turned her back to me.

“Your turn,” I told Rosie.

“I don’t use sunscreen,” Rosie said.

“You don’t burn?” I asked.

“Not really. Cajun skin.” She glanced over her shoulder. “But I wouldn’t say no to the massage part.”

I moved to her chaise and knelt beside her the same way I’d done with Eva and Anna.

Rosie’s back was different. Smaller, more compact, all that lean muscle visible beneath her skin in ways the other two women’s bodies didn’t show. She worked on boats often.

I put my hands on her shoulders and started working.

She went still under my touch.

I kept the pressure firm and steady. I worked across the tops of her shoulders first. My thumbs found the knots she carried up high and tight, and I spent time on them. I moved to her shoulder blades and spread my hands wider. The motion was slow and deliberate.

She exhaled. It was a small sound, barely audible over the music from the pool speakers.

I worked down the center of her back. Her skin was warm and smooth under my palms. I pressed my thumbs into the muscles on either side of her spine and worked back up again.

Her body softened the same way Anna’s had.

I finished and sat back on my chaise.

Rosie turned her head and looked at me.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Anytime.”

She settled onto her stomach and closed her eyes.

I picked up my beer and took a long drink.

My body had noticed what I’d been doing. Three women, three backs, and somewhere along the way my board shorts had stopped fitting the way they had ten minutes ago.

Anna turned her head on her chaise and looked at me over the top of her sunglasses. She didn’t say anything. The look said she knew exactly what was happening and found it amusing.

I drank more of my beer and stared out at the Gulf.

Three chaises down, the magazine man was still staring. He’d watched the whole thing and looked, more than anything, confused.

I didn’t blame him.


Chapter Two




The sun climbed higher. The pool music switched to something with steel drums.

Anna’s hand appeared in my peripheral vision. She held out her empty bottle without looking at me.

“Another, please,” she said.

I pulled one from the cooler, twisted the cap off, and handed it to her. She took it and pressed the cold bottle against the side of her neck for a moment before she drank.

By noon the pool deck was full.

Families had shown up. Kids shrieked in the shallow end. A bachelorette party had taken over one corner with inflatable swans and a selection of drinks I didn’t recognize. The bar was three deep. Eva’s beachy playlist had been drowned out by somebody else’s Bluetooth speaker, and the whole scene had tipped from quiet morning into full summer day.

I finished my second beer and set the empty in the cooler.

“Beach?” I said.

“Beach,” Anna said.

We packed up. Eva retied her top. Rosie pulled the oxford shirt back on but didn’t button it. Anna stepped into a gauzy sarong that did nothing to hide what was underneath it. The magazine man watched us leave with the dead-eyed expression of a man who’d just been reminded of his own mortality.

I carried the cooler. Eva carried the bag. Rosie and Anna led the way.

The Gulf was glass-flat. Late July, no wind, the water the exact pale green it got on days like these. A few kids boogie-boarded in the shore break. An old man in an enormous sunhat walked the waterline with a metal detector. Farther out, a handful of charter boats hung on the horizon.

I set up the umbrella. Anna spread out a big canvas blanket. Eva arranged her hat, her book, and her drink on it like she was curating a photoshoot. Rosie walked straight past all of us and into the water without stopping, her oxford shirt coming off over her head and hitting the sand near Anna’s foot.

Rosie kept walking. The water climbed her calves, then her thighs, and then she dove under, and came up a few yards farther out with her long dark hair slicked back and a look of pure contentment on her face.

I dropped my shirt on the blanket and walked into the surf after Rosie. Anna shed her sarong and followed. The Gulf felt like bathwater in late July. I waded out until the water hit my waist and then dove under. When I came up, Anna was beside me, the coral bikini darker now that it was wet. Water droplets caught in her eyelashes.

“This was a good idea,” she said.

“Credit goes to you for knowing the condo owner.”

“That credit’s yours, not mine. You’re the one who jumped in after her daughter.”

It had been my first day working for Tib. A teenage girl named Maddie Donaldson had fallen off the dock and her head had clipped the corner of a piling on the way down. My Coast Guard training kicked in and I went in after her before I’d thought about it.

Her mother was Claire Donaldson, who owned the unit at Azure Towers, and she’d told me she and her family weren’t going to use it that much that summer and invited me to stay there as a way of saying thank you.

I hadn’t argued.

Eva surfaced a few feet away, having joined us. She’d left the hat on the blanket. Her red hair was wet now and looked darker, almost auburn, and the vintage bikini clung to her.

Rosie swam in from deeper. She moved through the water the way she moved on a boat deck, with an efficiency that didn’t waste motion. She stopped a few feet away and treaded water.

“You coming out farther?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

“You should. It’s better past the sandbar.”

She turned and swam back out. Eva followed. Anna squeezed my hand under the surface and then pushed off after them.

I followed.

Past the sandbar the water turned cooler. The bottom dropped away under my feet and the Gulf opened up around us in every direction. The shore behind us looked small and far away. The charter boats on the horizon had shifted position.

Rosie waited for us to catch up. She floated on her back, the black bikini stark against her skin. She looked up at the sky without saying anything else.

Eva and Anna drifted closer.

Rosie rolled upright and looked at the three of us. We formed a loose circle in the water. Four people treading in place, close enough that the motion of the Gulf kept pushing us together. Rosie’s shoulder bumped mine. Anna’s leg brushed against my hip. Eva’s hand found my arm under the surface.

Rosie moved closer until her body pressed against mine, slick and warm and solid. Her dark eyes held mine. She leaned in and kissed me. Her mouth was soft. She tasted like salt water and sunlight. Brief and light, nothing rushed or demanding, just her lips against mine for a moment before she pulled back.

Anna was next. She came in from my other side and the kiss was slower than Rosie’s had been. Her hand came up and touched the side of my face. Her mouth opened slightly. I tasted her breath. When she pulled back her warm brown eyes held mine and she didn’t say anything.

Eva swam around to the front. She wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist under the water. The motion pulled us both under for a second. We came back up together. She laughed and shook the water from her hair. Then she kissed me with her whole body pressed against mine. She was softer than Anna and fuller than Rosie, and the kiss went on longer than either of theirs had. Her tongue touched my lower lip. She pulled back and looked at me with those green eyes.

“I like this.”

We tangled together then, all four of us. Rosie’s back against my chest. Anna’s hip against my side. Eva’s forehead on my shoulder. The Gulf moved us in slow circles.

A family walked past on the beach. The father looked out at us and quickly looked away. The mother leaned in to say something to her husband. They kept walking.

“We’re making a scene,” Anna said.

“Seems like it.”

She kissed me again. Slower this time, deeper, with her hand at the back of my neck and her body pressed full against mine.

We stayed out there until the sun started to burn the tops of our shoulders, then we swam back in together. The water got shallower and my feet found the sand. Anna walked beside me with her hand in mine. Eva was on my other side. Rosie followed a step behind.

The umbrella and blanket waited where we’d left them. I picked up a towel and handed it to Anna. Eva took another and twisted her hair up in it. Rosie shook the water from her ponytail and picked up the oxford shirt but didn’t put it on. I opened the cooler and passed beers around.

Some college kids had set up camp about fifty yards down the beach. One of them stared at us.

“They’re going to talk about us for a week,” Eva said.

“Let them,” Anna said.

I drank more of my beer and watched the Gulf.

The afternoon stretched out long and slow. The umbrella threw a wedge of shade across the blanket. Eva pulled the straw hat over her face and dozed. Rosie sat watching the surf. Anna leaned against my shoulder, her hair smelling like salt and sunscreen.

She kissed my shoulder and settled there. I put my arm around her and closed my eyes and listened to the water.
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The sun had shifted enough that the umbrella didn’t cover much anymore. My shoulders ran warm. Anna’s nose had pinked despite the sunscreen.

“I’m hungry,” Eva announced. She sat up and pushed the straw hat off her face. “Also, we’re out of beer.”

The cooler held our empties and some melted ice.

“Pool bar?” I said.

“Perfect,” Anna said.

We packed up. Rosie pulled the oxford shirt on and buttoned two in the middle. Eva wrapped a sarong at her waist. Anna tied hers the same way. The towels went into the beach bag, sand and all.

The pool deck had thinned. The bachelorette party had relocated. A few families still occupied the shallow end. The poolside bar sat in the corner near the main building, open-air, thatched roof, a dozen stools around a curved counter.

We claimed four at the far end. The bartender came over, early twenties, deep tan, frosted tips that probably peaked around 2003. He set down coasters without being asked.

“What can I get you?”

“Four Miami Vices,” Eva said.

“You got it.”

The blender roared. He layered strawberry daiquiri and piña colada into four tall glasses, pink swirled with white, and topped each with a paper umbrella.

Eva took hers and sipped. “This is perfect.”

Anna nodded over hers. Rosie drank half of hers in three pulls.

It tasted like strawberries and coconut and rum.

“We need food,” Anna said.

She pulled the menu over and tapped the calamari. “Big plate of that, please.”

The kid disappeared into the kitchen. Down the bar the blender started up again for someone else. A woman in a sun visor laughed at something her husband said. Overhead, the fan turned.

The TV mounted in the corner pulled my eye, playing the local news. A weatherman stood in front of a satellite map of the Gulf, and a swirl of clouds sat a few hundred miles south of the Alabama coast.

The crawl at the bottom read TROPICAL DEPRESSION EIGHT FORMING IN GULF.

The weatherman pointed at the system. He talked about wind speeds and pressure gradients and projected paths. The map showed three tracks. One curved east toward the Florida panhandle. One held course for Louisiana. One bent west toward Texas.

The cone of uncertainty covered half the northern Gulf Coast.

“That looks fun,” Eva said. She’d followed my eyes to the TV.

“Tropical depression,” I said. “Not a storm yet.”

“Yet.”

Anna leaned forward to see the screen better. “How long have they been tracking it?”

“Couple days, probably. Takes a while for these things to organize.”

Rosie studied the screen. “My daddy lost a boat to one of these in ’92,” she said. “Sat right where that one is. It came in three days later as a category three.”

The bar got quieter, or maybe just my end of it did.

“Could go anywhere,” I said. “Could fall apart before it gets close.”

Or it couldn’t.

I’d watched enough of these in Florida to know the early models didn’t mean much. Storms turned. They strengthened or weakened on water temperature and wind shear and a dozen other things the weathermen mostly guessed at. You watched, you waited, you prepared if it looked serious, and you hoped it went somewhere else.

That last part was the ugly one. Every time a storm shifted at the last minute and spared my town, I’d felt a sick relief and hated myself for feeling it because some other town got hit. Some other people lost their houses, their cars, their lives.

It was a lottery nobody wanted to win.

The calamari arrived on a plate the size of a hubcap. Fried rings and tentacles piled high, lemon wedges around the edge, marinara in a small bowl in the middle.

Eva pulled the plate closer and speared a ring. “Okay. Storm talk later. Food now.”

Anna squeezed lemon over the pile. Rosie ate without comment. I grabbed a handful and dipped.

The calamari was hot, crispy, not rubbery. The marinara had a kick. I ate and drank more of the pink frozen drink and kept the TV in the corner of my eye.

The weatherman moved on to the seven-day forecast. Highs in the mid-nineties, chance of afternoon thunderstorms, the usual summer script. The tropical depression graphic dropped from the screen.

Eva leaned back on her stool and stretched. The sarong had loosened at her waist and showed more of the vintage bikini underneath. She caught me looking.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

“Nothing important.”

“Liar.”

“Fine. I’m thinking we don’t have enough beer back at the condo.”

“You’re right.”

“Then I’m thinking we should stop on the way back.”

She smiled at me over the rim of her glass like she knew exactly what I’d been thinking and was letting me off easy. I’d take it.

On the TV, a commercial for a car dealership played, followed by one for a personal injury lawyer. Then the news came back, and the tropical depression graphic blinked into the corner of the screen and stayed there.

I drank more of my pink drink and watched it.
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Anna set her Miami Vice down and turned toward Rosie. “You were still in New Orleans for Katrina, weren’t you?”

Rosie didn’t look away from the TV. Her eyes stayed on the tropical depression graphic in the corner. “Yeah.”

“At the hospital?”

“Yeah. I was on the hurricane team.”

Eva’s face changed. The bartender had drifted back to check on us, and he stopped wiping the counter.

“What’s the hurricane team?” I asked.

Rosie took a long pull from her drink and set it down. She turned on her stool so she faced us instead of the TV. “When a storm comes, some of the doctors and nurses stay behind with the patients who can’t be moved. I’d been on the list for three years and never got called. Then Katrina showed up.”

Rosie kept going. Her voice stayed level, matter-of-fact. “The storm hit Monday morning. We’d moved everyone we could to higher floors. The ER was on the first floor, so we staged supplies upstairs and set up a treatment area on the third. The generators were supposed to handle everything.”

She stopped and looked at her glass. The pink drink had melted enough that the strawberry and coconut had bled into each other.

“The power went out eventually. The generators kicked on thirty seconds later. We had lights and equipment, but no air conditioning, and it was August in New Orleans. By noon the inside of that hospital was over a hundred degrees. By evening it was worse than that.”

The bartender had stopped pretending to do anything. He leaned against the counter.

“The storm came through in waves. We heard it before we felt it. The east-side windows blew out around ten, and there was glass everywhere. We moved patients off that wall and tried to seal the rooms, but the rain came sideways. Everything got wet. Floors, beds, equipment. By noon we were wading on the first floor.

“Then the levees broke. The water outside just kept coming up, even to the second floor. The ER where I’d worked for ten years was underwater. The only way to see out was through the upper windows, and what was out there didn’t look like New Orleans anymore. Everything was underwater. Cars were floating.

“We ran the ER off the third floor on generator power. People kept coming. Boats, rafts, swimming. They’d been in attics, on roofs, in the water for hours. We treated what we could. We saw dehydration, infections, and broken bones. Hypothermia in hundred-degree heat because they’d been in the water so long their core temps dropped. We ran out of IV fluid on Tuesday, then antibiotics on Wednesday. But we kept working.”

She looked at the TV again. The tropical depression sat in the corner of the screen, small and harmless looking.

“The generators died Thursday morning. That left us with no lights and no equipment. We kept going because we had to.”

A quiet had settled over our end of the bar. The fan turned. Somebody two stools down laughed at something on a phone, and the sound felt obscene.

“The rescue boats finally showed a few days later. They took the patients first and the staff after. I walked out Friday morning. I had been in that building for five days. The water was still chest-deep at the front door. They put me on a boat with six other people and ran us to the highway. From there, it was buses to Baton Rouge.”

The bartender shook his head once. “Wow.”

Rosie picked up her drink. “My husband at the time, Philippe, had evacuated to Houston. I met him there a week later. He told me I had been stupid. He said I could have died. He said I had picked strangers over him.” She paused. “He said the oath didn’t mean I had to be a martyr.”

She held the glass without drinking from it.

“We fought about it for months. It was one of the things that broke us.” She looked down at the bar. “I don’t regret staying. I regret a lot of things about that life, but I don’t regret that.”

Nobody said anything.

Eva reached over and put her hand on Rosie’s arm.

“Now I really hope that thing doesn’t turn into a hurricane,” the bartender said.


Chapter Three




The fried chicken arrived in buckets big enough to hold lobsters. Three of them, plus two family-sized sides of macaroni and cheese and mashed potatoes in aluminum trays. The delivery guy set everything on the condo’s kitchen island and looked at the four of us like he was trying to figure out if we were hosting a party or just planning to eat ourselves into a coma.

I tipped him ten bucks and he left without asking.

Eva pulled the lid off the first bucket, and the smell of hot grease and seasoned breading filled the condo. She plucked out a drumstick and bit into it without waiting for plates or napkins or any pretense of civilization.

“Oh my God,” she said around the mouthful. “This is exactly what I needed.”

Anna opened the macaroni and cheese. The top had browned and bubbled in the oven, and the cheese sat thick and gooey underneath. She scooped some onto a paper plate and added a piece of chicken from the bucket. Rosie did the same with the mashed potatoes, piling them high and topping them with a thigh.

I grabbed a breast and a wing and filled the rest of my plate with both sides. The four of us stood around the island and ate without talking. The chicken tasted greasy and salty and perfect. The mac and cheese had a crust on top and a creamy center. The mashed potatoes had just the right amount of butter and garlic.

Eva finished her drumstick and went back for another piece. “I’m going to hate myself tomorrow.”

“It’s so worth it, though,” Anna said.

Rosie ate methodically, working through her plate. She had rolled the sleeves of the oxford shirt up to her elbows and had not bothered to button it past the middle.

I finished my first plate and went back for more. The buckets were still half full. The four of us had ordered enough food to feed a small army, and at the rate we were tearing into it, we might actually finish.

The sun had set while we ate. The big windows that faced the Gulf showed nothing but black water and a handful of lights from boats farther out. The pool deck below had emptied. The tiki torches around the deck still burned, little points of orange against the dark.

Eva mixed drinks while we finished eating. She lined up four big plastic tumblers on the counter and filled them with ice, rum, and pineapple juice. She stirred each one with a long spoon and handed them out.

“Back to the beach?” she said. “I love it at night.”

The four of us grabbed our drinks and headed down. The elevator opened onto an empty lobby, and the sliding doors led to the pool deck. From there, a wooden walkway cut through the dunes to the sand.

The sand had cooled. The wind had picked up, blowing in off the Gulf with enough force to kick spray off the waves. The temperature had dropped maybe ten degrees from the afternoon, which put it in the mid-eighties instead of the mid-nineties. The humidity stuck thick and damp, but the breeze made it bearable.

Anna walked beside me with her drink in one hand. She had pulled on a loose white cover-up over the coral bikini, and it billowed around her in the wind. Eva had wrapped her sarong tighter and left the vintage bikini top exposed. Rosie had finally buttoned the oxford shirt all the way but left it untucked, and the hem flapped against her thighs.

This section of beach was private, reserved for Azure Tower residents and guests. A line of tiki torches marked the boundary on either side, and beyond that, the public beach stretched dark and empty. A couple walked past in the distance, silhouettes against the ambient light from the condos farther down. Otherwise, the four of us had it to ourselves.

Anna dropped onto the sand near the waterline and pulled her knees up. Eva sat beside her. Rosie stood for a moment looking out at the Gulf, then settled cross-legged a few feet away. I sat between Anna and Rosie and drank some of whatever Eva had mixed. She’d been heavy-handed with the rum.

The Gulf rolled in and out in low, steady swells. The wind pushed the surf higher than it had been during the day. White foam hissed up the sand and pulled back. Farther out, the running lights of a shrimp boat crawled south.

Eva leaned back on her hands and tipped her face up to the sky. “This is nice.”

“Better than a crowded pool,” Anna said.

Rosie did not say anything as she watched the water.

I drank more of the rum drink and let the wind blow over me. My shoulders had started to tighten from the sun earlier, and the heat radiated off my skin. I’d be sore tomorrow. Tonight I didn’t care.

Anna shifted closer and leaned her head against my shoulder. Her hair smelled like salt and sunscreen. I put my arm around her, and she settled in.

Eva hummed something under her breath, some tune I didn’t recognize. She kicked her feet in the sand and drank from her tumbler and looked completely content.

The four of us sat that way for a while. Then a figure appeared in the darkness, maybe a hundred yards down the beach. Small and moving fast, rhythmic and steady.

A runner.

I had a strong feeling I knew who this was.

The motion resolved as the figure got closer, and a headlamp bounced through the dark.

The gait was familiar. Long strides, upright posture, the kind of efficient movement that belonged to someone who ran regularly.

The headlamp bobbed closer. The runner passed through the edge of the tiki torch light, and dark hair pulled back in a ponytail caught the orange glow.

I stood and brushed the sand off my shorts. Anna looked up.

“Be right back,” I said.

I walked down the beach toward the runner. The headlamp beam swung toward me as I got close, and the figure slowed and then stopped. The light dropped to illuminate the sand between us, and Cami Segura pulled the earbuds from her ears.

She stood maybe five feet away, breathing hard but controlled. She wore black running shorts that stopped mid-thigh and a purple sports bra that left her toned stomach bare. Sweat ran down her temples and along the line of her collarbone. Even at a stop, she looked like someone who could turn around and run another four miles without thinking about it.

“Jack,” she said. She pulled the headlamp off and held it in one hand.

“Do you run this far every night?”

“Most nights.” She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “I saw you once near The Sandbar, didn’t I?”

“Yeah. That’s almost four miles from here.”

That’s how I’d known it was her. I’d seen her running along the beach once before.

“I like the distance,” Cami said. “It clears my head. Also, there’s fewer people here. The public beaches are crowded even at night.”

“This is a private section,” I teased.

“I know.”

“Should I report you for trespassing?”

Her smile widened. “You could. Or you could let it slide this one time.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Footsteps approached from behind me. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Anna, Eva, and Rosie.

“Hi, Cami,” Anna said.

“Hey everyone.” Cami nodded to each of them. “Wow, everyone’s here.”

Cami’s eyes moved between the four of us. The processing took maybe two seconds. The four of us out here at night, drinks in hand, sitting close on the beach. Whatever conclusion she reached, her expression didn’t change. She looked at me for a moment longer, then at Anna, then at Eva, who was holding her tumbler and watching Cami right back with a small smile.

“That is an interesting group you have, Jack,” Cami said.

“We had a long day at the beach,” Eva said.

“I can see that you did.”

Eva’s smile widened a fraction. The two of them looked at each other for another beat, and something passed between them that didn’t need words.

Cami shifted her weight and glanced down the beach the way she had been heading.

“I’ll probably see you tomorrow, Jack,” she said. “I need to stop by Bordelon’s Marina.”

“About the storm?”

“Yeah.”

“It’ll probably miss us,” Eva said.

Cami looked at her. “Maybe. I have a bad feeling about this one, though.”

“Don’t jinx us,” Anna said.

Cami shrugged. “I can’t help what my gut tells me. I’ve been doing this long enough to trust it.”

She put the headlamp back on and adjusted the strap. The beam swung across the sand as she moved.

“Good seeing you all,” she said. She put the earbuds back in and looked at me once more. “See you tomorrow, Jack.”

She turned and started running again. The headlamp beam bounced with her movements. The four of us stood there and watched her go, the light getting smaller as she moved down the beach toward the public section. The sound of her footfalls faded into the wind and the waves.

Anna moved beside me. “She knows.”

“She figured it out,” I said.

Eva drained the rest of her tumbler. “She didn’t seem bothered either.”

Rosie didn’t say anything. She watched the spot where Cami’s headlamp had disappeared into the dark.

“Come on,” Anna said as she took my hand. “Let’s finish these drinks.”

Cami’s headlamp became a pinpoint of light in the distance, then vanished completely where the private beach ended and the public section began.

“She comes into The Sandbar sometimes in the evening,” Eva said. “She sits at the corner table with her laptop, drinks a glass of red wine, and works for an hour or two.”

I remembered seeing her there. Not every time I’d been in, but often enough that the image had registered.

“I’ve only ever seen her in her work clothes,” Eva continued. She gave me a look. “And I have to say, she looks even better out of them.”

She wasn’t wrong. The image was still in my head—the running shorts, the purple sports bra, and the lean stretch of stomach between them.

Anna laughed. “She does.”

The three of them had been drinking all day. After the sun, the pool, the Miami Vices after the beach, and the rum drinks Eva had mixed after dinner, their words came easier now, looser.

“No wonder Jack jumped up when he saw her coming,” Anna said. The smile on her face widened.

The other two laughed.

“I was being polite,” I said.

“Very polite,” Eva said.

I shook my head and walked back toward where we’d been sitting. They followed, still laughing.

Anna picked up her tumbler and settled back onto the sand. Eva dropped beside her and stretched her legs out. Rosie stood for a moment longer, then sat cross-legged again.

“Rosie told me once to be nice to Cami when I see her around town,” I said. “She does good work, and not a lot of people are friendly to her.”

“Yeah, I did say that,” Rosie said. The wind blew her hair across her face, and she pushed it back. “Eva’s right, though. Cami does look hot.”

Anna took a sip from her tumbler. “But she looks a little less hot when she’s predicting a storm about to hit us.”

I sat down between Anna and Rosie again. “She’s probably just being cautious. It’s her job to think worst case. What are the chances the storm actually hits us?”

Nobody answered right away.


Chapter Four




The hot tub bubbled around the four of us. Steam rolled off the surface and lifted into the night air, where the breeze coming off the Gulf caught it and carried it away. The water was hot enough to feel against the sunburn on my shoulders without crossing into pain. Down below the balcony, the beach was dark, the only light coming from the tiki torches along the boardwalk and the running lights of a shrimper hanging way out on the horizon.

It was the first time I’d had the three of them in the tub with me at the same time.

The thing was bigger than it looked. The corner of the balcony had been built around it, the surround done in the same travertine as the deck, and once I’d settled in with my back against the jets I’d started to wonder how big the original owners had been planning to live.

Anna was on my left, Rosie on my right. Eva sat across from me with her copper hair piled on top of her head and one bare foot resting on the bench beside my hip.

Three grown women and me, and the tub fit us with room to spare. Some part of me—a bursting, masculine part I wasn’t going to apologize for—took note of that and felt something close to satisfaction.

Anna’s leg was already stretched along mine under the surface. Rosie’s shoulder pressed against my arm. Eva watched me through the steam with her mouth curved in a small, knowing way that told me she’d already decided how this evening was going to end and was just waiting for me to catch up.

I reached out under the water and ran my hand up Eva’s calf where it rested on the bench. Slow, palm flat, all the way up to her thigh. She didn’t move. She kept her eyes on mine. The corner of her mouth lifted a quarter inch.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

Anna laughed. Rosie turned her face into my neck and pressed her mouth to the soft skin behind my ear, and the heat of her breath there sent a current straight down my spine.

I turned my head and found Anna’s mouth instead.

Anna kissed me like she had no doubt at all that she was where she was supposed to be. Her hand came up and her wet fingers slid along my jaw. Her tongue touched mine. The kiss deepened by degrees, and I felt the moment her breath shifted from steady to something less steady, the moment her hand at my jaw tightened.

Rosie’s mouth had moved to the side of my throat. Her teeth grazed me there. One of her small hands had slid below the surface and found the waistband of my shorts.

I broke the kiss with Anna and looked down. Rosie’s dark eyes lifted to mine, amused.

“These need to come off,” she said.

I stood up out of the water. Steam rolled off my chest. The cooler night air hit my wet skin and made every nerve come awake at once. I pushed my shorts down and stepped out of them and dropped them on the deck. When I sat back down, the water came up to the middle of my chest, and I was already hard.

Eva’s eyes had dropped to track me as I’d moved. Now they came back up, and the small smile had widened.

“Let’s see the rest of you, ladies,” I said.

Anna reached behind her neck and untied the coral bikini top. The fabric came loose and floated. She lifted it free of the water, wrung it out, and dropped it on the travertine beside the tub like she was taking off a shirt at the end of a long day. Her breasts settled into the water, full and pale against the tan of her shoulders, the dark pink of her nipples just visible through the churn.

Rosie was less ceremonious. She pulled the tie at the back of her black bikini, peeled the top off, and threw it over her shoulder onto the deck without watching where it landed.

Eva took her time. She rose up just enough that her breasts cleared the water, and the steam drifted across her skin. She watched my face while she reached up and unhooked the halter behind her neck. The vintage top fell forward into her hands. She set it on the edge of the tub.

Her breasts in moonlight were something I wasn’t going to forget.

“Anna,” I said.

Anna turned her face up to me. I cupped her jaw with one hand and kissed her again, harder this time. My other hand went under the water and found her hip, and from there I traced up the slope of her stomach to her chest. The weight of her breast filled my palm. Her nipple was already tight under my thumb. She made a quiet sound against my mouth.

I let go of her chin and slid my hand down the long line of her body, beneath the water, between her thighs.

She gasped against my mouth. The bikini bottoms were still on her, and I worked my fingers underneath them and through the slick heat of her. The water made everything different. She was wet anyway, the kind of wet that had nothing to do with the tub.

She rolled her hips toward my hand. Her forehead pressed against my temple.

“Take them off,” I said against her ear.

She lifted her hips and worked the bottoms down her legs and let them go. The pale coral fabric drifted to the surface a few feet away.

I gripped Anna under the thigh and pulled her up onto the wide travertine ledge that ran around the inside of the tub. The stone was warm from the steam but cooler than the water. She braced her hands behind her on the deck. The change in level put her hips at the height of my chest. I took in her brown hair dark with steam-damp at the ends, her chest flushed, her thighs falling open without any prompting from me at all.

Anna saw the look. She smiled, slow and proud.

“Don’t make me wait,” she said.

I went to my knees on the bench inside the tub. The water came up to my ribs there. I hooked her legs over my shoulders and lowered my mouth to her.

Anna gasped. Her head dropped back. The first stroke of my tongue pulled a long sound out of her that turned into my name halfway through. I went slow at first, learning the shape of her again, finding the rhythm that made her thighs flex against the sides of my head. She tasted clean and warm and like Anna, and I worked her the way I’d learned she liked best.

Her hand came down and threaded through my wet hair.

I didn’t see Rosie move, but I heard her. The water shifted and I knew without looking that she’d crossed the tub. A second later her hand slid down my back under the water, slow, possessive, and her mouth found the place between my shoulder blades. She pressed her body against my back. Her bare breasts flattened against my skin and the heat of her was its own separate heat from the tub.

Eva was behind Anna now. I heard her come up out of the water and step over to the edge. Through the angle of Anna’s parted legs I could see Eva’s bare hip, the curve of her waist, the way she’d settled herself on the deck behind Anna’s shoulder, watching me work, drink in hand.

“God, that’s something to see,” Eva said. Her voice had gone low and rough.

I doubled down by adding two fingers, working them in slowly while my tongue stayed where it was. Anna’s hips lifted off the stone. Her hand in my hair tightened to the edge of pain.

“Jack.” Her voice came out tight. “Jack, I’m⁠—”

I curled my fingers up and felt the place inside her that always finished her. I pressed there and didn’t let up, and she came against my mouth in a long, rolling pulse that made her thighs lock around my head and her heels drum against my back.

I worked her through it until her hand loosened in my hair. Then I let her down.

She slid off the ledge and sank into the water and let her head fall back against the rim of the tub, eyes closed, chest rising and falling fast.

“Hot damn,” Anna said to the night sky.

Rosie laughed against my back.

I turned in the water and caught Eva’s wrist before she could get away. Eva had risen up enough on the deck that her bottoms were the only thing she still wore, and they were sodden and clinging to her hips and not doing the job they’d been hired for. I pulled her down off the deck and back into the tub and into my lap.

She came willingly. She didn’t straddle me though. I turned her so that her back came down against my chest, her body settling onto my thighs, the curve of her ass pressed against me where I was hard and ready for her.

Her bottoms still had to go. I worked them down her legs underneath the water and she lifted enough to let me, and then they were gone too, drifting somewhere in the churn.

This was a position I hadn’t put any of them in before. I wanted to see her body from over her shoulder. I wanted my hands free.

Eva tipped her head back against my shoulder and her copper hair came loose from where she’d had it piled. The smell of her shampoo hit me.

“What are you doing to me, Jack?” she said.

“Lift up.”

She lifted. I reached down between us, found myself with one hand and her with the other, and guided her down onto me.

The sound she made was almost a laugh. Almost.

She took me an inch at a time. The hot water made everything slicker, hotter. Eva sank all the way down until she was flush against me and let out a long, shaky breath. Her hands flattened on my thighs to brace.

I wrapped one arm around her waist and brought my other hand up to cup her breast. The weight of it filled my palm. Her nipple peaked under my thumb. I rolled it slowly, and her hips jumped against mine.

“Move,” I said against her ear.

The angle was deep this way. She lifted, sank, lifted, sank, and I had a perfect view down the length of her body—her chest moving with her breathing, her flat stomach, the place where her body and mine met under the churning water. Her copper hair stuck to her shoulder where the steam had wet it.

I worked her clit with my hand under the water while she moved. Slow circles at first, matching the rhythm of her hips, then tighter, faster. Her breath went ragged. She turned her face into my neck.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s⁠—”

Anna had recovered. She’d opened her eyes and was watching us from the far side of the tub, one hand drifting beneath the water in a slow, steady way that didn’t try to hide what she was doing. Rosie had moved to the bench beside us and sat with her chin propped on her hand, watching Eva’s face with an intensity that almost made me stop.

But I didn’t stop.

Eva’s pace got messier. The slap of her body coming down against mine grew louder than the bubbling of the jets. I held her tighter against me with the arm at her waist, drove up to meet her on every downstroke, and kept the rhythm of my hand on her clit relentless.

“Jack.” Her voice barely had air in it. “Jack, I’m going to⁠—”

“Do it,” I said.

She came over me in long, hard pulses that gripped me so tight I had to grit my teeth and breathe through my nose to keep from going with her. Her whole body locked. Her head fell back hard against my shoulder. The sound she made was caught in the back of her throat, half a moan and half a curse, and she rode me through it until she went limp against my chest.

I held her there for a few seconds. Her chest heaved. Her hand found my hand at her waist and squeezed it.

“I might just live here now,” Eva said when she could speak. “On your lap. I’m moving in.”

I laughed. So did Rosie. Anna shook her head and smiled.

Eva pushed up and off me carefully, and I had to set my jaw because the loss of her almost finished me right there. She kissed me over her shoulder, sloppy and grateful, and then she swam two strokes across the tub and settled herself on the bench beside Anna.

I turned and looked for Rosie.

She was already standing.

She’d risen out of the water and stepped up onto the wide travertine deck that wrapped the tub. Her bottoms were gone. I hadn’t seen her take them off because I hadn’t been paying attention. She stood there in nothing at all, water pouring off her body, her dark hair dripping on her shoulders. The breeze coming off the Gulf made her shiver.

Rosie didn’t say anything. She turned away from me, walked the two short steps to the rail, and braced her hands on the travertine top of the tub. She bent forward at the waist. She looked back at me over her shoulder, and waited.

I came up out of the water behind her. The night air on my chest woke me up and brought every nerve I had to attention. I stepped close, ran my hand down the long line of her back, over the curve of her ass, between her thighs. She was already slick. Watching me with the other two had done that for her.

I lined up against her and pushed in.

She took me to the hilt in one slow, controlled stroke. Her hands tightened on the deck and her forehead dropped between her arms. The angle was deeper than I would have guessed. I held there for a beat and let her body adjust around me.

“Don’t be careful,” she said.

I gripped her hip with one hand and found the small of her back with the other and started to move.

Rosie didn’t make small sounds. She never had. The first hard stroke pulled something low out of her chest, and the next one drove the same sound out of her louder. My hips slapped against hers in a rhythm that the water and the steam and the night couldn’t muffle. Her hands skidded forward on the wet stone and she dropped down onto her elbows, which changed the angle and made her gasp.

I felt her start to wind up. Her thighs trembled. The muscles in her back drew tight under my palm. I kept the pace and didn’t let it slip.

“Jack.” Her voice was low and tight and her Cajun accent had thickened. “Jack.”

I leaned forward and brought my hand around and under her, and my fingers found her clit. She bucked back against me and a curse came out of her in French.

“I’m right there,” she gasped. “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t⁠—”

She came around me in a long, hard clench, her whole body locking, her forehead pressed to the stone, and the grip of her tight enough that I had to grit my teeth and breathe through it to keep from going over the edge.

I pulled out of her before I lost the fight, then held her hip steady until her legs stopped shaking.

I was hard enough that it hurt. I could have finished in two strokes, but I wanted more.

Anna stood up from the bench across the tub.

She crossed the tub toward us, and the look on her face was the look of a woman who had decided something and was about to make it happen.

She didn’t stop until she was standing in front of me. The steam curled up between us. Her brown hair had darkened with the wet at the ends, and a few strands clung to the side of her neck. Her breasts rose just above the waterline.

“I’ve been watching you all night, honey.” Her voice had dropped low. “My turn.”

I sat. The bench inside the tub put me low in the water, and the heat of it came up to my collarbone. Anna stepped between my thighs and put her hands on my shoulders. She lifted one knee onto the bench beside my hip, then the other. Her thighs settled against my sides and she lowered herself just far enough that the heat of her pressed against me but didn’t take me in.

I had to grip the rim of the tub behind me to keep my hands off her for one more second.

Her face was inches from mine, brown eyes warm even in the dim light, the freckles at the bridge of her nose that the day in the sun had brought out.

She reached down between us and took hold of me. Anna took me slow, inch by inch. Her mouth opened against mine on the way down. She kept going until her hips settled flush against my thighs, and then she stopped there, fully seated, her forehead dropping against mine.

For a long second, neither of us moved.

The water bubbled around us. Across the tub I was distantly aware of Eva and Rosie watching, of Eva quietly saying something that I didn’t catch.

I cupped the back of her head with one hand and kissed her again. My other hand spread flat against the small of her back and pulled her tighter against me, and the angle pushed me deeper into her, and she made a small, surprised sound against my mouth.

She started to move.

The slow rolling motions of her hips stayed close to me on every stroke, deep grinding circles that pressed her clit hard against the base of me on every pass. Her arms wound around my neck. Her breasts dragged against my chest. She kept her face close to mine the whole time, and her brown eyes held mine through the steam in a way that wasn’t going to let me look anywhere else even if I’d wanted to.

“You feel so good,” Anna whispered against my cheek.

I wrapped both arms tight around her lower back and held her close while she worked. The leverage let me lift up to meet her on every roll of her hips. The water sloshed around us. The bench dug into the back of my thighs. None of it registered.

I bent my head and took her nipple in my mouth.

Anna gasped, and her rhythm faltered for half a beat before it picked back up harder. Her hand came up to cradle the back of my head. I worked her there with my tongue, slow circles, the way she’d taught me she liked. Her chest rose and fell against my face. Her breath had gone uneven in my hair.

“I’m not going to last forever, Anna.” My voice came out muffled against her skin.

“Don’t you dare yet.”

I laughed against her breast. She laughed too, breathless, and then the laugh turned into a soft moan as I switched to her other nipple.

She picked up the pace. Her hips drove down harder. The slap of our bodies meeting under the water echoed off the deck and the rail and the side of the building. She had her face buried in my hair now and her breath was coming sharp at the top of her chest.

I felt her tighten. I knew the signs—the way her thighs gripped my sides harder, the way her breathing went ragged, the small whimper she made when she was getting close and didn’t want to admit it yet.

I slid one hand down between us and found her clit underwater. She bucked against me.

“Oh, Jack⁠—”

“Right here.”

I worked her clit in tight circles while she rode me, matched the pace of her hips with the pace of my hand, and felt her start to come apart against me. Her arms locked around my neck. Her forehead pressed against mine. The sounds she was making had stopped being words.

She came around me in long, deep waves that pulsed up the length of me and almost—almost—pulled me with her. Her body clenched and released and clenched again, and she shuddered against my chest, and her mouth found mine and kissed me through the last of it as if she needed somewhere to put the sound she was making.

When the last wave passed, she didn’t lift off me. She stayed where she was, fully seated, her arms around my neck, her cheek against mine. Her chest heaved against my own.

I was still inside her, still hard, still right at the edge of going.

“Don’t move,” I said.

She laughed weakly into my neck. “I couldn’t if I tried.”

I held her there for the better part of a minute. The pulse of her body around mine slowed by degrees. The bubbling of the jets came back into my ears. Across the tub, Eva had pulled herself up onto the deck to sit on the edge with her feet in the water, watching us with an expression I couldn’t entirely read. Rosie had moved to the bench beside her. Both of them were quiet.

Anna lifted her face from my neck. Her brown hair was wild around it. Her cheeks had flushed deep. Her smile was the most satisfied thing I’d seen in a long time.

“Wow,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She kissed me again, soft this time, and then she shifted her weight forward and lifted off me.

Anna sank into the tub beside me on the bench and let her head fall back against the rim. Her chest was still rising and falling fast.

“All right.” Her voice was a little rough. “Now. I have an idea.”

I looked at her sideways. “An idea?”

“Mm-hmm.” She turned her face toward me, smiling.

“Get out of the tub, honey.”

I climbed up onto the deck. The breeze coming off the Gulf hit my wet skin and pulled gooseflesh up my arms in spite of the heat radiating off me. I stood there at the edge of the tub with the steam rolling around my legs and looked down at her.

Anna turned to the other two. “Over here. With me.”

Rosie came up out of the water and onto the deck. Eva followed, slower, the small smile on her face widening as she figured out where Anna was going with this.

The three of them knelt in front of me on the warm stone.

The sight of three women on their knees at my feet in the steam and the dark almost took me out at the knees.

Anna at the center. Rosie on her right, Eva on her left. Three sets of bare shoulders and breasts. Anna’s tan, Eva’s pale and freckled, Rosie’s gold-brown. Three pairs of eyes on me and not one of them looked anywhere except at my face.

Anna reached up and wrapped her hand around me.

Her grip was sure the way every part of her was sure. She stroked me base to tip and I had to lock my knees.

Eva leaned in next. She didn’t take Anna’s place, but rather pressed her mouth to the inside of my thigh and worked her way up, slow and unhurried. Her lips landed at my hip, then went higher. Her hair brushed against my stomach.

Rosie was the quietest of the three. She always was. She pressed her cheek to my other thigh and laid one hand flat against my lower abdomen.

I looked down at the three of them and forgot how to breathe.

Anna kept her grip on me steady and slow. She knew exactly what she was doing.

She glanced up at me once. “Hold on as long as you can, Jack.”

“Anna—”

“As long as you can.”

She stroked me harder.

Eva settled back on her heels. Rosie had pushed herself up too. She knelt straight-backed, dark hair dripping down her shoulders, the small full shape of her breasts wet and gleaming. Anna at the center, the most generous of the three of them, breasts heavy and pale where her swimsuit usually covered.

Three women. Three different versions of beautiful. Waiting.

Anna’s hand kept its rhythm. Her thumb worked the underside of the head on every stroke. I gripped the back of one of her shoulders to hold myself upright because my legs had stopped being reliable.

Anna stroked me faster, as if she’d decided I’d held on long enough. I felt that long climb, the one I’d been holding back since before Rosie. Anna knew it too. Her free hand came up and cupped me from underneath and the touch made every muscle in my stomach lock down.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Anna said.

Eva tipped her chin up and arched her back without being asked. Rosie did the same.

Anna’s hand on me sped up one more notch.

I went over.

The release tore up out of me hard enough that I made a sound I didn’t recognize. My free hand fisted in the empty air. Anna kept her grip steady through it, kept stroking me, kept her eyes on mine and worked me through the long pulse of it as I came across the three of them. Across Anna’s chest first, then Eva’s collarbone and the freckled rise above her breasts, then across Rosie’s breasts.

The sound that came out of me when I finished was raw and not particularly polite.

I didn’t care.

Anna stroked me down slow. Her grip eased. The last of it left me and the world came back in pieces.

Anna let go of me. She looked up at me with the warmest, most unbothered expression I’d ever seen on her face, and she smiled.

“There you go, baby,” she said.

I couldn’t speak yet.

My legs finally remembered their job. I sank down onto the deck with the three of them.

Anna leaned her head against my shoulder. Eva tucked herself under my other arm. Rosie sat across from us with her knees drawn up to her chest, watching me with a small, drowsy smile.

Above us the stars had come out. The night air was cool on my face while the water was hot on my body. None of the three women in this tub with me seemed to be in any hurry to leave it.

I already knew I was going to remember this night for the rest of my life.


Chapter Five




Igot to the marina at six thirty the next morning, while the sky was still soft and gray and the dew sat heavy on every surface. The air smelled like diesel and salt and the green stink of the Intracoastal. A few boats rocked at their slips, lines creaking, the water slapping hulls in irregular rhythm. The place was quiet the way it only gets in the early morning, before the tourists and the day charters and the noise.

I unlocked the shop and started a pot of coffee in the back office. The machine hissed and dripped. I leaned against the counter and waited for it to finish.

My head was thick and dull from yesterday’s sun and rum. My shoulders carried the tight burn of a sunburn that hadn’t fully declared itself yet. I would pay for it today, but yesterday’s relaxing beach day had been worth it.

The coffee finished. I poured a mug and drank it black. The heat cut through some of the fog in my head.

Footsteps sounded on the dock outside. Through the window, Rosie came down the pier with her duffel bag slung over one shoulder. She wore her usual clothes: canvas work pants, a faded tank top, her dark hair pulled back in a high ponytail.

I opened the door and held up my mug. “Coffee’s ready.”

“Thank God,” she said.

She dropped the duffel inside the shop and poured herself a mug from the pot. She drank half of it before she said anything else.

“I forgot how much day drinking takes it out of you,” she said.

“You’re not the only one. You got a charter this morning?”

“Seven o’clock. Should be an easy one, just a single angler, half day.”

“Well, glad you got the coffee in you first.”

“I had fun yesterday, though.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

She smiled, and it softened her face. Yesterday had been good for all of us. We’d had the beach and the pool and dinner at the condo. We’d settled into each other’s company. The whole day was simple in a way that made me realize how pointless it was to overthink things before.

Rosie finished her coffee and checked her watch. “Client’s supposed to be here at seven. I’m taking Anna’s boat out.”

Anna had offered her center console to Rosie when the Rougarou—Rosie’s boat—got tangled up in the lawsuit with Rosie’s ex. The legal injunction kept Rosie from running the Rougarou for commercial charters until the case settled. So Rosie chartered on Anna’s boat and Anna refused to take a cut. Rosie hated the charity, but she hated sitting idle worse.

A truck turned into the marina parking lot. The engine shut off, a door opened and closed. The door swung open. I looked up expecting a stranger, and found a face I knew instead.

Mark Ricketson stood in the doorway.

“Jack Deason?” he asked, white mustache curving over a grin.

I crossed the shop in three strides and pulled him into a hug. He clapped me on the back twice. He still had the same compact strength I remembered, the same steel under the shoulders.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

“Fishing,” he said. He stepped back and looked me over. “You look good. Sun-cooked, but good.”

He wore khaki fishing shorts, a long-sleeve performance shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and a faded ball cap with a Coast Guard rescue swimmer patch sewn onto the front.

“So you’re the charter client? What are the odds of that?”

Rosie watched from near the coffee pot. I turned toward her. “Rosie, this is Mark Ricketson. Master Chief, retired. Mark, this is Rosie Guidry. Best charter captain on the Gulf Coast.”

Mark tipped his hat to her. “Ma’am.”

“Nice to meet you,” Rosie said. She looked at me. “You two know each other from the Coast Guard?”

“Mark was an instructor when I went through advanced training,” I said. “He’s the one who taught me most of what I know.”

“Not most,” Mark said. “But I taught you enough to keep you alive.”

Rosie nodded once. She picked up her duffel and slung it over her shoulder. “I’ll get the boat prepped. You two can catch up.”

She walked out, and the door swung shut behind her. Mark watched her go, then looked at me.

“She seems sharp.” He set his tackle box on the counter and leaned against it. “So what’s the story? Last I heard, you were planning to stop here for some fishing, then keep moving. But that was a while ago.”

I poured myself another cup of coffee and offered him one. He shook his head.

“I got a little stuck here,” I said. “But it’s been in a good way.”

“Stuck how?”

“I picked up work at the marina. I met some people. You know how it goes.”

Mark’s pale blue eyes studied me for a long moment. He just waited in the way he always had, patient and unhurried.

“I’d like to hear more about it,” he said finally. “But I should probably get out on the water before the fish stop biting.”

“Yeah. Let’s grab drinks tonight after you get back. I’ll tell you the whole thing.”

“Sounds good.”

He picked up his tackle box and adjusted the brim of his cap. I walked him out to the dock where Rosie had already fired up Anna’s boat. The engine rumbled low and steady. Rosie stood at the helm checking gauges.

Mark climbed aboard and set his bag in the storage locker. I untied the stern line and tossed it onto the deck.

“You’re in good hands,” I said. “Rosie’s the best.”

“I believe it.” Mark raised a hand. “See you later.”

Rosie backed the boat away from the dock and turned it toward the channel. The engine noise deepened as she throttled up. The boat cut a clean wake through the calm water of the Intracoastal, and within a minute they cleared the no-wake zone and opened up to full speed. The hull lifted and the bow pointed toward the Gulf.

I stood on the dock and watched them go. The sun had risen higher now, burning off the last of the gray. The heat started to build. My coffee had gone lukewarm in my hand.

Tib had said the exact same thing to me on my first day here. When I’d come in asking about a fishing charter, Tib had pointed me toward Rosie. He’d also told me she was the best.

I’d come full circle.

And just like I’d told Mark, I’d gotten stuck, but in a good way.
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The morning stretched into midday, and the heat settled over the marina. Tib and I worked through the usual jobs: fuel dock service, dock line maintenance, a jon boat that needed its trailer bearings repacked. The work was good, the kind of simple physical labor that kept your hands busy and your mind quiet.

Tib moved through the marina with more energy than I’d seen in weeks. He whistled while he worked, stopped to chat with customers who usually got a nod and nothing more, and took his time on jobs he normally rushed through.

Every time he passed through the shop, his gaze drifted to the trophy on the front counter. He’d positioned the bronze pelican right beside the cash register so everyone who walked through the door would see it. He’d won the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo last weekend, and he still looked at it like he couldn’t quite believe it was real.

Around noon, I came inside to grab a sandwich from the small fridge in the back office. Tib stood behind the counter with a rag in one hand, cleaning the trophy. Tib’s engraved name sat fresh at the bottom: Thibodaux Bordelon, Captain’s Division.

“You’re going to rub the finish off that thing,” I said.

He set the rag down and grinned. “Can’t help it. Been waiting twenty-six years to put my name on this.”

“It looks good up there.”

“Damn right it does.”

I pulled my sandwich from the fridge and unwrapped it. “Clark didn’t take it well.”

“He was never going to. That’s half the fun.”

Tib set the trophy back on the counter and adjusted it so the pelican faced the door. He stepped back to admire it, then nodded to himself and reached for the small radio on the shelf behind him. He turned the volume up. A country station played something twangy and upbeat, and Tib hummed along while he straightened the stack of receipt books beside the register.

I ate my sandwich and leaned against the doorway between the office and the shop.

The song on the radio ended. A commercial played, then another, and then a voice cut in with the familiar cadence of a weather update.

“This is meteorologist Dan Wilson with your Gulf Coast weather. We’re continuing to track Tropical Storm Fiona, which has strengthened overnight and is now showing sustained winds of sixty miles per hour. The system is currently located approximately four hundred miles south-southwest of the Alabama coast and continues moving north-northwest. Forecasters are monitoring the storm closely as conditions in the Gulf remain favorable for further intensification. Residents along the coast should stay informed and be prepared to take action if warnings are issued. We’ll have another update at the top of the hour.”

The voice faded, and the music came back, a woman singing about summer nights and cold beer.

Tib reached over and turned the volume down. He stood there with one hand on the radio knob and the other braced against the counter. He shook his head slowly.

“What do you think?” I asked.

He let out a long breath and turned to face me. “I hope to hell it changes course. I’m not in the mood to deal with a big storm this early in the year.”

“There’s plenty of time for it to shift,” I said. “These things change direction all the time.”

“Yeah, they do.”

He didn’t sound convinced. He looked past me toward the window, where the sky stretched blue and cloudless over the marina.

Tib picked up the rag again and wiped down the counter, even though it didn’t need it. His hands moved in slow circles as his gaze drifted back to the trophy.


Chapter Six




Inside the shop, I was restocking the bait cooler, transferring packages of frozen shrimp from a shipping box to the display case when the door opened and Camila Segura walked in.

She wore gray slacks and a crisp white blouse. Her dark hair was pulled back in the same neat bun I’d seen her wear during previous visits. Black-framed glasses sat on her nose. She carried a leather messenger bag over one shoulder and a clipboard in her hand. She looked professional and composed, every inch the competent engineer.

But I couldn’t stop my brain from replaying last night’s image: the running shorts that stopped mid-thigh, the purple sports bra, the toned stomach, the sweat running down her temples and along her collarbone.

She caught my eye and smiled. “Good afternoon, Jack.”

“Hey, Cami.”

The greeting was different from her previous visits to the marina. It was warmer, more familiar. We’d been bumping into each other a little more frequently lately.

She set her messenger bag on the counter and glanced around the shop. “Is Mr. Bordelon available?”

“He’s in the office. I’ll grab him.”

I walked through the doorway into the back room. Tib sat at his desk with a stack of invoices in front of him. He held a pencil in one hand and wrote numbers in the margins of a receipt.

“Cami’s here,” I said.

His hand stopped moving. He set the pencil down and looked up at me. The energy he’d carried all morning drained from his face in an instant. He pushed his chair back and stood.

“All right,” he said.

I followed him back into the shop. Cami stood near the counter with her clipboard tucked under one arm. She extended her hand when Tib approached.

“Mr. Bordelon,” she said. “Good to see you again.”

“Ms. Segura.” He shook her hand and released it quickly. His posture had gone stiff, his shoulders tight. “What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to check in about the storm compliance items we discussed last week. I’m following up with all the marinas in the area to make sure everyone’s moving forward with their preparations.”

“Yeah, I’m working on it.”

“Good. Do you have the updated emergency plan ready for review? The one that includes the revised evacuation timeline and the fuel shutoff procedures?”

“Not yet.”

“What about the structural assessment for the fuel dock canopy? That was flagged during the last inspection as a potential wind hazard.”

“I talked to a contractor about it. He’s supposed to get me a quote.”

Cami made a note on her clipboard. “When do you expect to hear back from him?”

“Soon.”

Her pen paused. She looked up from the clipboard and studied him for a moment. Her expression stayed neutral, but her posture shifted slightly.

“I know this is a lot of paperwork,” she said. “And I know it feels premature with the storm still days away. But I need to make sure you’re on track with the compliance requirements. If the storm does hit and there’s damage, I want you to be covered. The last thing you need is an insurance claim getting delayed because something wasn’t documented properly.”

Tib’s jaw tightened. “The storm’s still got plenty of time to miss us.”

“I hope it does.”

“It’s a long way out. These things change course all the time.”

“They do.” She adjusted her glasses and glanced down at her clipboard again. “But I’ve been doing this for a long time, Mr. Bordelon. And I have a bad feeling about this one.”

“Are you trying to jinx us?”

The words came out sharper than he probably intended. Cami didn’t flinch, but she went still in the way people do when they’re recalibrating a conversation. She set the clipboard on the counter and folded her hands in front of her.

“I’m not trying to jinx anyone,” she said quietly. “I’m trying to make sure you’re protected if the worst happens.”

“The worst isn’t going to happen.”

“Maybe not. But if it does, I want to know you won’t have problems with your claim.”

“I appreciate that.”

His tone was clipped and final.

Cami picked up her clipboard and tucked it back under her arm. She reached into her messenger bag and pulled out a business card. She set it on the counter and slid it toward him.

“I’ve given you my card before, but here’s another one in case you lost it,” she said. “If you need anything, call me. I mean that. I’d rather help you now than try to fix things after the fact.”

“Thanks.”

She nodded once and stepped back from the counter. Her gaze moved to me for a brief moment. She understood what Tib was doing. He wasn’t being difficult out of stubbornness or laziness. He was trying to will the storm away, as if talking about it might invite it closer.

She picked up her messenger bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Take care, Mr. Bordelon.”

“You too.”

She walked to the door and pushed it open.

Tib stood at the counter with his hands braced against the edge. He stared down at the business card she’d left. His knuckles were white.

I moved closer to the counter and straightened the stack of receipt books beside the register. I didn’t say anything. I just waited.

Tib picked up the business card and turned it over in his hands. He read the information on the front, then flipped it again and stared at the blank back. Finally, he set it down beside the trophy.

“She’s just doing her job,” he said.

“I know.”

He turned and walked back toward the office. The door to the back room closed behind him, and his chair scraped on the floor as he sat down at his desk.
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I pushed the door open and stepped into the parking lot. The heat hit me like walking into a wall. Cami was halfway to a silver Honda parked three spaces down.

“Hey, Cami.”

She stopped and turned. She waited while I closed the distance.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Just wanted to say thanks for trying. I know Tib’s not making it easy.”

She let out a short breath. “It’s always a fun time trying to help that man.”

“He knows what you’re doing, deep down.”

“I understand that. But it would be nice if he’d let me.”

“Tell you what. Whatever you tell him, tell me too. Maybe I can pick up some of the stuff he won’t get around to.”

She tilted her head. “You’d really do that?”

“Yeah. I’ve come to be pretty fond of the place. I don’t want it swept away in a storm any more than Tib does.”

“He seems to be treating you well here.”

“He is.”

She glanced toward the marina, then back at me, and her expression changed. It didn’t soften so much as sharpen.

“Life must be good with three girlfriends.”

There it was.

No point in denying it. She’d seen us on the beach last night.

I held her gaze. “Yeah.”

Her expression stayed completely neutral. She didn’t look mad, disgusted, or appalled. I figured that tracked. From what I knew of her, she stayed focused on her job and didn’t care much about what other people did with their personal lives.

“I hope that doesn’t bring a different kind of storm into your life,” she said, smirking.

I let out a quiet laugh. “So far, so good.”

She studied me a moment longer, like she couldn’t quite tell if I was managing it or just hadn’t figured out what I’d gotten into yet. Either way, she let it go.

“On the subject of storms, it might be time for you to get your hands on a generator. And to make sure your ladies have one too.”

I crossed my arms. “You really think this storm will hit us?”

“I have a gut feeling about it. I just want everyone to be careful.”

I thought about it. If I waited for the weather channel to confirm, every generator on the coast would be gone. And if the storm missed us, one would still come along eventually. There wasn’t much harm in buying one now.

“All right. I’ll look into it.”

“Good.” She pulled the door open and set her bag on the passenger seat, then paused with her hand on the frame and looked back at me. “Take care of yourself, Jack. All four of you.”

“You too, Cami.”

She climbed in and closed the door. The engine started, and I watched the Honda roll toward the exit. She turned onto the road and was gone.
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The rumble of an outboard motor carried across the marina around three in the afternoon. I looked up from the fuel pump where I’d been replacing a worn gasket and saw Anna’s center console cutting through the no-wake zone. The boat settled lower in the water as Rosie throttled back. Mark Ricketson stood near the bow with one hand braced on the windscreen.

I wiped my hands on a rag and walked down to the slip where Rosie was bringing the boat in. The boat glided parallel to the dock, close enough that I could reach out and grab the bow line when she tossed it.

I looped the line around the cleat and pulled the bow in snug. Mark stepped off first with the easy balance of a man who’d spent a lifetime on boats. Rosie killed the engine and followed him onto the dock.

“How’d you do?”

“We did real well,” Mark said. He gestured toward the fish box. “Go ahead and take a look.”

I walked to the stern and flipped open the lid. Four redfish lay packed in ice, all of them thick and heavy, the kind of fish that put up a fight. A couple of speckled trout rounded out the haul, their silver sides spotted with black.

“That’s a hell of a catch.”

“The captain knows what she’s doing,” Mark said. He turned to Rosie. “I’ve fished all over the Gulf, and I’ve never been put on fish that fast. You’ve got a real gift for reading the water.”

Rosie shrugged, but a hint of a smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. “You made it easy. You know what you’re doing with a rod.”

“I’ve had some practice.”

She reached into the fish box and lifted one of the redfish by the gills. The fish had to weigh eight or nine pounds. She held it up for me to see. “This one put up a hell of a fight. It took Mark about fifteen minutes to bring it in.”

“It was worth every second,” Mark said.

I helped Rosie transfer the fish to a cleaning station near the end of the dock. Mark followed us and leaned against the railing while Rosie laid out her fillet knife and sharpening steel. The afternoon sun blazed overhead, and the water reflected the light back in sharp flashes that made me squint.

“So how was it otherwise? Besides the fish.”

“Good conversation,” Rosie said. Her eyes flicked to Mark. “He had a lot of nice things to say about you.”

“I just told her the truth,” Mark said. “You were one of the best swimmers I ever trained. And I wasn’t surprised you ended up somewhere like this, doing good work.”

Rosie picked up the sharpening steel and ran her knife along it in smooth, practiced strokes. The blade sang against the metal. “He also said you have a good head on your shoulders. That you don’t panic when things go bad.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I appreciate that.”

Mark pushed off the railing and adjusted his cap. “Every word of it was true.”

It almost felt like Mark had been playing wingman out there, talking me up to Rosie. Little did he know…

“I was serious about grabbing that drink later,” Mark said. “If you’re still up for it.”

“Yeah, absolutely. I get off around six. There’s a place I like called The Sandbar. It’s a dive, but the beer’s cold and the people are good.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“I can text you the address.”

“Great. I’ll be there around six thirty,” he said.

“Looking forward to it.”

Mark picked up his tackle box from where he’d set it on the dock. He gave Rosie a nod. “Thanks again, Captain. That was the best charter I’ve had in years.”

“You’re welcome anytime,” Rosie said. “If you ever come back through, you know where to find me.”

Mark shook my hand, his grip firm and warm. “I’ll see you tonight, Jack.”

He walked up the dock toward the parking lot. I watched him go, and something unfamiliar settled in my chest.

Excitement.

I was excited to sit down with an old friend and catch up, which wasn’t something I’d felt in a long time.

Since Matt died, I’d kept my distance from the people I used to know. I’d told myself it was easier that way—less explaining, less rehashing, less of everything that came with being known. But standing here on the dock, watching Mark disappear into the parking lot, I realized how much I’d missed having someone around who knew me before. Someone who’d been there, who understood the weight of the work and the cost of the failures.

Rosie set her knife down and wiped her hands on a towel. She looked at me, and her dark eyes held something softer than usual.

“I hope you have fun tonight.”

“I plan to.”

“Good. You deserve it.”

She picked up the first redfish and laid it on the cleaning board. The knife moved with quick, confident strokes, separating flesh from bone in clean cuts. I stayed for a minute longer and watched her work, then turned and walked back up the dock toward the shop.


Chapter Seven




Ipushed through the screen door at The Sandbar a few minutes after six. The air inside was cooler but not by much. The jukebox in the corner sat quiet, and the pool table in the back stood empty. It was early still, the lull before the evening crowd rolled in.

Eva stood behind the bar with a rag in one hand, wiping down the scarred wood surface. She wore denim cutoffs and a fitted white tank top that showed off her freckled shoulders. Her copper hair was pulled up in a messy bun, a few loose strands framing her face. When she saw me, her whole face lit up with that trademark smile.

“Well, well,” she said. “Look who’s here.”

“Hey, Eva.”

She tossed the rag aside and leaned her forearms on the bar. “Straight from work. Rough day?”

“I’m meeting an old friend.”

Her smile turned sly. “An old friend, huh? Should I be worried you’re bringing an ex into our little group?”

I laughed and shook my head. “Definitely not. This is Mark Ricketson, former Coast Guard. He was one of my instructors back at Elizabeth City.”

“He must be one of the good ones, then.”

“He’s the best.”

She grabbed a clean glass from the rack overhead. “What can I get you while you wait?”

“Modelo.”

She moved to the taps and pulled the handle. The beer flowed amber and cold into the glass. She topped it off, wiped the rim, and set it in front of me. I took a sip.

Eva leaned back against the counter behind her, hands braced on the edge. “Do you have a minute before your friend gets here? I want to show you something.”

“Yeah.”

She ducked down and grabbed her purse from a shelf under the bar. She pulled out her phone, unlocked it, and tapped through a couple of screens. Then she walked around the bar and stopped beside me, holding the phone out.

I took the phone and looked at the screen. An email was open, the text filling the display. I scanned the first few lines.

Hi Eva,

I hope this message finds you well. I’ve been thinking about you lately, and a project came across my desk that made me think of you immediately. We’re starting pre-production on a new show, and there’s a role that would be perfect for you. I know it’s been a while, but I wanted to reach out and see if you’re still performing. If you’re interested, I’d love to set up a time to talk. Give me a call when you get a chance.

Best,

Stuart

I read it again to make sure I understood. Then I looked up at Eva. She stood with her arms crossed, her weight shifted to one hip. Her expression was calm, almost neutral, but there was something in her eyes that gave her away.

“Is this from a director you used to know?”

“Yes. We worked together on a few things back in the day. He ran a small company in the Village. Good reputation, good instincts. He gave me a couple of roles that kept me working when I needed it most.”

Eva had spent twenty years in New York chasing a dream that never quite materialized. She’d sung in chorus lines, performed in cabaret rooms where nobody listened, landed small roles in productions that closed before they could gain traction. She’d come home to Gulf Shores when her mother had a stroke, and when her mother died, she stayed. She’d been here ever since, tending bar and pretending she was figuring out what came next.

But I’d seen the way she talked about New York sometimes, the way her voice changed when she mentioned certain theaters or certain performances.

The dream wasn’t altogether dead.

I handed the phone back to her. “This is great news, Eva.”

She took the phone and glanced at the screen again, then locked it and slipped it back into her purse. She shrugged. “I used to get messages like this all the time when I was there. Directors reach out, they say they’ve got a project, they want to talk. Most of the time it’s nothing.”

I waited.

“You go to the audition and you’re one of fifty women who all look exactly like you,” she said. “Or the funding falls through. Or they decide to go in a different direction. It’s just how it works.”

“But he’s reaching out now, after all these years.”

“Yeah, that’s the funny part. Getting a message like that after being gone so long.”

I set my beer down and turned to face her fully. “He clearly remembered you. That means something. He could’ve reached out to anyone, but he thought of you.”

She didn’t answer. She just looked at me with that same neutral expression, her arms still crossed, her posture guarded. But the hope was there underneath it—in her eyes, in the way she held herself like she was bracing for disappointment but couldn’t quite shut the door on the possibility.

The screen door slapped open, and a couple of guys in work boots and paint-splattered jeans walked in. Eva glanced toward them, then back at me.

“I should get you a table before this place fills up.”

“That sounds good.”

She walked past me toward the tables near the window. I followed her and watched as she pulled out a chair and wiped it down with a rag. She did the same for the other chairs, then stepped back and gestured toward the table.

“I appreciate it.”

I watched her go, then sat down at the table and leaned back in the chair. The two guys who’d come in were already at the bar, ordering drinks. Eva poured whiskey into two shot glasses for them.

I thought about the email. Broadway, a director reaching out after years of silence, a role that might be perfect for her.

And New York City.

The thought settled and took shape in my mind. Eva moving back to New York. Leaving Gulf Shores.

Leaving me, and leaving us.

The weight of it pressed down on my chest.

I’d only been with the three of them for a short time, but the thought of losing any of them already felt impossible. We were just starting to figure out how this worked, how we fit together, how we could build something that made sense even when it defied every conventional definition of a relationship.

But I also thought about the look in her eyes when she’d shown me that email. The hope she was trying so hard to bury. The dream she’d carried for decades and hadn’t let go of, not really, no matter how many times it had disappointed her.

If this role was real, if this opportunity was real, then she deserved to take it. She deserved to go back to New York and stand on a stage and sing in front of people who would actually listen. She deserved to live the life she’d built for herself, the one she’d sacrificed so much to chase.

And if that meant she had to leave, then I’d support her. I’d tell her to go. I’d mean it.

Even if it killed me to watch her walk away.

I wanted her to be happy. Whatever that looked like, wherever it took her, I wanted her to have it.


Chapter Eight




Afew minutes later, Mark Ricketson walked in. He’d cleaned up since I’d seen him at the marina. His hair was damp from a recent shower, and he’d traded his fishing clothes for khaki shorts and a clean polo shirt. He spotted me at the table and raised a hand in greeting.

We sat down at the table, and Eva appeared almost instantly. She stopped beside the table and smiled at Mark.

“You must be the old friend.”

Mark’s eyes lit up. “That would be me. Mark Ricketson.”

“I’m Eva Gilbert. What can I get you tonight?”

“I’ll take whatever he’s drinking.”

“Modelo it is.”

“That sounds perfect.”

“I’ll be right back with it.”

She turned and walked back toward the bar. Mark watched her go, appreciative but not crude about it, then looked back at me and let out a low whistle.

“That’s a hell of a bartender you’ve got here. I see why you recommend this place.”

I took a sip of my beer. “She is.”

Mark leaned back in his chair and folded his hands on the table. “I spent most of the day out there trying to pump you up to Rosie. I told her you were one of the best swimmers I’d trained, said you had a good head on your shoulders, all that. She’s a hell of a woman, Jack. Smart, capable, and she knows her way around a boat better than most captains I’ve fished with. I figured the two of you would make a perfect match.”

He paused and glanced toward the bar.

“But now that I’ve seen the bartender, I’m not sure who I should be setting you up with.”

He laughed at his own joke. I let him have his moment. Then I leaned forward and rested my forearms on the table.

“The main reason I got stuck in Gulf Shores is because I ended up with three women in my life.”

Mark’s grin faltered. He stared at me like he was waiting for the punchline.

“Rosie is one of them,” I said. “Eva, the bartender, is another. And there’s a third who’s just as incredible as the other two.”

“You’re messing with me.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re telling me you have three girlfriends at the same time?”

“Yep.”

“Do they… know about each other?”

“Of course. We’re very open with each other.”

“Jack, that’s not possible.”

“If it’s not possible, then how am I doing it?”

“Come on, now.”

“I’m serious.”

He studied my face for a long moment. Then he let out a breath and shook his head.

“I guess you don’t have a reason to lie to me about something like this.”

“No, I don’t.”

Eva returned with Mark’s beer and set it down in front of him. She gave him another smile, then walked back toward the bar. Mark watched her go again, slower this time, like he was reassessing everything he thought he knew about the situation. He picked up his glass and took a long pull.

He set the beer down and stared at me. “So you’re telling me that bartender right there is one of your three girlfriends.”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

“And Rosie, the woman who took me fishing today, is another one?”

“She is.”

“And there’s a third woman?”

“Her name’s Anna. She’s an insurance adjuster. She’s amazing.”

Mark took another drink, then he looked toward the bar again. Eva poured a shot for one of the guys in work boots and leaned across the counter to slide it to him. The guy said something that made her laugh.

Mark shook his head slowly. “If I had three women like that in my life, I’d never leave town either.”

I smiled despite myself. “That’s part of it.”

“What’s the rest of it?”

“I like the work. I like the people. And of course I like the beach. This place feels right.”

“Well, I’ll be damned. Good for you, Jack. It sounds like you’ve landed in a good situation.”

“I wasn’t expecting it.”

He nodded and looked around the bar. The jukebox started up in the corner, and a Merle Haggard song poured out of the speakers. The two guys in work boots moved to the pool table and racked up a game. The place was starting to fill in around the edges, the hum of conversation rising to meet the music.

“All right, enough about my love life,” I said. “What have you been up to since you retired? I want to hear everything.”

“Not much, honestly. After Helen died, I sold the house in Beaufort and moved into something smaller. A condo near the water, one bedroom, easy to maintain. I spend most of my time fishing or working on my boat. I volunteer at the VFW a couple times a month. I help some of the younger guys figure out their benefits, fill out paperwork, that kind of thing.”

“That sounds like good work.”

“It keeps me busy. I’ve got a nephew in Charleston who I see from time to time. He’s got two kids, and they’re good boys. I take them fishing when their mom lets me.” He paused and took a drink. “Other than that, I just try to stay out of trouble.”

“That sounds like a good life.”

“It’s definitely not a bad one. It could be worse.”

He drained the last of his beer and pushed the empty glass toward the center of the table, then looked at me with a smile.

“It’s your turn to buy the next round.”

I stood and walked toward the bar. Eva met me at the taps. She grabbed two clean glasses from the overhead rack and filled them with Modelo, the amber liquid rising in smooth, even pours. She set them on the bar and wiped the rims, then slid them across to me.

She leaned her hip against the bar while she pulled the taps. “How’s it going over there?”

“It’s good. Just catching up.”

“Holler if you need anything.”

I picked up the beers and carried them back to the table. I set one in front of Mark and took my seat. He lifted his glass in a small toast, and I tapped mine against it. The sound was dull and solid. I took a drink and let the cold beer settle in my chest. Mark did the same. We sat there in silence, just drinking, letting the moment breathe.

The jukebox switched songs. The pool balls cracked in the back, and one of the guys at the bar laughed at something his buddy said. The noise felt distant, like it belonged to a different room.

Mark set his glass down and looked at me. “So how are you doing?”

I knew instantly what he meant.

He wasn’t asking about the job or the weather or what I thought of Gulf Shores.

He was asking about Matt.

He was asking about the thing I’d spent so much time pretending wasn’t there.

My chest tightened. My jaw locked. I felt the familiar urge to deflect, to change the subject, to say something that would move the conversation somewhere safer. I straightened in my chair and gripped the glass a little harder.

Mark noticed. Of course he noticed. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands on the table.

“That response is totally normal,” he said. “Nothing to be ashamed of. But it’s also important that you work through it.”

I didn’t answer.

“I knew men who never were able to do that,” he continued. “Men who carried it until it sent them to an early grave. Some of them drank themselves to death. Some of them ate a bullet. Some of them just gave up and let the guilt hollow them out until there was nothing left.”

I looked down at my beer. The condensation ran down the side of the glass and pooled on the table.

“I don’t want that for you, Jack,” Mark said. “You’re too good to let this thing take you.”

I took a breath. It came out heavier than I expected. I set my glass down and looked at him.

“I’ve been pretty good at distracting myself here,” I said. “The work at the marina, the women, the town. It all keeps me busy. It keeps me from thinking about it too much. I can almost lie to myself and say it doesn’t bother me anymore.”

“But it does.”

“Yeah, of course it does.”

“It eats at you.”

“Pretty much.”

Mark nodded. He picked up his beer and took a slow drink, then set it back down. “After it happened, I didn’t reach out then because I figured you needed space, and I didn’t want to be another voice telling you things you’d already heard a hundred times.”

“I appreciate that.”

“But I’m here now. So if you want to talk about it, we’ll talk about it. And if you don’t, we won’t. It’s up to you.”

I thought about the months I’d spent carrying this alone. The sleepless nights. The quiet mornings when the guilt hit hardest. The way I’d tried to bury it under work and routine and the warmth of three women who deserved better than a man still drowning in his own head.

And Mark was here, across the table, offering to listen. Not to judge, not to fix. Just to listen.

I let out a breath. “Matt was my partner. You know that.”

“I do.”

“Then you already know the rest. The regulator, the hundred yards, the investigation.”

“I read the report.”

It was a routine training pool drill. Multi-diver scenario, Matt and I running parallel rescue tracks at opposite ends of the pool. His rig failing without warning. Him going down before he could signal. Me crossing the pool the second I understood what was happening, swimming as hard as I’d ever swum in my life, and still getting to him too late.

I’d told the story to the investigators. I’d told it to the chaplain. I’d told it to my parents and my sister and once, in a bad moment, to a bartender in Mobile who I never saw again. By now the words came out in the same order every time, like a prayer I’d memorized but stopped meaning.

“What helps with this?” I forced myself to ask.

Mark didn’t answer right away. He picked up his beer and took a slow drink.

“Talking through it. That’s what helped me.”

“How?”

“What do you tell yourself about this?” Mark asked.

I looked down at my glass. The condensation had stopped running. The water just sat there, cold and still.

“I tell myself I should’ve seen it sooner,” I said. “I was in the same pool. I keep going back to the seconds before it happened, looking for the signal I missed. The way he was breathing. The way he was moving. Something. Because if I’d seen it even earlier, I could’ve gotten across the pool in time.”

Mark nodded slowly, like I’d said something he’d been waiting to hear.

“You’re going to keep finding signals you missed. That’s what this does. You’ll find one this week, and another one next month, and another one a year from now. The list never runs out. There’s always a smaller window you could’ve seen, a sooner second you could’ve moved. I know because I’ve made the same list about Tomlinson for thirty-five years, and I’m still finding new items to put on it.”

I looked up at him. “Tomlinson?”

“Tomlinson was my swim partner off Kodiak in the summer of ’89. We caught a call on a sailboat that had gone over in heavy weather, two souls in the water about fifteen miles offshore. By the time we got on scene the wind had come up and the seas were running bigger than the forecast called for. Twelve, maybe fourteen feet. The bird was holding station as best it could but we were getting pushed around hard.”

He paused.

“I was the senior swimmer. The call to deploy was mine. Standard practice in those conditions is one swimmer in the water, one staying with the bird as backup, and you bring the survivors up one at a time. I made a different call. I sent both of us down because I wanted the recovery to go faster. I figured two swimmers meant we could each take a survivor and get everyone hooked up in one cycle instead of two.”

He looked at his glass.

“Tomlinson got to his survivor first. He was working the harness when a swell came through and pushed the sailboat back across his position. The hull caught him between the boat and the cable. He was wearing a helmet, but it didn’t matter. The impact broke his neck. He went under still attached to the cable and the bird hauled him up, but he was gone before they got him in the door.”

Mark looked at me.

“If I had run that call by the book, Tomlinson would have been in the bird when that swell came through. He would have gone home. The conditions were marginal and I knew they were marginal, and I made the call to put both of us in the water anyway because I thought I could shave time off the recovery. I was wrong, and he paid for it. The investigation didn’t fault me — they wrote it up as conditions, equipment, an act of God. But I knew what I had decided, and I knew why I had decided it, and the report didn’t change either of those things.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I told him. And I was. Had I been in Mark’s shoes, the guilt would have eaten me alive.

“For a couple of years, I drank more than I should have. I didn’t sleep. I went out on calls and did the work, but I wasn’t the same swimmer I’d been before, and the guys around me knew it. I was waiting for someone to tell me to hang it up, because I couldn’t bring myself to say it first.”

“What changed?”

“I got tired. That’s the honest answer. I got tired of carrying it the way I was carrying it. One morning I was sitting at my kitchen table with a cup of coffee, and I thought, I cannot do this for another decade. Something has to give. And I realized the only thing that could give was me. The guilt wasn’t going anywhere on its own. It was going to sit there as long as I let it sit there. So I started the work of putting it down. Not all at once. Just a little at a time.”

I let that sit for a moment.

“How long did it take?” I asked.

“Longer than I wanted it to. A couple of years, maybe more. But the important thing is that it happened. I made it through. And you will too, if you let yourself.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You can. You’re already doing it. You’re here, you’re working, you’re building a life. That’s exactly what you need to be doing.”

The jukebox switched songs again, and the noise in the bar swelled for a moment before settling. I took another drink. Something inside me that had been locked tight for months loosened a notch.

“You know what I think?” Mark said.

“What?”

“I think you came to Gulf Shores to punish yourself. You left the Coast Guard, the only life you knew, and came here to disappear. You thought if you worked hard enough, if you kept your head down and stayed out of trouble, you could just fade into the background and stop being the man who couldn’t save his partner.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “There’s something else I want to ask you, and I want you to think about it before you answer.”

I waited.

“You said the work, the women, the town. You listed them like a man listing his medications. And I’m not telling you those things are bad. The work is honest. The town suits you. And whoever these women are, I’m sure you care about them. I’m not questioning that.”

He paused and met my eyes.

“But a man can care about something and still be using it. The two things aren’t opposites. I’ve watched plenty of guys come out of the service and find a woman, or three women, or a bottle, or a job that runs them eighty hours a week, and tell themselves they’re moving on. Sometimes they are. Sometimes they’re just running in a nicer pair of shoes.”

I didn’t say anything.

“So I’m asking you, Jack. Honestly. If Matt had walked out of that water alive, if none of this had ever happened, would you still be here? Would you still be with these women?”

Mark watched me work through it. He didn’t push, didn’t fill the silence. He just gave me the space to sit with the question.

“I don’t know,” I said finally.

“That’s an honest answer. Better than a fast one.”

“I do care about them,” I said. “That part’s real. I’m not pretending.”

“I believe you. But caring about them and hiding inside them aren’t mutually exclusive. That’s what I want you to sit with. Not tonight, not next week. Over time. Because if you’re using them to keep from being alone with yourself, eventually they’re going to feel it. Women always do. And then you’ll have hurt three people instead of just yourself.”

I looked down at my glass. The beer was almost gone again.

“I hear you,” I said.

“I know you do.”

“And here’s the other thing,” Mark said. “You can’t fade, Jack. You’re not built for it. You like being present for people. When you see someone in trouble, and you help them. You see a problem, and you fix it. You don’t sit on the sidelines. You never have, and you never will. That’s who you are, and that’s why you were in the Coast Guard in the first place.”

“I appreciate you saying so,” I said, my voice low. “And for checking in on me like this.”

It was true. I did. It had been a long time since anyone had truly checked in on me. But that was my own fault. I hadn’t told anyone in Gulf Shores that there was something in my past eating me alive.

I realized now that needed to change. If I was serious about the three women in my life, they needed to know about this rough part within me.

“You’re a good man, Jack,” Mark said. “You’re a good swimmer, and you’re a good person. What happened to Matt was a tragedy, and the sooner you accept what happened and forgive yourself, the sooner you can start living again.”

I stared at him. The ache in my chest hadn’t gone away, but it felt different now. Lighter, maybe. Or at least less suffocating.

“I’m trying,” I said.

“I know you are. And you’re doing better than you think.”

I picked up my beer and drained the rest of it. The beer washed down the tightness in my throat, and I set the empty glass on the table. Mark finished his and pushed it toward the center.

“Another round?” he asked.

“Yeah. I’ll get it.”

“It’s my turn.”

He started to stand, but I stopped him.

“No, I’ve got you,” I said. “You’re really helping me out here, so I definitely owe you.”

I walked back to the bar. Eva poured a shot for someone at the other end. She glanced over and smiled, then finished and came down to me.

“Two more Modelos,” I said.

She grabbed the glasses and filled them, then set them in front of me. “You okay?”

My expression must’ve shown that Mark and I had been digging deep.

“Yeah. I’m good.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

She glanced at me. I could tell she didn’t quite believe me.

I picked up the beers and carried them back to the table. Mark was watching the two guys at the pool table. I set his beer in front of him and sat down.

“Thanks,” he said.

“No problem.”

We drank in silence for a minute. The weight I’d been carrying for months was still there, but it sat lighter. Something I could carry without it crushing me.

Mark looked at me and grinned. “You’re going to be all right, Jack.”

“I hope so.”

“You will be. I’m sure of it.”

I believed him. Not completely, not yet, but enough.


Chapter Nine




Iheaded into work at the marina around seven, later than usual. My body felt heavier than normal. I hadn’t slept well after my night at The Sandbar with Mark. That was rare for me—I’d always been the type to fall asleep the second my head hit the pillow, a habit from my Coast Guard days when sleep was something you took when you could get it. But last night I’d stared at the ceiling of my apartment, replaying the conversation with Mark over and over.

It wasn’t a bad thing. The man had been trying to help, and I was grateful for everything he’d told me. He was absolutely right. I needed to deal with this darkness surrounding Matt, not carry it with me endlessly like some old injury I’d learned to limp around.

But knowing that and actually doing it were two different things. I’d chew on it more after work. Right now I had a marina to help run.

The lot was empty except for Tib’s truck. I pulled in next to it and climbed out. The sky was hazy, the blue washed out and pale. Rain was coming, maybe not today but soon. I could smell it.

I walked down toward the office. The door stood open, and the radio was on inside. The voice was familiar—the local weatherman from the Gulf Shores station, the guy who always sounded too cheerful about hurricanes.

“…current path models for Tropical Storm Fiona have her moving northwest at about eight miles per hour, with sustained winds of fifty miles per hour. The National Hurricane Center is monitoring closely, and while it’s too early to predict landfall with certainty, residents along the Alabama and Florida coasts should begin reviewing their hurricane preparedness plans…”

I stepped inside. Tib was behind the counter, leaning over a stack of invoices with a pencil in his hand. He looked up when I walked in, nodded once, and went back to the paperwork. The radio droned on.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.”

I walked to the coffee pot and poured myself a cup. The coffee was strong and black, the way Tib always made it. I took a sip and leaned against the counter.

The weatherman kept going. “…forecast models are still showing some variance, but the cone of uncertainty includes the central Gulf Coast. We’ll continue to monitor throughout the day and provide updates as they come in…”

I set my mug down and looked at Tib. He was still bent over the invoices, but his shoulders were tight, his pencil pressed harder than it needed to be.

“Storm’s still heading toward us,” I said.

Tib’s head snapped up. His eyes were sharp, his jaw tight. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

“I’m just repeating what the weatherman said.”

“I don’t care what he said. You sound like that FEMA woman who keeps coming around here, telling me I need to do this and that and the other thing like I haven’t been through a dozen of these already.”

I didn’t take offense. The man had spent his whole life on the Gulf Coast. He’d lived through enough storms to know what they could do, and he had his own way of dealing with them. Talking about them like they were inevitable was bad luck in his mind. Part superstition, part fear. I got it.

But I also thought being prepared was smarter than crossing your fingers and hoping.

I took another sip of coffee. “Do you have a generator?”

Tib set his pencil down. He took a breath and let it out before he answered.

“No. I sold it two years ago when the marina went through a tough financial situation. Haven’t replaced it yet. I’ve been lucky the past two summers. No major storms.”

I nodded slowly. “I think it might be prudent for us to buy one. And I think we should do it today, before more people get spooked by the storm. Once that happens, they’ll all sell out.”

Tib stared at me. The radio played in the background, the weatherman moving on to talk about traffic conditions. Tib’s fingers drummed once on the counter and went still. He looked down at the invoices, then back up at me.

“All right,” he said. “Go buy one.”

I counted that as a win. Even if the storm took a different path, there was no harm in being prepared. And it seemed like Tib was slowly starting to come around to the idea that it was okay to be prepared for big storms, that planning ahead wasn’t the same as inviting disaster.

“I’ll head out now,” I said.
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I pulled into the first hardware store around eight—one of the big chains on Highway 59. The parking lot was already half full, people coming and going with shopping carts loaded down with plywood, sandbags, tarps. It was the kind of inventory that moved slow most of the year and disappeared overnight when a storm got named.

Inside, the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead and the air conditioning ran cold enough to make me shiver after the morning heat. I headed straight back to the power tools and outdoor equipment section. A kid in an orange apron stood near the end cap, restocking batteries.

“Where are your generators?” I asked.

He looked up. “Sold out.”

“All of them?”

“Yeah. We had about fifteen in stock yesterday morning. Last one went out the door around six this morning.”

I nodded and thanked him.

The next store was a chain near Foley. Same answer. Sold out yesterday, and no clue when the next shipment would come in.

I climbed back into my truck and pulled up a third place on my phone, a mom-and-pop local outfit in Orange Beach. Maybe they still had stock since they didn’t rely on the big corporate supply chains. I drove south on Canal Road, crossed the bridge into Orange Beach, and pulled into the parking lot.

The building was older, painted white with faded red trim. A hand-painted sign above the door read “Coastal Hardware & Marine Supply.”

I walked inside. The place smelled like sawdust and oil. The aisles were narrow, the shelves packed tight with inventory. A radio played somewhere in the back, some country station.

I walked to the counter. An older man in his sixties stood behind the register, reading a paperback western. He looked up when I approached and set the book down.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“I’m looking for a generator,” I said.

He shook his head. “Sold out. Sorry.”

“When’s your next shipment?”

“Hard to say with the storm coming. The distributor might delay.”

I nodded. “Appreciate it.”

I started to turn toward the door, but he spoke again.

“You were on Miss Lucille, weren’t you?”

I stopped and looked back at him. “What?”

“The Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo. You were on Tib Bordelon’s boat. I saw you at the final weigh-in.”

“Yeah, that was me.”

He smiled. “I thought so. You guys put on a hell of a show. Glad to see Tib back in the mix.”

“Thanks. Yeah, it was a good weekend.”

Besides the women in my life, defeating Clark Goddard in the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo alongside Tib had been the highlight of my summer.

He leaned against the counter and glanced toward the front door, then back at me. His voice dropped a notch.

“Can I tell you something?” he asked. “Between us?”

“Sure.”

“Clark Goddard came in here about a week ago and bought every generator I had in stock. Paid cash, loaded them into his truck himself, and drove off. He didn’t ask about price, didn’t haggle, didn’t care what it cost. Just wanted them all.”

I stared at him. “He bought all of them?”

“Every single one.”

The heat rose in my chest. “Did he do that at other stores?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I’d bet money on it. I know a couple of the guys who manage the other hardware stores around here, and they’ve been complaining about the same thing. Generators disappearing faster than they should, right when the storm looks like it might be headed our way. Goddard’s got the cash to pull something like that, and the ego to go with it.”

I took a slow breath and forced my hands to unclench. The old man was still watching me. He didn’t seem surprised by my reaction.

“I appreciate you letting me know,” I said.

“You bet.”

I walked back out to my truck. The sun had climbed higher, and the air felt thick and humid. I stood by the driver’s side door and stared across the parking lot toward the road. My pulse hammered in my ears.

Goddard had bought out the generators to keep everyone else from getting them.

Not because he needed a bunch of units.

Not because he was preparing for the storm.

Just because he could, and because it would make him a lot of money to resell them at higher prices.

That was the only thing he could be planning.

He was an asshole. I’d known that from the first time I met him. But this was something else. This was just downright cruel.

I climbed into my truck and sat behind the wheel. I took another breath and let it out slowly. The anger stayed put, hot and heavy in my chest.

I pulled out my phone and typed “Goddard Charters” into the GPS. The address came up immediately. Orange Beach, less than ten minutes away. I stared at the screen. I didn’t have a plan, didn’t know if Goddard would even be there. But I sure as hell wasn’t driving back to Bordelon’s Marina without getting some of this anger out of my system.

I put the truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot. The GPS directed me south on Canal Road, then east toward the Intracoastal. I followed the turn-by-turn directions and pulled into the lot.

The marina where Goddard kept his operation was one of the big commercial outfits, the kind of place with matching docks and branded signage and a fleet of boats that all looked identical.

The sign at the entrance read “Goddard Charters–Premier Gulf Fishing Experiences.”

I parked the truck and sat there for a moment. The anger hadn’t cooled. If anything, it had gotten hotter. I looked at the building ahead of me, the pristine docks, the boats gleaming in the morning sun. Everything about the place screamed money and ego and the kind of success that came from stepping on people smaller than you.

I opened the door and climbed out.
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The building sat at the end of a paved lot lined with clean white curbing and landscaped beds full of ornamental grasses. The whole place looked like it had been pressure-washed yesterday. I walked across the lot toward the front entrance, a glass door with “Goddard Charters” etched into it in block letters.

I pulled the door open and stepped inside. The lobby was spotless. Leather chairs lined the walls, a coffee table sat in the center with glossy brochures fanned out on top, and framed photographs of trophy fish covered every wall. A counter ran along the back, and behind it sat a young guy in his twenties. He wore a polo shirt with the Goddard Charters logo embroidered on the chest. He looked up from his computer when I walked in.

“Morning,” he said. “Can I help you?”

“I need to see Clark Goddard.”

The guy hesitated. He glanced at the hallway behind the counter, then back at me. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

“Okay. Can I tell him what this is regarding?”

“Tell him it’s about generators.”

The guy blinked. He clearly had no idea what that meant, but he stood and walked back into the hallway. His footsteps faded down the corridor, then a door opened somewhere in the back. Voices murmured, low and indistinct. A moment later, footsteps returned, heavier this time.

Clark Goddard stepped into the hallway and walked toward the counter. He wore khaki slacks and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. His hair was slicked back, and his teeth flashed white when he saw me. He was smiling, but it was the smile of a man sizing up an animal he was about to skin.

“Jack Deason,” he said. “Bordelon’s boy. What can I do for you?”

I didn’t smile back. “You bought up all the generators.”

Clark crossed his arms. The smile stayed in place. “I did.”

“Why?”

“Because I could.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

The anger flared in my chest. I stepped closer to the counter. “You don’t need every generator in town. You bought them to keep everyone else from getting them.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

“What’s the other way?”

“The other way is that I saw an opportunity and I took it. That’s called business, Jack. Maybe you’ve heard of it.”

“You’re scalping people,” I said. “You’ll charge them more than what they’re worth because a storm’s coming.”

Clark shrugged. “I’m not forcing anyone to buy. They come to me, I sell them a generator, everybody’s happy. If they don’t want to pay my price, they can go somewhere else.”

“There is nowhere else. You bought them all.”

“Exactly.” He smiled wider. “Supply and demand. Economics 101.”

My hands clenched at my sides. I forced myself to unclench them.

“You’re unbelievable,” I said.

“I’ve been called worse.”

Clark straightened and dropped his arms. He walked around the counter and stopped a few feet from me. The smile faded and his eyes hardened.

“Let me tell you something, Jack. You’re too quick to side with Tib Bordelon. That old man’s got you convinced he’s some kind of hero, but he’s just a relic who can’t keep up. His marina’s falling apart and the only reason he’s still in business is because people around here feel sorry for him. You think what I did with those generators is wrong? It’s smart. It’s the kind of move that keeps a business in the black. If Tib had taken half the opportunities I’ve taken over the years, he wouldn’t be down there scraping by, hoping his diesel pump doesn’t break down. He’d own half the Intracoastal by now. But he didn’t, and that’s why he is where he is, and I’m where I am. You could have a real future in this industry if you’d stop wasting your time working for him.”

“I don’t want or need your advice.”

“That’s your problem. You think loyalty’s more important than success. It’s not. Loyalty doesn’t pay the bills. You’re a good worker, Jack. I’ve seen you. I could use someone like you on my crew. I keep making this offer to you because it’s true. Your big break in life is standing right here in front of you.”

“What’s right in front of me,” I said, “is a guy who screws over an entire town when a storm’s coming.”

Clark laughed. “Come on. You don’t even know if this storm’s going to hit us. The models change every six hours. Maybe it turns east, maybe it turns west. Maybe it fizzles out over the Gulf and turns into nothing. In which case, you came in here all hot and bothered over something that never happened.”

“And if it does hit?”

“Then people will need generators, and I’ll have them. Everybody wins.”

“At three times the normal price.”

Clark shrugged. “That’s the market. Don’t blame me for understanding how it works.”

I stared at him. The conversation wasn’t going anywhere. Clark didn’t feel bad about what he’d done. That much was clear.

I turned and went toward the door. I stormed across the lot to my truck, climbed in, and pulled the door shut behind me.

My pulse hammered in my ears. I sat there with both hands on the wheel and waited for it to slow. The anger was still there, hot and sharp, but there was nothing I could do with it.

Clark wasn’t going to change his mind and wasn’t going to lose a minute of sleep over any of it.

He was just going to sit in his air-conditioned office and wait for people to come to him, desperate and out of options.


Chapter Ten




Ipulled into the crushed-shell lot at The Sandbar a little before eight. The neon sign flickered above the door, missing the same two letters it had been missing since I’d arrived in Gulf Shores. Anna’s car was near the entrance with Rosie’s parked beside it.

Inside, a few regulars sat at the bar, nursing bottles and watching the TV mounted in the corner. The place was quieter than usual, although it was a weeknight.

Anna and Rosie sat at a table near the back, both already halfway through their drinks. Anna looked up when I walked in and smiled. Rosie glanced over, her expression neutral but her eyes warm.

I walked over and pulled out a chair. Anna reached across the table and squeezed my hand before I sat down.

“Rough day?” Anna asked.

“You could say that.”

Rosie tilted her head. “What happened?”

I gave them the short version—the generators, Clark buying out every unit in a thirty-mile radius, the conversation at his business. Rosie’s jaw tightened as I talked.

“That’s unbelievable,” Anna said.

“That’s Clark,” Rosie said. “He’s always been like that.”

Eva walked over before I could respond. She wore a tank top and cutoff shorts, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She set a glass of Modelo in front of me without asking.

“You look like you need this,” she said.

“Thanks.”

She rested her hand on my shoulder and gave it a light squeeze. “You want food?”

“Not yet. Maybe in a bit.”

“Sure.”

She walked back toward the bar. I watched her cross the room, then turned back to Anna and Rosie. Anna was studying me the way she did sometimes—quiet, patient, already two steps ahead.

“He’s going to price gouge everyone,” I said. “Once the storm gets closer, people are going to panic and he’ll charge whatever he wants.”

“Can’t someone stop him?” Anna asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Probably not.”

My eyes swept the room. I spotted Cami Segura at a corner table near the pool table. As usual, she sat with her laptop open and a glass of red wine beside her. She looked like she’d come straight from work. She was focused on her screen, her posture straight.

Since she worked for FEMA, I didn’t know if she could do anything about Clark, but it was worth a shot.

“Be right back,” I said.

I crossed the room and stopped beside Cami’s table.

She looked up. Her face shifted from focused to a surprised kind of warmth.

“Jack,” she said. “Hi.”

“Hey. Sorry to interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting. I was just finishing up some reports.” She gestured to the empty chair across from her.

I pulled the chair out and sat down. Cami closed her laptop.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Not really.”

I told her about the generators. About Clark buying them all, about the price gouging he had planned, about the fact that people who needed them wouldn’t be able to get them unless they paid whatever he demanded.

Cami listened without interrupting. By the time I finished, the line of her mouth had gone hard.

She leaned back in her chair and exhaled slowly through her nose.

“That’s unconscionable,” she said.

“I thought so.”

“It’s also illegal in some states during a declared emergency. I don’t know if Alabama has a statute like that on the books, but even if they don’t, FEMA might be able to step in and source equipment directly.” She paused. “And there’s no stock left anywhere else?”

“None that I could find. I checked three stores. All sold out.”

Cami picked up her wine glass, took a sip, and set it down with the deliberate care of someone who was already drafting an email in her head.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I’ll make some calls tomorrow morning. I have contacts with the state emergency management office and a few private suppliers who work with FEMA during disasters. If I can’t find stock locally, I can at least arrange for a shipment to come in from out of state. People shouldn’t have to be price gouged during a storm.”

“I appreciate that.”

“It’s my job.” She paused. “But I appreciate you bringing it to my attention.”

I nodded. The knot in my chest loosened a notch. It wasn’t a solution yet, but it was a step in the right direction.

Cami held my eyes for a beat longer. “You care about this town.”

“Yeah.”

“Good. It needs people like you.”

“Thanks, Cami.”

She smiled. “Anytime.”

I walked back across the room to where Anna and Rosie sat waiting. Eva was at the bar, pouring a beer for one of the regulars. She looked over and caught my eye.

I sat back down at the table. Anna reached across and took my hand again.

“You told her about Clark?” Anna asked.

“Yeah. She’s going to make some calls and see if she can source generators from somewhere else.”

“That’s good,” Rosie said.

“Yeah.”

I picked up my beer and took a long drink. The anger from earlier had faded into something quieter. It wasn’t gone, but it had settled.

Anna tilted her head, and her mouth curved into a smile that was definitely trouble. “You know, the second you walked in and told us about Clark, you went straight to Cami’s table.”

I looked at her. “Because she works for FEMA. I figured maybe she could help.”

“Mm-hmm.” Anna took a slow sip of her drink. “And the other night you shot up as soon as you saw her running down the beach.”

“Yeah, you spotted her from like a mile away,” Rosie joined in.

I shook my head. “You two are crazy.”

Anna and Rosie both turned in their chairs and looked across the room toward Cami’s table. Cami had opened her laptop again and was typing something, her posture straight, the line of her shoulders precise as a ruler.

“She’s beautiful,” Anna said.

“Very,” Rosie agreed.

“Smart, too.” Anna turned back to me. “You know, I wouldn’t be opposed to having a woman like that around.”

Around?

Rosie grinned. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

I stared at them. “Are you two serious right now?”

“What?” Anna said. “We’re just saying. If you like her… maybe we wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.”

“I’m not trying to bring anyone else into the fold right now. I’m worried about the storm.”

Anna’s smile faded. “What do you mean?”

“I think Cami’s prediction’s going to be right. This tropical storm is going to strengthen into a hurricane, and it’s going to hit us.”

Rosie set her beer down. “You really think so?”

“Yeah. I do.”

Anna and Rosie exchanged a look. The amused tilt left both their mouths at the same time.

“Jack,” Anna said. “We’re teasing you about a beautiful woman, and you’re sitting here worrying about whether we’re going to be safe.”

“Maybe I’m being paranoid. But I want everyone to be safe and prepared.”

Anna squeezed my hand. “You’re not being paranoid.”

“Thank you for caring,” Rosie said.

Eva walked over from the bar during her break and pulled up a chair from the next table. She dragged it to the end of ours and sat down. Her ponytail was coming loose, a few copper strands falling around her face, and she pushed them back with the heel of her hand.

“So,” she said, “did you tell them?”

I looked at her. “Tell them what?”

“What I told you the other day.”

The New York opportunity.

“No.”

I hadn’t felt like it was my place to share her business with others.

Eva turned to Anna and Rosie. She took a breath and her shoulders lifted. “I got an email from a director in New York. He’s casting for an off-Broadway show, a revival of something I auditioned for years ago. He remembered me. He wants me to come back and audition again.”

Anna’s face lit up. “Eva, that’s amazing.”

“Congratulations,” Rosie said, her voice warm and genuine. “That’s a huge deal.”

Eva smiled, but it was tight around the edges. “Thank you.”

Then the energy at the table shifted. It happened fast, the way weather changes on the Gulf. Anna’s smile stayed in place, but her eyes went somewhere else for a beat. Rosie glanced down at her beer. The drop hit my chest a second later.

If Eva took the job, she’d leave. We’d lose her.

Not because she wanted to go, necessarily, but because the thing she’d been chasing for two decades had finally turned around and come looking for her.

I looked at Anna, then at Rosie, then back at Eva. These three women, sitting at this table in this dive bar in Gulf Shores, Alabama. A few months ago I hadn’t known any of them, but the idea of losing one of them landed in my ribs like a punch.

They’d miss her as much as I would, maybe more.

This wasn’t about me. This was about the four of us, and what we’d quietly turned into. Eva was part of it. She belonged here. And if she left, it would hurt all of us.

Eva looked at me. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet.”

“You’ve got time,” Anna said. “You don’t have to decide right away.”

“What are you leaning toward?” Rosie asked. “Usually that’s the best indication.”

Eva shook her head. “I don’t even know that yet. I’m still in shock that a director is reaching out to me after all this time. I thought that door was closed.”

“Your gut will tell you soon enough,” Anna said. “You’ll know what’s right.”

Eva looked at all three of us, one at a time, and her smile softened. “Thank you.”

She exhaled, long and slow, and the tension in her shoulders eased a little. “Okay. Enough about that. I need to talk about something lighter or I’m going to spiral. What have you all been talking about?”

Anna’s mouth curved into a smile that made me immediately suspicious. “Jack’s in no mood to talk about light subjects tonight.”

Eva looked at me. “Why not?”

“Anna and Rosie were giving me a hard time about Cami,” I said before either of them could beat me to it. “And I was trying to talk about the storm.”

“The storm that might miss us,” Anna added.

Eva glanced over her shoulder toward Cami’s table. Cami had her laptop open again, her fingers moving across the keyboard. Eva turned back to us.

“Cami Segura is a whole situation.”

I shook my head. “Here we go…”

“What?” Eva said. “I’m just being honest. I’d buy that woman a drink and I’m not even on the menu.”

“She’s got that competent, serious thing going on,” Anna said. “I like it.”

“And those legs,” Rosie added. “I guess they come from her running on the beach all the time. I couldn’t stop staring the other night when we saw her.”

“I’m not having this conversation,” I said.

Eva grinned. “You kind of are, though.”

I picked up my beer and took a long drink. The three of them kept going, their voices overlapping, and I caught fragments about Cami’s posture and her wardrobe and something about her blouses. I set the beer down and looked at the ceiling.

“I can’t believe you three.”

Anna reached over and patted my hand. “We’re just having fun.”

“At my expense.”

“That’s what makes it fun,” Eva said.

I looked at her. She was smiling now, the worry from a few minutes ago having faded, and I was glad for it. If teasing me about Cami kept her from spiraling about New York, I’d take it.

“Alright,” Anna said. “We’ll stop.”

“Jack’s just trying to help us,” Rosie said. “He’s trying to look out for us.”

“I just want to make sure each of your places are prepared,” I said. “If this storm hits, I want to know you’re safe.”

Anna studied me for a moment. Her expression softened. “If it makes you feel better, you can help me prep my house. Starting tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That would actually make me feel better.”

“You’re a good man, Jack,” Eva said. Her voice was quieter now, sincere.

“We’re lucky to have you,” Rosie said.


Chapter Eleven




Ipulled into Anna’s driveway a little after eight, the bed of my truck loaded with bungee cords, extra tie-downs, and a battery-powered drill. The sky was cloudless, the sun already hot enough to make the asphalt shimmer, but the forecast had started to shift. Tropical Storm Fiona had strengthened overnight. The models were tightening. Most of them showed it turning into a hurricane by the end of the week, and more than half had it making landfall somewhere between Mobile Bay and Pensacola.

Anna’s house sat on a quiet street in a waterfront neighborhood, a single-story bungalow with white siding and a deep front porch. Her car was parked in the driveway, and the garage door stood open. She stepped out as I climbed out of the truck. She wore denim shorts and a pale blue tank top, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She smiled when she saw me.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

I walked up the driveway and she met me halfway. She rose on her toes and kissed me.

“I pulled the shutters out of the garage,” she said. “They’re stacked against the wall.”

“Good. Let’s start with those.”

I followed her into the garage. The space was neat and organized in a way that told me Anna didn’t let clutter pile up. Tools hung on pegboards along one wall, labeled bins sat stacked on metal shelves, and the concrete floor was swept clean. The storm shutters leaned against the far wall in a row, each one numbered with faded marker.

“My dad installed these years ago,” Anna said. “I haven’t had to use them since Hurricane Sally.”

I grabbed the first shutter and carried it to the front of the house. Anna held the ladder while I climbed up and positioned the panel over the living room window. The mounting brackets were still in place from the last time the shutters had been used, and the holes lined up clean. I screwed the bolts in tight, checked the fit, and climbed back down.

We worked through the rest of the windows one at a time. Anna stayed at the foot of the ladder, handing up shutters and tools as I called for them. She didn’t talk much while we worked, but she didn’t need to. We moved together in a rhythm that came easy. By the time we finished the last window, sweat had soaked through the back of my shirt and the sun had climbed higher in the sky.

“That’s the last one,” I said.

Anna stepped back and looked at the house. Every window was covered now, the white shutters bright against the pale siding. “It looks like a bunker.”

“That’s the idea.”

She smiled. “I guess so.”

I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead. “What about your dock?”

“Come on.”

I followed her around the side of the house and through the back gate. Her yard sloped down to the water, ending in a narrow dock that jutted out into the Intracoastal. A wooden bench sat at the end, and a pair of kayaks rested upside down on the planks. A small shed sat near the base of the dock, its door propped open with a cinder block.

Anna walked to the shed and gestured inside. “There’s some fishing gear in here, a couple of coolers, some life jackets. I figured we should move it all into the house.”

“Good call.”

We emptied the shed and carried everything up to the garage. The kayaks came next. I flipped them right-side up and carried them one at a time across the yard. Anna moved the bench into the shed and latched the door. When we finished, the dock stood bare except for the cleats and the pilings.

“The screen porch is next,” Anna said.

The porch wrapped around the back of the house, enclosed by aluminum frames and mesh screens. Anna unlocked the sliding door and we stepped inside. The furniture sat arranged in a cozy semicircle around a low table. Two wicker chairs, a small couch with faded cushions, a side table with a stack of books.

I started with the screens. The frames were held in place by tension clips, and I popped them free one at a time. Anna helped me carry each panel into the house and stack them against the wall in the hallway. The frames were light but awkward, and by the time we finished the last one, my arms ached from holding them at odd angles.

“Now the furniture,” I said.

We moved the chairs first, then the couch, then the side table. Everything went into the living room. The space looked crowded by the time we finished, the furniture crammed together like someone had tried to fit too many pieces into a storage unit. Anna stood in the doorway and surveyed the mess.

“It’ll all go back once the storm passes,” she said.

“It will, and I’ll help you.” Something else occurred to me. “What about your boat?”

Usually, she kept it at her dock, but it was currently at Bordelon’s Marina, where Rosie used it for her fishing charters.

“I’ll need to move it further inland,” Anna said. “I’ve got a place. There’s a marina up near Foley I’ve used before when storms came through. They’ve got dry storage and a crane.”

“Good. That’ll keep her safe.”

Anna nodded. She walked back out onto the porch, now open to the air without the screens. I followed her. She stood at the railing and looked out at the water again. The breeze had picked up a little, just enough to move the tops of the trees along the far bank.

“I think that’s everything,” she said.

“I think so.”

She turned and leaned back against the railing. Her arms crossed over her chest and her eyes settled on me. She was quiet for a moment, just looking, and then she smiled.

“You know,” she said, “I was just thinking about the first time you were here.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. In my bedroom.” Her smile widened. “You remember?”

“I do.”

“I was so nervous. I kept second-guessing everything. What I was wearing, how the room looked, whether I should have cleaned up more.”

“You didn’t need to clean up anything.”

Anna laughed, soft and quiet. “That’s not what you thought when you saw my vibrator sitting out on the bed.”

I grinned. “I wasn’t judging.”

“I know. But I was mortified.” She shook her head, but she was smiling. “I remember after you left, I just sat there in bed replaying every single moment in my head. I kept thinking about how you looked at me, how you touched me. It felt surreal. Like something I’d imagined for so long that I couldn’t quite believe it was real.”

I stepped closer. “It was real.”

“I know.” Her voice softened. “And I’m happy to say I haven’t used that vibrator since.”

I laughed. “That’s good to hear.”

She reached out and took my hand. “You know,” she said, “I love Eva, and I love Rosie. But it’s been a long time since it’s been just you and me.”

I looked at her. Her brown eyes held mine, warm and steady. The smile on her lips had shifted into something quieter, something that carried weight.

“Yeah,” I said. “It has.”

Anna’s fingers tightened around mine. She didn’t say anything else.

She didn’t need to.


Chapter Twelve




Ileaned down and kissed her, soft at first. She caught my lower lip between hers and held it, and the soft turned to something deeper. Her hand moved from my jaw to the back of my neck. The other slid under the hem of my shirt and pressed flat against my stomach, palm hot through the sweat there.

“Inside,” she said against my mouth. “I want you in my bed again, just like our first time.”

She led me down the hall to her bedroom. The shutter on her window cut all but a thin seam of daylight along the top of the glass, and the rest of the room was lit by a small lamp on the dresser she must have turned on that morning.

She turned at the edge of the made bed and pulled her tank top over her head. No bra. I’d seen her body plenty of times now, but seeing it like this—just hers, just for me, the rest of the world bricked out behind those shutters—hit different.

I crossed the space between us. I reached for her shorts and she put her hands on top of mine and slowed me down.

“What’s the rush?” she asked.

I let her take the lead.

She pulled my shirt off slowly and ran her hand across my chest.

I pushed her shorts and her underwear down at the same time and she stepped out of them. I shed the rest of mine. We stood there for a second, the both of us, in the half-light from the dresser lamp.

She lay back and reached for me, and I came down over her, but slower than I usually did. I kissed her mouth, then the soft hollow under her ear, then the place at her throat where her pulse was kicking. She made a small sound and her fingers threaded through my hair.

I didn’t rush as I worked my way down her body. Her collarbone, the inside curve of her breast, the plane of her stomach. By the time I came back up to kiss her again she was breathing in short, uneven pulls and her hips were lifting off the mattress for me.

“Now,” she said. “Please, now.”

I rolled onto my back and pulled her with me, and she came easy, settling over my hips like she’d been thinking about this exact angle all morning. She braced her hands on my chest and looked down at me. Her hair fell forward around her face and the lamp behind her caught the edges of it, gold against the dark.

She lowered herself onto me, slow, and held there once she’d taken all of me. Her eyes closed for a second and then opened again, and they stayed on mine. She started to move, slow rolls of her hips, deep, her hands flat on my chest over the place where my heart was hitting hard against my ribs.

I put my hands on her thighs and let her set the pace. This wasn’t a scene I needed to drive. She rocked on me with her eyes locked on mine and her breath getting shorter, and I watched her face the whole time—the way she was looking at me, like she was finding something she’d been afraid she’d lost.

I sat up under her without breaking the rhythm and wrapped my arms around her back and held her against my chest. She gasped at the new angle, then locked her arms around my neck and pressed her forehead against mine. We moved together like that, slow, her breath at my mouth, her body folding in tight to mine.

She came quietly. No cry, no wail, just a long shaking breath that broke into a smaller one and then a smaller one. Her arms tightened around my neck. I felt the pulse of her go through me and I followed her over with my mouth pressed to the side of her throat, holding her, my hand spread wide against her lower back.

For a while afterward we didn’t move.

She finally lifted her head and looked at me.

She kissed me, soft, and rested her forehead against mine.

The shutters held the daylight out. The house was dark and quiet around us, and it felt like the storm had already arrived and gone, and we’d come through it on the other side.
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We stayed in bed until the afternoon light through that thin seam at the top of the shutter turned amber. Anna rolled onto her side and propped her head on her hand. She looked at me for a long moment without saying anything, kissed me once more, and then climbed out of bed and started gathering her clothes from the floor.

I got dressed and followed her out to the kitchen. She opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of white wine, held it up for me to see.

“You want a glass?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

She uncorked the bottle and poured two glasses, handed me one. I took a sip. It was cold and crisp, with a citrus flavor.

Anna carried her glass into the living room and I followed. She set the wine on the coffee table and dropped onto the couch, pulled her legs up and tucked them under her. She picked up the remote from the coffee table and turned on the television. The screen flickered to life and she scrolled through the channels.

“You know,” she said. “Watch. Now that we’ve spent all day boarding up my house, now the storm will probably veer off and hit Texas instead.”

I had to laugh at that one. It was like Murphy’s Law in reverse.

She stopped on the Weather Channel.

The red banner was already there.

TROPICAL STORM FIONA UPGRADED TO HURRICANE FIONA.

Anna sat up straighter. I turned to the television.

A meteorologist stood in front of a map of the Gulf, the storm a tight white spiral on the screen behind him. Sustained winds had climbed to seventy-five miles per hour over the last six hours. The National Hurricane Center had upgraded Fiona from a tropical storm to a Category One hurricane just before noon and had issued watches for the central Gulf Coast from Mobile Bay to Apalachicola. The forecast cone still showed the storm tracking northwest, directly toward our stretch of coastline.

The meteorologist talked about pressure drops and wind shear and favorable conditions for intensification. The models updated on the screen, one after another, and every single one of them showed the same track.

“Well,” Anna said. “So much for my theory.” She picked up her wine glass and took a long drink, then set it back down and stared at the screen. “I guess we’re really doing this.”

“We’ll be ready,” I said.

The storm filled the screen, a white spiral against the blue of the Gulf, and it kept turning, kept moving, kept coming.


Chapter Thirteen




My phone rang a little before nine. I pulled it from my pocket and checked the screen.

Rosie.

I answered. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said. Her voice had that warm tone I’d learned meant she was in a good mood. “Anna told me about yesterday.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. She said you spent the whole day at her place. Boarding up windows, moving furniture, doing all the heavy lifting. She sounded very satisfied with your work.”

“I’m glad she’s happy with it.”

“Mm-hmm.” There was a pause, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m a little jealous, actually.”

“Jealous?”

“Just a little. You spent the whole day with her, getting her house ready, taking care of everything. Meanwhile I’m sitting here wondering when I’m going to get that kind of personal attention.”

I laughed. “I’m sure it’s been eating you up.”

“It has,” she said. “But only a little.” She paused again. “But seriously, I wanted to call because I owe you an apology.”

“For what?”

“For doubting you about the storm. I gave you a hard time at the bar the other night. You were right. I should have listened.”

“You don’t need to apologize for that.”

“I do, though. You were trying to look out for us, and I brushed it off. Now the thing’s a hurricane and it’s coming straight at us.”

“You didn’t know,” I said. “None of us did for sure.”

“Still,” she said. “I’m sorry. So here’s the thing. I’ve been thinking about my beach house. I need to get it ready for the storm, and I could use some help. If Anna didn’t wear you out, that is.”

“Of course I’ll help.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. When do you want me there?”

“Today, if you can. I know it’s short notice, but I’d feel better getting it done sooner rather than later.”

“I can be there in an hour.”

“Perfect.” Her voice softened. “Thank you, Jack.”
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I pulled into the driveway under Rosie’s beach house a little before ten. The house sat elevated on pilings, typical Gulf Coast construction, with a wooden staircase climbing up to the main level. Her truck was parked in the shade underneath, and I could see her moving around on the deck above.

The morning heat was already building, the kind that would have me soaked through in an hour. I started up the stairs.

Rosie met me at the top. She wore cutoff denim shorts and a faded tank top, her dark hair pulled back in a high ponytail. She smiled when she saw me.

“Thanks for coming,” she said.

“Of course.”

She led me around to the side of the house where a storage closet was built into the exterior wall. She opened the door and pulled out a stack of plywood panels, each one cut to fit specific windows. They were labeled with marker, the writing faded but still legible.

“Philippe had these made after Hurricane Sally,” she said. “I haven’t used them since.”

We started with the windows facing the Gulf. I climbed a ladder and held each panel in place while Rosie handed up screws and the drill. The brackets were already mounted around each window frame, and the plywood fit snug into the grooves. We worked our way around the house, covering every window on the main level and the upper floor. By the time we finished, my shirt was stuck to my back and the sun had climbed to its peak.

Rosie wiped sweat from her forehead and looked at the house. Every window was covered now, the plywood raw and weathered against the cedar shake siding.

“It looks like a fortress,” she said.

“That’s kind of the point.”

She nodded and walked to the deck railing. I followed her. The Gulf stretched out in front of us, flat and blue under the midday sun. Hard to believe a hurricane was bearing down on this stretch of water.

“What about the deck furniture?” I asked.

“We’ll move it all inside,” she said. “The grill, the chairs, the table. Everything.”

We spent the next hour hauling furniture through the sliding glass door and stacking it in the living room. The Adirondack chairs went first, then the teak table, then the gas grill. Rosie disconnected the propane tank and I carried it down to the storage area under the house. The deck stood empty when we finished, just bare wood and the railing.

“There’s more stuff under the house,” Rosie said.

We went back down the stairs. The space under the house was open except for the support pilings and a small storage shed built against one of them. Rosie unlocked the shed and we pulled out beach chairs, a folded umbrella, fishing rods, a couple of coolers, and a kayak that had seen better days.

“All of this needs to go inside,” she said.

We carried it up in loads, stacking everything in the corner of the living room with the deck furniture. The space started to look cluttered, but it was better than having it all blown into the Gulf.

We went back upstairs and Rosie walked through the house, checking cabinets and closets. She pulled out candles, flashlights, batteries, and a battery-powered radio. She set them all on the kitchen counter. These would be vital when the power went out.

The afternoon stretched into evening. We worked through a checklist Rosie had written on a notepad, ticking off items one at a time.

Secure the outdoor spaces.

Move anything that could become a projectile.

Check her generator.

Fill the gas cans.

By the time we finished, the sun had started its descent toward the horizon.

Rosie stood in the middle of the living room and looked around. The furniture was piled in the corners, supplies covered the kitchen counter, and the whole place had the feel of a fortress waiting for a siege.

“I think that’s everything,” she said.

“I think so.”

She walked to the sliding glass door and opened it. I followed her out onto the deck. The sun sat low over the water now, painting the Gulf in shades of orange and pink. The breeze had picked up, just enough to move the air without carrying the weight of the storm yet.

Rosie leaned against the railing and looked out at the water. I stood beside her.

She was quiet for a moment. Then she turned and looked at me.

“Thank you,” she said. “For coming out here, for helping me with all of this.”

“I wanted to help.”

“I know. But still. Thank you.”

She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around my waist, rested her head against my chest. I put my arms around her and held her.

The sun kept sinking, and the water turned from orange to red to purple.

The hurricane was coming, but for now, the Gulf was still calm.

Rosie lifted her head from my chest and looked up at me. Her dark eyes caught the last light of the sun, and something shifted in them—something warm and hungry.

She kissed me. Soft at first, then deeper, her hands sliding up my back under my shirt. I felt the heat of her palms against my skin, the press of her body against mine. She broke the kiss and pulled back just enough to look at me again.

“I want you,” she said. Her voice was quiet but steady. “Right here.”
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I glanced around. The neighboring houses sat empty, dark windows staring back at me. Most of them were vacation rentals, and the storm warnings had already driven the tourists away. The beach stretched out below us, deserted except for a few gulls picking through the sand. No one was coming.

I turned back to her. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” She smiled, and there was something nervous in it, something almost shy. “I’ve never done this outside before. Not like this.”

“You want to?”

She smirked.

I kissed her again, harder this time, and her hands found the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. I reached for her tank top and she lifted her arms, let me strip it off her, then her bra went next. Her skin was warm from the day’s work, smooth and golden in the fading light. I ran my hands down her sides and hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her shorts, pushed them down along with her underwear. She stepped out of them and stood there naked in front of me, her body framed by the orange glow of the sunset behind her.

I shed the rest of my clothes and kicked them aside. The breeze off the Gulf moved over my skin, cool against the heat building between us.

Rosie’s breath came faster. She looked over the railing at the empty beach below, then back at me. “Anyone could see us.”

“No one’s going to see us.”

“But they could.”

“Does that bother you?”

“No.” Her voice dropped lower. “It actually excites me.”

I stepped closer and kissed her again. Her hands moved over my chest, down my stomach, lower. I groaned against her mouth and she smiled, broke the kiss, turned around. She bent forward over the railing and looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Like this,” she said.

I moved behind her and put my hands on her hips. She braced herself against the railing and spread her legs slightly, arched her back. The last light of the sun turned her skin gold and copper. I ran my hand down the curve of her spine.

I positioned myself and pressed forward slowly. She gasped and her fingers tightened on the railing. I gave her a moment to adjust, then pulled back and pushed in again, deeper this time. She made a low sound in her throat and her head dropped forward.

I set a rhythm, slow and steady at first, my hands gripping her hips. She pushed back against me and the angle went deeper. The sound of the waves below mixed with her breathing, with the slap of skin on skin, with the low moans she was making every time I drove into her.

“Harder,” she said.

I gave her what she wanted. I tightened my grip on her hips and thrust into her with more force, more urgency. She cried out and her knuckles went white on the railing. Her whole body rocked forward with each thrust and she took all of it, every inch, every stroke.

Rosie’s breathing turned ragged and her moans got louder. She didn’t care anymore if anyone could hear. Neither did I.

I reached around and found the sensitive spot between her legs with my fingers. She jerked at the contact and let out a sharp cry. I circled my fingers there while I kept thrusting, kept driving into her, and her whole body tensed.

“Jack.” She said my name like a prayer. “Jack, I’m going to⁠—”

Her body clenched around me and she cried out again, louder this time, the sound carrying out over the water. I felt her pulse through me and it pushed me over the edge. I buried myself deep and finished inside her with a groan.

For a moment, we stood there locked together, both of us breathing hard, her body still trembling under my hands. The sun touched the horizon and turned the Gulf into liquid fire.

I pulled out slowly and she straightened, turned around. Her face was flushed and her eyes were bright. She smiled at me, a little dazed, a little stunned.

“That was awesome…” She trailed off.

I kissed her forehead.

We stood there for another minute, watching the sun disappear into the Gulf. The sky turned from red to purple to deep blue and the first stars appeared overhead.


Chapter Fourteen




The hot tub sat at the far corner of the deck. Steam rose off the surface. The jets hummed low and steady.

We floated in the heat, naked, our limbs tangled together. Rosie’s back pressed against my chest and my arms wrapped around her waist. Two open bottles of beer sat on the ledge within reach.

I reached over and grabbed mine, took a long pull. The cold cut through the heat of the water and I set the bottle back down. Rosie leaned her head against my shoulder and sighed.

“This is nice,” she said.

“Definitely.”

We drifted in silence for a while. The water churned around us and the breeze off the Gulf moved through the space between the deck boards. I could still taste her on my lips, still feel the ghost of her. This woman who’d lived an entire life before I was old enough to drive, and who felt more right against me than anyone my own age ever had.

Her phone chimed from somewhere on the deck.

Rosie stiffened in my arms. She glanced over at the pile of clothes we’d left near the sliding glass door. The phone chimed again.

“Ignore it,” I said.

The phone chimed a third time and she pulled away from me. She climbed out of the hot tub and crossed the deck, water running off her body in sheets. She crouched beside her shorts and fished the phone from the pocket. She tapped the screen and read whatever message had come through.

Her face changed. The softness vanished. Her mouth went flat and her eyes went hard.

I climbed out of the hot tub and grabbed a towel from the stack on the bench. I dried off and wrapped the towel around my waist. Rosie still stood there staring at her phone.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She looked up at me. Her jaw was tight. Her eyes were dark.

“It’s Philippe,” she said.

The name hit me like a fist. I crossed the deck and stopped in front of her.

“What did he say?”

She held the phone out to me. I took it and read the message on the screen.

I’m in Destin for the week but I saw the news about Hurricane Fiona. You need to move the Rougarou to somewhere safe. I don’t want my boat getting damaged because you didn’t take proper precautions.

I read it twice. My boat. Not the boat. Not our boat. My boat.

I handed the phone back to her. “He’s something, isn’t he?”

Rosie scoffed. She tossed the phone onto her pile of clothes and turned away from me. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared out at the dark Gulf.

“He doesn’t even use the damn boat,” she said. “He hasn’t set foot on it in two years. He doesn’t fish. He doesn’t even like the water. But he’s tied it up in litigation anyway because he knows how much it means to me. And now he’s texting me from Destin, where he’s probably shacked up with his new girlfriend in some condo, telling me to take care of his boat.”

I remembered the story well. This whole communal property thing was just a way for Philippe to be petty toward Rosie. As long as the Rougarou was tied up in the lawsuit, Rosie couldn’t use it for her fishing charters. That was why she’d been using Anna’s boat the past couple of weeks.

I walked over to her and put my hands on her shoulders. She trembled under my palms, her whole body wound tight.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She turned and looked at me. Her face loosened, just a fraction, and she leaned into me. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. After a moment her shoulders dropped and the tension started to let go.

“It’s not your fault,” she said.

“I know. But I hate that you’re dealing with this.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she pulled back and looked up at me.

“I need to move the boat,” she said. “He’s right about that, at least. If the storm hits and the Rougarou gets damaged, he’ll use it against me in court. He’ll say I was negligent, that I didn’t take proper care of his property.”

“I’ll help you move it,” I said.

She blinked. “You will?”

“Of course.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then she reached up and touched my face.

“Thank you,” she said.

Still, the anger sat low in my chest and it wasn’t going anywhere. Philippe had never deserved Rosie.

She watched my face. She kissed me softly and rested her forehead against mine.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get back in the water.”

We walked back to the hot tub and climbed in. The heat soaked through me and the jets pushed warm water against my back. Rosie settled against me and I wrapped my arms around her.

The Gulf stretched out in front of us, dark and quiet, and somewhere out there, the hurricane kept turning.


Chapter Fifteen




I’d been at the marina since a little after six, working through the list Tib and I had put together the night before.

The fuel dock canopy needed reinforcing.

The storage shed door needed a heavier latch.

The pumps needed to be tested under load before we lost the chance.

By seven I’d already gone through half a roll of marine-grade tape and two cups of coffee.

I was crouched at the base of the canopy strut with a wrench when I heard tires on the crushed shell.

I looked up. A silver Honda rolled into the lot and parked next to Tib’s truck. The driver’s door opened and Cami stepped out.

She wasn’t dressed for work. She wore black workout shorts that ended high on her thighs and a purple sports bra under a loose white tank that hung off her shoulders, showing the bra at the sides and the neckline. Her hair was in a low ponytail. She carried a travel mug in one hand and her phone in the other.

She crossed the lot toward me. I set the wrench down on the dock and stood up.

“Morning, Cami.”

“Morning.”

“Tib’s already inside if you want me to grab him.”

“I’m not here for Tib.”

She stopped a few feet away. Her eyes were tired in a focused, deliberate way.

“I have generators,” she said.

I blinked. “Already?”

“I’ve been working the phones ever since you told me about Clark. There’s a private supplier in Jackson, Mississippi I’ve used on three previous deployments. He has a pallet of portable units staged in his warehouse for state emergency management, but the state hasn’t drawn on the allocation yet. He’ll release them to me on a FEMA emergency requisition at cost.”

“That’s a hell of a result for a couple phone calls.”

“It’s a hell of a favor he’s doing me. And it’s not going to last. Two other counties are already calling him. He’ll hold the pallet until five o’clock today and not a minute longer. After that they go to whoever shows up with paperwork and a truck.”

“Today.”

“Today. Which is why I drove over instead of calling.”

I wiped my hands on the rag in my back pocket and looked at her properly.

“What do you need?” I asked.

“I need someone to ride up to Jackson with me. I already called the U-Haul on Highway 59. I have a twenty-foot box truck reserved.” She paused. “I’d like to go with someone who can help me lift all these generators. I know it’s a big favor I’m asking. It’s short notice and I know you’ve got a hundred things to do here. If you can’t, I understand. I’ll figure out the rest.”

I looked at her for a long moment. She held my gaze steady. Cami Segura didn’t soften when she was asking for something. She got a little sharper, a little more direct.

“Let me check with Tib. When do we leave?”

“As soon as we can get the truck. I’d like to be on I-65 by eight.”

I walked up the dock toward the office.

Tib had finally accepted that Fiona was coming for us. Somewhere between yesterday morning and this morning the cone had stopped moving, the models had stopped disagreeing, and the man had quit pretending the storm was going to turn. By the time I’d shown up at six, he was already in the office with a yellow legal pad and a list of his own. We were in prep mode now, the both of us.

I pushed the office door open. Tib looked up from his desk.

“Cami’s outside,” I said. “She tracked down generators in Jackson, Mississippi, on a FEMA requisition. She’s got a U-Haul reserved and she needs somebody to ride up with her and help load.”

“Go,” he said. “I’ll handle the canopy.”

“You sure?”

“Jack, that woman’s about to save a lot of people from getting bent over by Clark Goddard. Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Thanks, Tib.”

“Drive safe. And tell her thank you from me.”

“I will.”

I grabbed my keys off the hook by the door and walked back outside.

Cami was leaning against the front fender of her Honda with her travel mug in both hands. She looked up when I returned.

“He’s good with it?”

“Yeah. And he says thank you.”

Something eased in her shoulders that she probably didn’t realize had been there.


Chapter Sixteen




The U-Haul drove like a refrigerator on wheels. Every lane change required a full-body commitment, and the mirrors showed nothing useful except how far behind me the rear axle was.

I kept both hands on the wheel. Cami sat in the passenger seat with her phone in her lap and her travel mug in the cup holder. She’d been quiet since we pulled out of the rental lot.

We merged onto I-65 North and the traffic thinned. Gulf Shores fell behind us. The coastal sprawl gave way to pine forest and scrub, truck stops, and fireworks stands advertising low prices. The morning sun climbed higher and turned the windshield into a wall of glare.

I adjusted the visor and glanced over at her. “How long’s the drive again?”

“About four hours. Perhaps a little less if we don’t hit construction.”

“We’ll definitely hit construction.”

She grinned. “I expect you’re right.”

She picked up her phone and scrolled through something. I focused on the road. A semi passed us on the left and the U-Haul wobbled in the draft. I corrected and kept us steady.

After a few miles she set the phone down and looked over at me.

“How did you manage to convince Tib to let you go from the marina?”

“Tib can handle the marina for a day. You needed somebody to help you load generators into a truck. That’s not a one-person job.”

“I appreciate it.”

“I’m glad you asked.”

She looked back out the windshield and settled into the seat.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“How does someone end up doing this job? The disaster assessment work, I mean.”

“I started in private practice,” she said. “Commercial structural engineering, designing buildings for developers. Office towers, hospitals, high-rises. I was good at it. I thought that was what I wanted.”

“What changed?”

She was quiet for a moment. I watched the road and let her take her time.

“Hurricane Katrina,” she said. “That was 2005. I was twenty-eight. I’d been working in Houston, and FEMA put out a call for structural engineers to come down to the Gulf Coast and help assess damage. It was supposed to be a two-week volunteer assignment. I figured I’d go down, do my part, and come home.”

“Let me guess. You stayed longer than two weeks.”

“I stayed six months. I saw things I’d only read about in textbooks. Buildings that had been standing for a hundred years, just gone. Entire neighborhoods leveled. People living in FEMA trailers because their homes had been condemned and they had nowhere else to go.” She paused. “And the worst part was how much of it didn’t have to happen. Louisiana didn’t even have a statewide building code. There was nothing to enforce because there was nothing on the books. And the levees… the Corps built them with substandard materials, left sections incomplete, cut costs everywhere they could. People didn’t die because the storm was too strong. They died because the systems that were supposed to protect them were never built right in the first place.”

I glanced over at her. Her mouth was set in a hard line.

“That’s when I knew,” she said. “I wanted to be the person who tells the truth. Who looks at a building and says whether it’s safe. Who shows up before the storm, not just after, and makes sure people are ready. Who holds people accountable even when they don’t want to hear it.”

“That’s a hell of a calling.”

“It’s the only one that made sense to me.” She paused. “I went back to Houston and resigned within the year. Then spent the next twelve months getting certified with FEMA, building my credentials as an expert witness, learning the legal side of disaster assessment. I’ve been doing it ever since.”

“How many disasters have you worked?”

“Fifteen, maybe twenty. Hurricanes mostly, but also tornadoes, floods, a couple of earthquakes in California. Anywhere a building falls down and someone needs to know why.”

Nearly twenty years she’d been doing this. She’d started when I was eight or nine years old, built an entire career around holding the line while I was still learning to swim.

The interstate curved slightly to the east and the sun shifted in the windshield. I adjusted the visor again.

“That’s why you care so much about the marina,” I said. “About Tib’s paperwork. The compliance stuff.”

“It’s not paperwork to me. It’s the difference between a building that stands and one that doesn’t. Between a dock that holds and one that comes apart in a storm surge.” She looked at me. “I know Tib thinks I’m a nuisance. Most people do, until the storm hits. Then they’re glad someone was paying attention.”

“He doesn’t think you’re a nuisance.”

“He hides in his office when I come by.”

“That’s just Tib. He hides from everybody.”

She laughed at that.

“Besides,” I continued, “I think deep down he appreciates what you’re doing to help him.”

We drove in silence for a while. The forest opened up into farmland, fields of cotton and soybeans stretching out on both sides of the highway. A sign announced that we were crossing into Monroe County.

“So that’s the professional side,” I said. “What about the personal side?”

She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a broad question.”

“You’ve been talking about buildings and disasters for miles. I’m asking about you now.”

“What do you want to know?” she said.

“Whatever you want to tell me.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“I was married,” she said. “For twelve years.” She paused for a while. “We tried to have children for eight years. We did everything. Doctors, specialists, treatments. Nothing worked. Eventually it broke something between us that we couldn’t fix.”

I let the words sit. The road noise filled the cab.

“He remarried,” she continued. “He has two kids now with his new wife. I’m happy for him. But it gutted me for a long time. I spent years wondering if I’d made the wrong choices. If I’d focused too much on my career and not enough on building a family. If I’d wasted the time I had.”

“You didn’t waste anything.”

She looked at me. Her eyes searched my face.

“You don’t know that,” she said.

“Yeah, I do. You’ve spent almost twenty years making sure buildings don’t fall on people. That’s not a waste.”

She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess that’s something.”

We again drove in silence for a while.

“Can I ask you something?” Cami said.

“Go ahead.”

“Why did you leave the Coast Guard?”

The question landed in the cab like a change in pressure. I kept my eyes on the road. My hands tightened on the wheel, just slightly, and I made myself loosen them.

“It was time,” I said.

She waited. I could feel her watching me.

“It just wasn’t the right fit anymore,” I said. “After a while.”

The words sounded hollow even to me. Cami didn’t say anything for a long moment. She didn’t push, didn’t press, didn’t ask the follow-up question that was sitting right there between us. But the silence had a different quality now. She knew I’d given her the surface answer, and she’d let me keep it.

I thought about Mark and the beers we’d shared at The Sandbar, and his advice to me that night. I knew I needed to talk about Matt and get it out of me. Keeping it locked down wasn’t the same as dealing with it.

But not today. Not in a U-Haul on the Interstate with a hurricane bearing down.

One storm at a time.

Cami checked the weather on her phone.

“Fiona’s still on track,” she said. “Gulf Shores is right in the center of the cone.”

“We’ve got time.”

“Not much.”

Tib Bordelon had also claimed we didn’t have time to get Miss Lucille up and running in time for the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo.

But we’d pulled it off.

We could do the same with this hurricane.


Chapter Seventeen




We crossed into Mississippi an hour later. More pine forest, more farmland, more billboards for casinos and personal injury lawyers. The sun climbed higher and the cab turned into an oven. I cranked the air conditioning as high as it would go.

Cami pulled out her phone and made a call. She spoke in Spanish—rapid and fluent, her voice shifting between warmth and exasperation. I caught enough to know it was her mother. The conversation went on for ten minutes. When she hung up, she looked tired.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“She wants me to leave Gulf Shores and come to San Antonio until the storm passes.”

“Are you going to?”

“No way. I have work to do here. But she doesn’t understand that. She never has.” Cami set the phone down and rubbed her temples. “She thinks I should settle down, stop traveling for work, find someone. She’s been saying the same thing for ten years.”

“She’s your mother. She’s allowed to worry.”

“I know. And I love her for it, even when it makes me want to scream.”

We passed Jackson’s city limits just after eleven. Cami directed me through the surface streets toward an industrial park on the east side of the city. The supplier’s warehouse sat at the end of a gravel drive, a low metal building with a roll-up door and a faded sign that read “Gulf Coast Emergency Supply.”

I parked the U-Haul and killed the engine. The heat hit us the moment we opened the doors.

A man named James met us inside. As promised, he’d held the allocation for Cami against two other counties that had called that morning. The warehouse was cool and dim, rows of shelving stacked with generators, pumps, tarps, and emergency supplies. In the center of the floor sat a wooden pallet loaded with generators, each one shrink-wrapped and stamped with FEMA labels.

The three of us worked together and started loading.

I remembered my phone halfway through the process. I hadn’t looked at it since I’d started driving hours ago. I pulled it from my pocket and checked the screen.

Three texts from Anna, all in the group chat.

Stopped by the marina this morning. Where are you?

Tib said you went to Jackson??

With Cami???

I typed back while James rolled another generator onto the pallet jack.

I’m helping her pick up emergency generators. Last minute thing.

I set the phone on a nearby shelf and bent down to grab the straps for the next generator. My phone buzzed. Then buzzed again. Then again.

I ignored it and focused on securing the generator. James counted off and we lifted together. The unit weighed about a hundred pounds. We hauled it into the truck bed and set it down against the wall.

My phone kept buzzing.

I grabbed it again and glanced at the screen. The group chat had exploded. Eva had sent four messages in a row.

ALONE with Cami

In a TRUCK

For HOURS

Jack Deason you absolute menace

Rosie had added three crying-laughing emojis.

Anna’s response came through while I watched.

Be good, Jack. Or at least be careful.

Eva sent another.

Translation: Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do

Which leaves you a LOT of room to work with

I shoved the phone back in my pocket. James was already moving the next generator toward the truck.

We finished loading in another twenty minutes. James secured the rear door and signed off on Cami’s paperwork. She thanked him three times, made him promise to call him the next time he needed something, and told him he was a lifesaver.

I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. The cab was still hot from sitting in the sun. I cranked the air conditioning and pulled out my phone while the engine idled.

The group chat had continued without me. Eva had sent two more messages asking if I was ignoring them on purpose. Anna had told her to stop teasing me. Rosie had sent a single text that just said He’s working, let him work. Eva had responded with That’s what he WANTS you to think.

I scrolled through the rest. Most of it was Eva being Eva. A few from Anna asking real questions about the generators and when we’d be back. One from Rosie that said Drive safe.

“Everything all right?” Cami asked from the passenger seat.

“Yeah.”

I put the phone away, shifted into drive, and pulled out of the lot.
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We passed Jackson’s city limits heading south and merged back onto I-65. The truck felt heavier now with the generators secured behind us. The steering required more focus. I kept both hands on the wheel and settled into the drive.

Cami had been quiet since we left the warehouse. She sat with her phone in her lap and her travel mug empty in the cup holder. After about five miles she shifted in her seat and looked at me.

“There’s something else I wanted to ask you,” she said.

“Go ahead.”

“What’s going on with you and… all the women?”

I glanced at her. She watched me with the same direct expression she’d had when she asked about the Coast Guard. No judgment in her face, just honest curiosity.

I should have seen this coming. She’d been out running the night Anna, Rosie, Eva, and I had been drinking on the beach after our long day together. She’d also seen the four of us together at The Sandbar more than once.

“When I saw you at the marina the other day, and I made that joke about you having three girlfriends… well, it was mostly a joke. But I realized pretty quickly after I said it that it’s true.”

I checked the mirrors and moved into the right lane to let a semi pass. The truck rocked slightly in the draft and I corrected the wheel.

“We’re all together,” I said. “The four of us. Dating.”

Cami absorbed this without changing her expression. She nodded slowly.

“All of you,” she said. “At the same time.”

“Yeah.”

She looked out the windshield for a moment. Her hands rested in her lap. She didn’t say anything right away.

“How did that happen?” she asked.

I told her. I kept it simple, just the facts. It started with Anna. We’d gotten close as things developed naturally between us. Then Rosie came into the picture soon after. Anna and I talked about it and we brought Rosie in. Then Eva after that. We were all in it together now.

Cami listened without interrupting. When I finished she sat quietly for a while. I could see her processing it, turning it over in her mind. She wasn’t judging. She wasn’t put off. She was just thinking.

“I suppose this is where we’ve arrived,” she said. “In modern times. When there’s such a shortage of quality men, women don’t mind sharing the ones they find.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It was the way she said it, so matter-of-fact and clinical, like she was assessing a structural problem.

“Good for you,” she said. “When I was out for my run that night, and I stopped to talk… You all looked happy.”

“We are.”

The group chat messages ran through my head again. The women had been joking about Cami all morning. About me being alone with her in a truck for hours. About what might happen.

They probably wanted her to know about us. Hell, they probably wanted more than that.

Cami picked up her phone and scrolled through something. She didn’t say anything else about it. The conversation was over. She’d asked, I’d answered, and now we were moving forward.

I adjusted my grip on the wheel and focused on getting us home.
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We reached Gulf Shores just after three. Cami had already arranged the community center for distribution in the morning, so we parked the U-Haul behind the building and she called the county emergency management office to confirm the paperwork.

I drove us back to Bordelon’s in my pickup. Cami’s Honda sat where she’d left it that morning. I pulled up beside it and put the truck in park.

Cami opened the door and climbed out. Then she paused and looked back at me.

“Thank you again, for everything today,” she said.

“Anytime.”

She held my gaze for a beat longer than she needed to. Then she closed the door and walked to her car.


Chapter Eighteen




Ilocked up the marina office a few minutes after six. The sun hung low over the waterway and turned everything orange. I walked across the parking lot toward my truck and dug my keys from my pocket.

My phone buzzed before I reached the driver’s door. Eva’s name lit up the screen. I answered and held the phone to my ear.

“Hey,” I said.

“Jack Deason.” Her voice came through warm and musical, with that edge of mischief she got when she was winding up to something. “I’ve heard some very interesting things today.”

I opened the truck door and leaned against the frame. “What kind of things?”

“About how you helped Anna and Rosie prep their houses for the hurricane.” She let the words hang. “Very generous of you. Very thorough.”

“Yeah?”

“And now I’m burning with jealousy,” she said. “Absolutely consumed with it. I don’t know how I’ll survive.”

“You sound devastated.”

“I am. Completely. My heart is breaking as we speak.”

I leaned my head back against the truck frame. Forty-three years old and she had the comic timing of someone who’d spent two decades on a stage.

“You need help with something?” I said.

“I do, actually. But I don’t know. I’m sure you can assess and give me some tips.” She paused. “If you’re offering.”

“I’m offering.”

“You sure? Because I know you were on the road all day with Cami. You’ve got to be tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

She was quiet for a second. Then her voice softened. “Thank you.”

“What time works for you?”

“Tonight’s my only night off this week. But if you need to rest, we can figure out another time.”

“Tonight’s fine. I’ve got plenty of energy.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” The innuendo slid into her voice like she couldn’t help herself. “You do seem to have a lot of stamina.”

I shook my head. “What’s your address?”

“I’ll text it to you.”

“Sounds good.”

“Thank you, Jack. Really.”

“See you soon.”

I hung up and climbed into the truck. My phone buzzed a few seconds later with a text from Eva—an address and a dropped pin on a street I recognized near the center of town, a residential neighborhood about fifteen minutes from the marina.

I stared at the screen for a moment.

I’d never been to Eva’s place. Every time we’d been together it had been at my condo or at The Sandbar, her turf behind the bar where she ran the room. She’d never once invited me into the house she’d grown up in, the one she’d come back to after her mother died.

I put the truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot.
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Eva’s mother’s house sat on a narrow lot on Pine Street, a block south of the main drag through Gulf Shores. Single-story ranch, pale yellow siding and white trim, a postage-stamp front yard bordered by azalea bushes. A live oak shaded the driveway. The paint wasn’t new but it was clean, and the shrubs were trimmed, and everything about the place said someone had cared about it for a very long time.

I pulled into the driveway behind Eva’s car and killed the engine.

She came out the front door before I reached the porch. She wore cutoff denim shorts and a thin cotton tank top, her copper hair pulled up in a messy bun with loose strands framing her face. No lipstick, no jewelry, no performance. She smiled when she saw me.

She walked down the steps and stopped a few feet from me. Her eyes moved over my face, slow and careful.

“You’re really okay after driving all day?” she asked.

“I’m fine.”

She touched my arm—just her fingertips on my forearm, there and gone. Then she stepped back.

“Come on,” she said. “Let me show you what I’m dealing with.”

I followed her around the side of the house. A narrow walkway led through a chain-link gate into the backyard. Motion-sensor lights kicked on as we passed and lit up the space in cold white halogen.

The yard was bigger than I expected. It stretched maybe fifty feet deep, edged by a wooden privacy fence on two sides and a row of tall shrubs along the back. A small covered patio extended from the rear of the house, furnished with weathered wicker chairs and a glass-topped table. Wind chimes hung from the patio overhang and turned slowly in the breeze. A concrete birdbath sat in one corner.

And in the far corner of the yard, nearly touching the back fence, stood a storage shed.

It was maybe eight by ten, painted the same pale yellow as the house, with a shingled roof and double doors fastened with a padlock. It tilted slightly to the left. From what I could see, it wasn’t anchored.

A hurricane could pick it up and throw it through the back of the house.

“That’s my mom’s shed,” Eva said. “Gardening tools, some of my dad’s old things. I haven’t been inside it in months.”

“You got a drill?” I asked.

“In the garage. I think.”

“And a shovel?”

She nodded.

“All right. Let’s get this thing tied down.”

We dug through the garage together. Eva found the drill and a spade. I found a tape measure and a level on a shelf near the door.

A portable Honda generator sat in the far corner under a tarp. I noticed it on the way in. Good. If the power went out during the storm, she’d have something to fall back on. I'd come back to it later.

“You have any hurricane hardware?” I asked. “Anchor straps, tie-downs, anything like that?”

“There’s a box somewhere.” She looked around the garage and pointed toward a stack of plastic bins near the water heater. “My mom kept what she called ‘her hurricane kit.’ I haven’t touched it since I moved back.”

I pulled the top bin off the stack and pried the lid open. Inside was a tangle of supplies that looked like they’d been tossed in after the last storm and never sorted. There was a hand-crank radio, a pack of D batteries, a first aid kit with a cracked case, duct tape, a coil of rope, and at the bottom, four auger-style ground anchors with heavy-gauge cable and turnbuckles still in the packaging.

“Your mom was prepared,” I said.

“She was a lot of things I didn’t appreciate until she was gone.”

I carried the anchors to the backyard and got to work. I marked the positions around the shed and started digging. The auger anchors were designed to screw into the ground at an angle and cable to the frame with turnbuckles.

Eva came out a few minutes later with two bottles of water. She handed me one and cracked the other.

“You want help?” she asked.

“I’m good for now.”

She sat on the edge of the patio and watched. The motion lights had clicked off and the yard had gone dark except for the glow from the garage. I could see her silhouette, the curve of her shoulders, the way she tucked one leg under the other.

The first anchor went in clean. I twisted it into the ground with a length of rebar through the eyelet, using it as a lever. I leaned into it and kept turning. Sweat ran down my back.

When the anchor held against my weight, I moved to the second position.

“My mom planted those azaleas out front,” Eva said after a while. Her voice floated across the yard, quiet and unhurried. “The year they moved in. 1975. Right after they got married. She said she wanted something that would bloom in the spring.”

I glanced at her but didn’t stop working. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at the house.

“My dad was working construction,” she continued. “My mom was a secretary at the high school. It was all they could afford, but they loved it.” She paused. “They were going to sell it when they retired. Move to Biloxi, maybe. Or Pensacola. Somewhere smaller. But then my dad died and my mom stayed.”

The second anchor twisted into the ground. I pulled the rebar free and moved to the third.

“I always thought I’d come back and visit,” Eva said. “After I made it in New York. I’d fly home for Christmas or her birthday, and we’d sit in the kitchen and I’d tell her stories about Broadway. About the shows I was in. The people I’d met.” She laughed. “But that’s not how it worked out.”

I finished the third anchor and walked over to the patio. I sat down on the edge beside her and she handed me the water bottle. I drank half of it without stopping.

“I bet she was proud of you,” I said.

“She was.” Eva’s voice was small, smaller than I’d ever heard it. “She told everyone I was in New York. She kept every program from every show I sent her, even the ones where my name was buried in the chorus. She framed my Juilliard acceptance letter and hung it in the hallway.”

She looked down at her hands.

“But I think she was relieved when I came back,” she said. “Not because of what happened with her. Because she wanted me here. She wanted me home.”

I set the water bottle down and took her hand. She turned toward me and her eyes caught the light from the garage. They were green and bright and unguarded in a way I’d never seen from her.

“I hated this house when I moved back in,” she said. “It felt like failure. Like I’d given up everything I’d worked for and ended up right back where I started.” She paused. “But now it’s all I have left of her. And I don’t want to lose it.”

“You’re not going to lose it.”

She squeezed my hand. Then I let go and stood up.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s finish this.”

The last anchor went in fast. I’d hit a rhythm and the ground had softened from the digging. Once all four were set I ran the cable from the eyelets to the shed frame and tightened the turnbuckles until the slack came out and the shed pulled level against the tension. I tested each anchor with my weight. Everything held.

Eva walked around the shed and tugged on one of the cables. She nodded.

“That should do it,” I said.

“Thank you.”

We walked back toward the house. The motion lights kicked on again as we crossed the yard. Eva stopped near the patio and looked up at the live oak that shaded the driveway.

“What about that?” she asked.

I followed her gaze. The tree was old, maybe sixty or seventy years, with thick branches that spread wide over the house. Some of them hung directly over the roof. Others stretched toward the neighbor’s fence.

“You got a ladder?” I asked.

“In the garage.”

The ladder was aluminum and twelve feet tall. I carried it to the front yard and set it against the trunk. Eva held the base while I climbed.

Live oak is dense and heavy. The pruning saw bit into the wood slowly. I worked the blade back and forth, letting the teeth do the work. Sawdust collected on my forearms and stuck to the sweat on my skin. The first branch came free and dropped into the yard with a heavy thud. Eva dragged it toward the curb.

I moved to the next one, then the next. Some of them I could cut from the ladder. Others I had to climb for. I worked my way across the tree, taking anything that hung over the roof or might come down in high wind. My arms burned and my back ached, but I kept going.

By the time I finished, the pile at the curb stretched fifteen feet along the street. I climbed down and stood in the yard, breathing hard. Eva looked up at the tree. The canopy was thinner now but the structure still looked solid.

“Better?” I asked.

“Much better.” She looked at me. “You’re drenched.”

“Yeah.”

“You want to come inside? Get some water, cool off?”

“In a minute. I want to look at that generator.”

She nodded and led me toward the garage.

The generator sat in the far corner, half-covered by a tarp. I'd eyeballed it earlier but hadn’t looked under the hood. It was a portable Honda, maybe five or six thousand watts, which was enough to run a refrigerator, some lights, and a fan.

The fuel tank was empty. The dipstick was dry. Dust covered the control panel.

“When’s the last time this ran?” I asked.

Eva stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. “My mom bought it after Ivan. That was 2004.”

Over twenty years sitting in a garage. I cleaned the spark plug, found a can of stale gas and a bottle of SAE 30 on the workbench. I filled the oil reservoir, poured enough gas to test it, primed the carburetor, set the choke, and pulled the cord.

Nothing.

I pulled again. The engine turned over but didn’t catch.

On the third try the engine sputtered, coughed, and caught. Black smoke poured from the exhaust before clearing. The generator settled into a rough idle.

Eva stepped closer. “You did it.”

“It needs fresh gas and new oil before the storm. And I’ll clean this spark plug properly. But it’ll run.”

I let it idle for another minute, then shut it off. The garage went quiet except for the ticking of the cooling engine.

“I’m glad you have this,” I said. “What with Clark Goddard buying up every generator he can get his hands on.”

“Absolutely.” Eva looked at the generator, then at me. “I don’t know what I would’ve done tonight without you,” she said. “And I mean that without any of my usual dramatic flair.”

“You would’ve figured it out.”

“Maybe. But I’m glad I didn’t have to.”

She touched my arm. This time she let her hand stay.

“Come on,” she said. “You’ve earned more than water. I’ve got cold beer, and you’re not leaving until you’ve had some.”

I followed her through the back door and into the house. The kitchen was small and bright, with yellow walls and white tile countertops and a window over the sink that looked out at the backyard. A framed photo of Eva’s parents hung near the refrigerator. A crucifix hung above the doorway to the hall.

Eva opened the refrigerator and pulled out two bottles of Abita. She popped the caps and handed me one.

“To storm prep,” she said.

“To storm prep.”

We drank. She leaned against the counter and I stood across from her in the narrow kitchen, close enough to reach out and touch her.

Eva set her beer on the counter and straightened. “Come on. I’ll show you the bathroom so you can shower.”

I followed her down the hallway. She pushed open a door on the left and flicked on the light. The bathroom was small and dated, with pale green tile and a pedestal sink, a narrow tub with a shower curtain printed with seahorses.

“Towels are under the sink,” she said. “Take your time.”

She left and pulled the door closed behind her. I stripped and turned on the water. The pipes groaned and the shower sputtered before the pressure evened out. I stepped under the spray and let the hot water run over my head and shoulders.

Dirt and grime swirled down the drain. I found a bar of soap on the edge of the tub and worked it over my chest and arms, scrubbing my skin. The water turned brown, then clear. I stayed under the spray longer than I needed to, letting the heat work into the muscles of my back.

When I finally shut off the water and stepped out, I realized I had no clean clothes. My shirt and shorts sat in a pile on the floor, filthy. I grabbed a towel from under the sink and wrapped it around my waist.

I opened the door and walked back down the hallway toward the kitchen. Eva stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot. She turned when she heard me.

Her eyes moved down to the towel, then back up to my face. She set the spoon on the counter.

“I don’t have a change of clothes,” I said.

“I didn’t think about that.”

She crossed the kitchen and stopped in front of me. Her hand reached out and touched my chest, just below my collarbone. Her palm rested against my skin and she looked up at me.

“I don’t mind,” she said.

Her fingers trailed down to the edge of the towel. She hooked one finger under the fabric and pulled. The towel came loose and dropped to the floor.

She studied me. Those green eyes moved over me with a slow, deliberate attention. She was enjoying it.

Then she stepped closer and kissed me.

Her mouth was warm and unhurried. I slid my hands down to her hips and pulled her against me. She hummed low in her chest and pressed closer. Her hands moved up and wrapped around the back of my neck.

I broke the kiss long enough to pull her tank top over her head. She wore nothing underneath. Her breasts were full and heavy, pale skin dusted with freckles across the tops where the sun reached. I bent and kissed her neck, then lower, tracing my mouth down to the hollow of her throat. She tilted her head back and her breathing changed, went shallow.

I slid my hands under her thighs and lifted her. She wrapped her legs around my waist and locked her ankles behind me. The softness of her body pressed flush against my chest and I could feel the heat of her through the thin denim of her shorts.

“Bedroom,” she said. “Down the hall.”


Chapter Nineteen




Icarried her through the doorway and into the first room on the right. The bedroom was small and cluttered, the walls lined with shelves crammed with books and framed playbills. A double bed sat against the far wall, covered with a faded quilt. I set her down on the mattress and she reached for the button on her shorts.

I knelt between her legs and pulled the denim down over her hips. She lifted herself to help me and I tossed the shorts aside. She wore pale green cotton underwear, and I slid those down too.

She lay back against the pillows and watched me. Her copper hair fanned across the white fabric. Her chest rose and fell. She didn’t cover herself or look away. She just waited.

I leaned down and kissed the inside of her thigh. Her skin was warm and smooth. I moved higher, following the curve of her leg. She shifted beneath me and her fingers found the back of my head.

When I reached the crease where her thigh met her hip, I paused. She drew a sharp breath. I looked up and her green eyes were heavy-lidded, her lips slightly open. I lowered my mouth and her fingers pressed hard against my scalp.

I took my time. I used my tongue, my lips, my breath. The sounds she made were unguarded, unrehearsed. Just Eva, stripped down to nerve endings and instinct. Her hips rocked upward and her thighs shook. When she finished, she gripped my hair and whispered my name.

I kissed my way back up her body. She was still breathing hard when I reached her mouth. She pulled me into a deep, searching kiss.

“Come here,” she said.

I moved up the bed and she rolled on top of me. Her hands braced against my chest and she sat up, straddling my hips. Her hair fell around her face and shoulders. She reached between us and guided me inside her, her green eyes locked on mine the entire time. When I was all the way in, she let out a long, unsteady breath and held still.

Then she started to move.

She set a rhythm that built from slow to deliberate to urgent. Her hands stayed on my chest and her hips rolled in deep circles. I gripped her thighs and watched her—the flush spreading across her freckled chest, the way her full lips fell open when I rose to meet her.

She leaned forward and her breasts grazed my chest. I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her down against me. She kissed me while she moved, her tongue against mine, her breath hot on my mouth. I felt her body starting to tighten.

I rolled us without pulling out. She let out a surprised gasp and wrapped her legs around my waist. I braced on my forearms and looked down at her. Her face was flushed, her green eyes bright and unfocused. I kissed her jaw and she turned to give me her neck.

I moved faster. She matched me. Her nails bit into my shoulders and her breath turned to quick, sharp pulls of air.

“Jack. Right there. Stay right there.”

I stayed at the same pace, same angle. Her body wound tighter beneath me until everything in her went rigid at once—her legs clamped around my hips, her back arched off the mattress, and a sound tore out of her that she didn’t try to shape or control. The way she seized around me broke whatever restraint I had left. I drove deep and let go, and the release poured through me in slow, heavy waves.

We stayed tangled together, both of us spent, our breathing the only sound in the small room. Her hands drifted up and down my back in lazy passes. I pressed my mouth to her shoulder, then her collarbone, then the corner of her lips.

When I finally eased out and rolled onto my side, she turned to face me. Her copper hair was wild, her freckles dark against the flush that still colored her cheeks.

She reached out and touched my face, her fingers gentle along my jaw. Then she kissed me again, slow and quiet, like she had nowhere else in the world to be.
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We lay in the narrow bed with the quilt tangled around our legs. The ceiling fan clicked overhead and the motion light from the backyard cast thin shadows across the walls. Eva’s copper hair lay across my skin. The warmth of her body settled into my side.

The air conditioner kicked on in the other room. Nothing else made a sound.

“So,” I said. “Have you made a decision yet? About New York?”

Her hand stopped moving.

“No,” she said finally. “Not yet.”

“Still thinking about it?”

“Yeah.” She was quiet for a beat. “I’m still thinking about it. Like all the time.”

I didn’t push. The weight in her voice told me everything I needed to know. This decision was tearing her apart and she didn’t need me adding pressure to either side of the equation. I ran my hand down her arm and left it there.

She shifted against me and tilted her head back to look at my face.

“Where are we all going to ride out the hurricane?”

“We?”

“You, me, Anna, Rosie. We should all be together. Safer that way. And probably more fun.”

She was right. Better to have everyone in one place.

“My house probably makes the most sense.” Eva propped herself up on one elbow and looked down at me. “It’s inland, elevated, and it’s got the generator. Anna’s place is right on Little Lagoon. Rosie’s is on the beach. Your condo at Azure will probably force an evacuation for the whole building.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That makes sense.”

“So we’ll do it here?”

“I think so. But let me talk to Anna and Rosie first, make sure they’re comfortable with it.”

Eva nodded and settled back against my chest. Her fingers resumed their slow circles on my skin.

“I’ll stock up tomorrow. My mom would’ve insisted on it.”

“I can help with that.”

“I know you can.” She kissed my shoulder. “But you’ve already done enough tonight.”

The air conditioner shut off and the house went quiet again. I could hear her breathing, steady and even against my ribs. The weight of her body pressed into mine and I felt the exhaustion of the last few hours settle over me.

It wasn’t long before sleep took me.


Chapter Twenty




The word had spread. By morning, the entire town knew about the generators Cami and I had brought in.

The community center parking lot was full by the time Cami and I finished unloading the last unit from the rental truck. Cars lined both sides of the street. People gathered near the entrance, some with clipboards, others checking phones. The anger over Clark’s price-gouging stunt had turned into something more useful overnight—a whisper network that moved faster than any emergency broadcast.

Inside, a TV mounted on the wall near the vending machines played the Weather Channel. The red banner ran across the bottom of the screen: HURRICANE FIONA—CATEGORY 2—SUSTAINED WINDS 105 MPH. The meteorologist pointed at the Gulf and talked about warm water temperatures and rapid intensification. The cone had stopped wobbling. Every model showed the same track—northwest, straight at us.

The governor had declared a state of emergency that morning. Footage showed Highway 59 northbound packed bumper to bumper, families loading minivans, gas stations with bags over the pump handles.

Nobody in the room was watching the TV. They didn’t need to. They already knew.

Cami took her position behind the check-in table with her tablet and a box of manila folders. She’d rolled her sleeves to her elbows in the heat, her hair pulled back tight, her posture straight. She was in her element.

“Here’s how this is going to work,” she said. The room went quiet. “These generators are on loan from FEMA through the county emergency management office. You’ll need to provide proof of residency and sign a document agreeing to return the equipment undamaged within thirty days of power restoration. If you already own a generator, please step aside and let someone else take priority. We have forty units.”

A woman near the front raised her hand. “What about Clark Goddard? I heard he’s selling these for three times what they’re worth.”

“Mr. Goddard is free to run his business however he sees fit.” Cami’s voice stayed even, but the line of her jaw tightened. “These generators are not for sale. They’re on loan.”

The woman nodded and stepped forward. Cami took her information and filled out the first form. I wheeled the dolly over and lifted the first generator onto the floor beside the table.

I crouched beside the unit and walked her through the setup—fuel cap, oil dipstick, starting procedure, choke. She repeated the motions after me and got it on the first try. Then I stood and looked her in the eye.

“One more thing. This is the most important part. Never run this indoors. Not in the garage, not in the carport, not under the porch. Carbon monoxide will kill you faster than any storm. Keep it outside, at least ten feet from any window or door, with airflow around it. If you can rig a tarp over it to keep the rain off, do it. But ventilation comes first.”

“Got it.”

“And go fill your gas cans right now, before you do anything else. This thing burns about a gallon every three to four hours at half load. Every station between here and Mobile is going to run dry by tonight.”

She thanked me and wheeled the generator toward the door. Cami was already processing the next person.

I gave the same walkthrough dozens of times. Some people picked it up in thirty seconds. Others needed me to go through it two or three times. I didn’t rush anyone. A generator you didn’t know how to run was useless, and one you ran wrong was potentially deadly.

A man near the middle of the line caught my attention. He was maybe seventy, thin, with a cannula running under his nose and a portable oxygen concentrator on a wheeled cart beside him. He stepped up to the table and Cami moved him ahead of the two people behind him without a word. Nobody objected.

When I crouched beside the generator to show him the starting procedure, his hands shook on the pull cord.

“This machine,” he said. “If I lose power, my oxygen concentrator stops.”

“That’s why you’re here,” I said. “This generator will run your concentrator all night. You’ll need to refuel it every eight to ten hours, but it’ll keep you breathing.”

He looked at me. His eyes were wet and sharp at the same time.

“Thank you,” he said. “I couldn’t afford what that other man was charging.”

“You don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

Cami had stopped writing. She watched the exchange without moving, her pen still against the paper. When the man wheeled his generator toward the door, she turned back to the next form. But I saw her swallow once before she started writing again.

Halfway through the afternoon, I stepped outside to grab another load from the truck. A black Silverado with Goddard Charters decals sat at the far end of the parking lot. The engine was running. The windows were tinted, so I couldn’t see the driver, but I didn’t need to. The truck sat there for maybe two minutes. Then it pulled out of the lot and turned south toward Orange Beach.

I loaded the dolly and went back inside.

By the time we reached the last generator, the crowd had thinned to a handful of stragglers. I gave the final briefing to a young guy who looked barely out of high school. He listened carefully and asked good questions. When he left, the community center was empty except for the two of us and the TV, which was still running. The meteorologist had been replaced by a reporter standing on a beach somewhere in Florida, the wind already pulling at her jacket.

The crawl read: FIONA EXPECTED TO STRENGTHEN TO CATEGORY 3 BEFORE LANDFALL.

Cami closed the last folder and stacked it with the others. She leaned against the table and let out a long breath. She didn’t say anything for a while.

She pushed off the table and walked toward the door. I followed. The late afternoon sun hit us as we stepped outside. The parking lot was nearly empty. Just the rental truck and Cami’s sedan, sitting in the heat.

“Thank you for doing this with me,” she said.

“You don’t need to thank me.”

“I do, though.” She turned to face me. “You didn’t have to drive to Jackson, or spend your afternoon teaching strangers how to use a generator. But you did. I can see what they see in you.”

The words hung between us for a beat before I processed them. I looked at her.

“Anna, Rosie, and Eva,” she said. “I can see it.”

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

“If you weren’t already drowning in women,” she said, “I might ask you out myself.”

That caught me off guard.

“You’d ask me out?”

“Sure.”

“You’d be the one to ask?”

“Why not?”

“I guess I didn’t take you for the type to make the first move.”

“I don’t like to,” she said. “But with men these days, I pretty much have to. They can’t pick up on hints, and even when they do, they’re too afraid to do anything about it. That’s the world now. If you wait for men to make the first move, you’ll be waiting a long time.”

I almost laughed. Not because it was funny, but because it was true. And the straightforward way she said it made the whole thing easier to hear.

“Well,” I said. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’d have to wait long. I like to think I’m pretty good at taking a hint.”

“Maybe that’s true.” She looked at me for a second longer than necessary, then glanced away. “But there’s no point in talking about it. You’re already more than taken.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

After a short beat of silence, I changed the subject.

“Where are you going to ride out the storm?” I asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“What about your condo?”

“It might be my only choice.” She crossed her arms and looked out at the empty lot. “But it’s not exactly the best storm shelter. Eleventh floor, floor-to-ceiling windows facing the Gulf. If the wind gets strong enough, those windows are going to be the weak point. Pretty ironic since my employer provided my housing here.” She shrugged. “My boss wants me to leave. It’s a liability thing. They’ve been calling all day, telling me to get out of town before the roads close.”

“But you’re not going to.”

“I don’t feel right about it. If something goes wrong, if people need help, I should be here.”

I understood that. The need to stay, to be useful, to not walk away when things got hard.

It made me respect her even more.

The invitation was right there on my tongue. Eva’s house. Inland, elevated, generator running. Anna and Rosie would be there, too. One more person wouldn’t crowd the place. Cami would be safer with us than in a high rise condo with windows facing the storm.

But I didn’t say it.

The words lined up in my head and then stopped. I thought about the three women who would be at that house. I thought about what Cami had just said. I thought about how it would look, how it would feel, to ask her to spend an extended period of time with us in close quarters while the storm raged outside.

It wasn’t right. Not for her. Not for them.

So I let the silence stretch and the moment pass.

Cami glanced at her watch. “I should get going. I need to secure my place before dark.”

“Yeah.”

She walked toward her car and I followed her with the empty dolly. She unlocked the sedan and opened the door, then turned back to face me.

“Thank you again,” she said.

“You don’t have to keep thanking me.”

“I know. But I’m going to anyway.”


Chapter Twenty-One




The Sandbar was packed tighter than I would have expected just before a hurricane.

Cars spilled out of the parking lot and lined both sides of the street. Inside, bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder at the bar. Every stool was taken. The pool table sat unused in the corner because there wasn’t enough space to hold a cue. The jukebox played music but I could barely hear it over the noise of conversation.

Eva moved behind the bar in an efficient flow. She poured draft beer, cracked bottle caps, and slid drinks across the scarred wood without pausing.

I worked my way through the crowd and caught her attention when she reached the near end of the bar. She set down a bottle of Bud Light and leaned forward.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“This.” I gestured at the packed room.

“People think the Sandbar’s going to blow away, so they come for one last drink before it’s gone forever.” She grabbed two more beers from the cooler and popped the caps.

“That’s pretty grim.”

“Kinda.” She slid the beers to a customer and turned back to me. “But nobody here actually believes it. This place has survived every hurricane that’s come through. People know that, but they just like the drama.”

I looked around the room. The mood wasn’t somber. People laughed and talked and raised their glasses. Someone at the far end of the bar told a story that made the group around him roar.

“Where are Anna and Rosie?” Eva asked.

“Table in the back.”

“Go sit down. I’ll bring you something when I get a chance.”

I found Anna and Rosie at a two-top near the wall. They’d pulled over a third chair. Anna had a glass of white wine in front of her. Rosie nursed a beer.

I sat down and Anna slid her hand across the table to rest on mine.

“How did the generator distribution go?” she asked.

“Good. We got all of them out.”

“I heard Clark was furious.” Rosie leaned back in her chair. “Apparently he couldn’t sell any of his units. Nobody wanted to pay his prices once word got around about the free ones.”

A sharp satisfaction settled in my chest. I didn’t try to hide the smile.

“Good,” I said.

“You did the right thing,” Anna said.

I didn’t know if the right thing was supposed to feel this satisfying, but I wasn’t going to question it. Clark had tried to exploit people during an emergency. Now he was sitting on a bunch of generators he couldn’t unload. The math felt fair to me.

Eva cut through the crowd with a bottle of beer and set it down in front of me. She squeezed my shoulder once, then turned and slipped back into the noise.

I took a drink and set the bottle on the table. “So I’ve been thinking about where we should ride out the storm.”

“I wish it could be your condo,” Rosie said.

“Me too. But that won’t be possible. So I’m thinking Eva’s.”

They both looked at me.

“It’s inland,” I said. “Elevated. She’s got a generator. Anna, your place is right on Little Lagoon. Rosie, yours is on the beach. The condo at Azure will force an evacuation for the whole building. Eva’s house makes the most sense.”

Anna nodded slowly. “That’s smart.”

“I already talked to her about it last night. She’s on board.”

Rosie tilted her beer in a small toast. “Works for me.”

We spent the next ten minutes working through logistics. Anna said she’d bring food and bottled water. Rosie volunteered to handle batteries, flashlights, and candles. I said I’d take care of securing the outside of Eva’s house and making sure the generator was fueled and ready.

I glanced across the bar while they talked. Cami sat at a small table near the window, laptop open and a glass of red wine beside it. It seemed she was more of a regular than me. As usual, she was focused, alone, and working on something.

“Cami told me earlier that her condo might not be the best place for her to ride out the storm,” I said.

Anna and Rosie both turned to look at her. Then they looked at each other. A silent agreement passed between them, quick and complete.

“Did you invite her to stay with us?” Anna asked.

“No.”

They both stared at me.

“Why not?” Rosie asked.

“I hadn’t even asked you two yet about staying at Eva’s place. I didn’t want to overcrowd the place without checking with everyone first.”

“Jack,” Anna said. “It’s not overcrowding. It’s the smart thing to do.”

“I know. But I also thought it might be weird for her. She’d be staying with the four of us and might feel like the fifth wheel.”

Anna looked at Rosie. Rosie raised an eyebrow. Then Anna turned back to me and said, in a voice that sounded completely serious, “The best way to solve that problem is to just bring her into the relationship.”

Rosie laughed.

I waited for Anna to smile, to give some indication that she was joking. She didn’t.

“That’s not the easiest way to go about it,” I said.

“You’re right, I was exaggerating,” Anna said, “but we can’t leave her out in the storm.” She stood up and looked at Rosie. “Come on.”

Rosie set down her beer and followed Anna across the bar. They walked through the crowd and stopped at Cami’s table. Cami looked up from her laptop. Anna said something and Cami’s expression shifted from polite to surprised. Rosie leaned in and added something. Cami glanced across the bar toward me, then looked back at Anna and Rosie.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying. The noise in the bar swallowed every word. But Anna’s body language was calm and open, and Rosie wore that easy smile of hers, and Cami’s posture slowly relaxed as the conversation continued.

I was glad they were handling this. If I’d been the one to extend the invitation earlier at the community center, it might have come across wrong. It might have seemed like I was making a move. Anna and Rosie doing it removed that weight. They were inviting her to be safe during the storm. That was harder to misinterpret.

Cami said something and Anna nodded. Rosie rested her hand on the back of Cami’s chair. Cami closed her laptop and picked up her wine glass. The three of them started walking back toward the table.

When they reached me, Cami looked at me directly. Her dark eyes held a weight that went deeper than gratitude.

“Thank you,” she said as she set her wine glass on the table and pulled a fourth chair closer. “I appreciate you making room for me.”

“We’re not making room,” Anna said. “You were always going to have room.”

Cami sat down and looked at the three of us. The noise of the bar pressed in from all sides, but at the table it felt like the four of us existed in our own space for a moment.

“So,” Cami said. “What do I need to bring?”

Rosie leaned forward. “Beer, wine, and snacks. The usual hurricane staples.”

Cami blinked. “You want the FEMA inspector to show up to a hurricane shelter with beer and snacks.”

“And wine,” Anna added. “Don’t forget the wine.”

“I have a first aid kit that’s probably better stocked than most,” Cami said.

“That’s great,” Rosie said. “Bring that too. But the beer comes first.”

Cami looked at the three of us like she was trying to figure out if we were serious. Then something in her expression cracked, and she laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh like that, and it changed her whole face.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll bring the non-essentials.”

“They’re the most essential part,” Anna said. “You can’t have a hurricane party without them.”

Eva dropped off another round of drinks without a word and cut back through the crowd toward the bar. She threaded between customers without breaking stride, every turn and sidestep automatic.

This was going to work. All of us in one place, riding out the storm together. It made sense. It was practical. It was the right call.

But sitting there at the table with Anna, Rosie, and Cami, watching Eva work the bar across the room, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the ground had moved under me. Not in a bad way. Just in a way I hadn’t anticipated and couldn’t quite measure yet.

Anna’s words echoed in my head. The best way to solve that problem is to just bring her into the relationship.

She’d said it like it was simple. Like the hard part was already done and all that remained was asking the question, as if adding another person to what we already had was just a matter of logistics.

I didn’t know if that was true. But I knew one thing for certain.

If the storm was going to put the five of us in a house together for an extended period of time, we were going to find out.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The marina sat empty. The slips that usually held a dozen skiffs and center consoles were bare. Rope bumpers hung against pilings with nothing behind them. The water between the docks looked wider than normal, open and exposed. All the boats had been vacated.

Anna and Rosie had done the same with their boats yesterday. Anna tucked the Miss Evangeline into a protected slip on the north side of Little Lagoon, behind a natural barrier of trees and higher ground. Rosie ran the Rougarou to a friend’s property near Foley and tied it off in a narrow bayou far enough inland to avoid storm surge.

Now, the marina felt hollowed out.

Tib and I spent the morning working through the rest of the prep. Gas cans, life rings, dock boxes, loose sections of railing. We hauled everything off the docks and stacked it in the storage building where the wind couldn’t reach it. We drained the fuel dock’s above-ground tanks down to a quarter full and shut off the pumps. Enough fuel left for the generator, not enough to burn if something ruptured.

We secured the ship’s store. Tib had already pulled the valuable inventory and locked it in the back office. The rest we left on the shelves but covered with tarps in case the roof leaked. He boarded up the front windows with plywood he’d cut and pre-drilled years ago, each sheet labeled with a number that corresponded to its position. We screwed them in place with a cordless drill and checked every anchor point twice.

The floating docks were the last piece. We couldn’t remove them, but we could lower them. Tib and I worked the winch system, cranking the docks down six inches at a time until they sat low enough in the water to ride out the surge without breaking free. The steel cables groaned under the tension. Tib inspected each connection and tightened two that had started to fray. Every movement was slow and deliberate, no wasted effort, no second-guessing. Forty years of storm prep in his hands.

By late afternoon we were finished. The marina looked stripped down and battened tight. We’d done everything we could.

I found Tib in the office afterward. He sat at his desk with a cup of coffee, staring at a weather radar on his computer screen. The spiral of the storm filled the Gulf like a white fist.

I knocked on the doorframe. He looked up.

“Got a second?” I asked.

“Sure, son.”

I stepped inside and closed the door. The fan in the corner pushed warm air around without cooling anything.

“I wanted to ask you something,” I said. “We’re riding out the storm at Eva Gilbert’s place. It’s inland, elevated, has a generator. Anna, Rosie, Eva, and Cami Segura are all going to be there. We’ve got room for you, if you’re interested.”

The office smelled like old coffee and diesel fumes. Tib set down his cup and leaned back in his chair. He looked at me for a long moment before he spoke.

“I appreciate the offer,” he said. “But I’ll be staying here.”

“Here at the marina?”

“That’s right.”

“Tib, this place is going to take a beating. The surge is going to come over the docks. The wind’s going to tear at everything we just secured. You’ll be safer inland.”

“Probably so.”

“Then come with us.”

He shook his head. “I’ve been through a dozen storms in this building. I know how it holds. I know where the water comes in and where it doesn’t. I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t have to stay just because you always have.”

“I’m not staying because I always have. I’m staying because this is my place. If something goes wrong, I need to be here.”

I understood what he was saying. The logic made sense to him, and it even kind of made sense to me. This was his marina. His father had built it. He’d spent forty years keeping it alive. The idea of leaving it to face a hurricane alone was something he couldn’t accept.

“The girls said it was fine to invite you,” I said. “I asked them last night before we left The Sandbar. They all wanted you there.”

“That’s nice of them.” Tib picked up his coffee and took a sip. “But I’m not going.”

He leaned back in his chair. His body was loose but his jaw was set. I wasn’t going to move him.

“Alright,” I said.

He nodded. “Make sure those women stay safe.”

“I will.”

I turned to leave, then stopped at the door. “If anything changes…”

“I understand.”
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The sky had started to change. High clouds moved in from the south, thin and stretched, and the sunlight looked washed out, weaker than it should have been for early afternoon.

I arrived at Eva’s house at the same time as the rest of the women, pulling into the driveway immediately after them.

The generator was already running when we pulled up. I could hear its steady diesel rumble from the driveway. Eva stepped out onto the front porch and came down the steps to meet us. She’d changed since last night into a faded LSU t-shirt and running shorts, her copper hair pulled back in a loose bun.

“Welcome to Fort Eva,” she said.

Anna climbed out of her sedan with two grocery bags in each hand. “Running the generator already?”

“I fired it up to make sure it works. We’re golden.”

Rosie opened the back of her car and started pulling out plastic bins. I grabbed the cooler from the rental and hefted it onto my shoulder. Cami’s sedan pulled up behind Rosie’s car. She parked, got out, and stood for a moment looking at the house.

“This is perfect,” she said.

Eva grinned. “I know, right?”

We carried everything inside.

“Set everything in the kitchen,” Eva said.

I dropped the cooler on the linoleum floor. Anna set her grocery bags on the counter and started unpacking. Rosie brought in the bins and stacked them near the fridge. Cami carried in a box that looked heavy and set it down carefully on the counter.

“Is that your first aid supplies?” I asked.

“Yeah. Bandages, antiseptic, splints, pain meds. Enough to handle most emergencies.”

“That’s thorough,” I said.

She opened the box and checked the contents. “You’d be surprised what people need after a storm.”

Anna pulled out packages of sandwich meat, cheese, bread, and a carton of eggs. “How’s the fridge situation?”

“We have enough space,” Eva said. “The generator will keep it running when we lose power.”

Rosie opened one of her bins and pulled out flashlights. She tested each one, clicking them on and checking the beam. Four worked. She set those on the counter and put the dead one aside.

“I also brought batteries, candles, matches, and a weather radio,” Rosie said. “We’ll want to keep track of the storm as it moves in.”

The sky had darkened another shade since we’d arrived. The high clouds had thickened into a gray ceiling that stretched in every direction. The wind had picked up enough to move the branches of the oak trees in the yard. A plastic bag tumbled down the street.

“I’m going to take a look around outside,” I said. “Make sure everything’s secure.”

“I’ll come with you,” Rosie said.

Together, we spot checked the things I’d worked on the other night. Everything was still in place and looked good.

The generator sat on a concrete pad near the back corner of the house, enclosed in a metal shed with ventilation slats. I turned it off, then opened the shed and checked the fuel tank. Three-quarters full. The oil level was good. The exhaust pipe vented away from the house.

“We’re set,” I said.

Inside, the kitchen counter was covered with food, drinks, and supplies. Anna had organized the groceries into the fridge and cabinets. Eva had set out plates, cups, and utensils on the dining table.

“How’s it looking out there?” Anna asked.

“Secure,” I said.

“Did you talk to Tib?” Anna asked.

“Yeah. He’s staying at the marina.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah.”

She frowned. “That’s not smart.”

“I know. But he’s not going to leave.”

Rosie set down her beer. “He’s been through storms before. He knows what he’s doing.”

“That doesn’t make it less risky,” Anna said.

I didn’t disagree, but Tib had made his choice. The best thing I could do now was make sure the people in this house stayed safe.
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The afternoon collapsed into evening without the usual progression of light. There was no golden hour, no slow amber fade into dusk. The sky simply dulled from gray to darker gray, the sun invisible somewhere behind the thickening clouds. The wind picked up in stages, starting as gusts that rattled the windows and grew into something steadier, a sustained pressure that bent the trees in the yard and sent loose debris tumbling down the street.

We ate dinner early. Anna made sandwiches and heated up a pot of soup she’d brought. We sat around the dining table and talked about inconsequential things, the kind of conversation that filled space without demanding attention. Eva told a story about a customer at The Sandbar who’d tried to pay his tab with a live chicken. Rosie countered with a charter client who’d insisted on fishing naked because he’d read somewhere that fish could smell fabric. Cami listened and smiled and added a few comments about FEMA assessments that had gone sideways in ways that made the rest of us laugh.

By six o’clock the wind had settled into a low roar, constant and unnerving. The trees in the yard bent and swayed, their branches scraping against each other. Leaves tore free and spiraled past the windows in horizontal lines. The streetlights came on automatically, pale yellow against the bruised sky, and they flickered in the gusts.

The rain started just after six thirty in the evening. It came in waves, sheets of water that hammered the roof and siding and windows. The sound was overwhelming at first, loud enough to stop conversation. We moved into the living room and turned on the television. The local news showed radar loops of the storm, the spiral tightening as it moved north across the Gulf. The meteorologist talked about wind speeds and projected landfall times and storm surge predictions. The crawl at the bottom of the screen listed evacuation zones and shelter locations.

Anna sat on the couch with her legs tucked under her. Rosie claimed the armchair near the window. Eva sprawled on the floor with her back against the couch, a bottle of beer in her hand. Cami sat at the far end of the couch with a glass of water, her posture straight and alert even though there was nothing to do but wait.

I stood near the window and watched.

The wind drove the rain sideways. It slammed into the glass hard enough that the panes shuddered in their frames. Water poured off the roof in cascades, overwhelmed the gutters, and splashed onto the ground below. The street was already flooding, a shallow river that reflected the streetlights in broken fragments.

The trees bent low. Branches snapped and tumbled across the yard and into the street. A plastic trash can rolled past the house, airborne for a moment before it crashed into a parked car and bounced away. The wind howled through the eaves, a high keening sound that cut through everything else.

The television flickered once. The picture stuttered, the audio dropped for a second, and came back.

“Looks like we’re about to need the generator,” Eva said.

I agreed.

The rain sounded like gravel thrown against the house, relentless and violent. The wind screamed through the trees, snapping branches and tearing at whatever leaves remained. A transformer blew somewhere down the street and a bright flash of blue-white light lit up the windows for a fraction of a second. The streetlights dimmed, flickered, and went out.

The television went black. The hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen stopped. The ceiling fan overhead spun slower and slower until it went still.

For a moment, the only sounds were the wind and the rain. Then Eva stood up and walked toward the kitchen. A flashlight clicked on and she moved to the counter and started lighting candles. The small flames steadied and spread warm yellow light across the room.

Anna turned on another flashlight. Rosie found the weather radio and clicked it on. Static hissed from the speaker, then resolved into a voice delivering updates on the storm’s position and strength.

I walked to the back door in the kitchen that led to the garage, pulled it open, and stepped inside. The generator sat in the corner where I’d checked it earlier. I primed it, set the choke, and pulled the cord. It coughed, sputtered, and caught. The steady rumble filled the room.

The generator didn’t power the whole house—just the refrigerator, the weather radio, and enough circuits to run a few lights if we kept them to a minimum.

I returned to the kitchen and shut the door behind me.

Now it was time to ride out the worst of it.

The storm was here.


Chapter Twenty-Three




The rain hammered the roof. The wind howled through the trees and rattled the windows in their frames. The storm had settled into a rhythm, violent but predictable, and there was nothing to do but wait for it to pass.

We turned off the weather radio around eight. The updates repeated themselves every fifteen minutes and told us nothing we didn’t already know. Listening to the forecaster recite wind speeds and surge predictions didn’t change anything.

Anna had placed votives on the coffee table, the mantel, and the windowsills. The small flames threw warm light across the room and sent shadows drifting along the walls and ceiling.

Eva brought out a deck of cards and we played a few hands of poker. The betting was low stakes—spare change from pockets and purses, a quarter here, a dime there. Rosie won three hands in a row and grinned like she’d taken us for everything we owned. Anna folded early every time and seemed content just to watch. Cami played cautiously, folding more often than calling, her dark eyes studying everyone’s faces like tens of thousands of dollars were in the pot.

I opened a beer and nursed it. Anna and Rosie did the same. Eva poured herself a glass of red wine and offered the bottle to Cami.

“Want some?” Eva asked.

Cami shook her head. “I’m good with water.”

“You sure? It’s decent wine.”

“I know. But I feel like I’m on the clock.”

Anna looked at her. “You’re not on the clock. You’re riding out a hurricane with friends.”

“I know that intellectually,” Cami said. “But after twenty years of disaster work, you learn to stay sharp when things might go sideways.”

“Nothing’s going sideways tonight,” Eva said. “We’re buttoned up tight.”

“Probably,” Cami said. “But I’d rather stay clear-headed just in case.”

Eva raised her glass. “Fair enough. More for me.”

After poker, we switched to charades. Eva suggested it, and nobody had a better idea. We had five people, so Anna volunteered to sit out and write the prompts for two teams. I drew Cami as my partner. Rosie and Eva paired up and celebrated with a high five that made me think they’d rigged the draw.

Anna picked up a pen and a notepad from the side table. “One minute per round. No talking. Standard rules.”

We rearranged the furniture to make space in the center of the room. The candles flickered as we moved past them. The wind screamed outside and the rain pounded the roof, but inside the house felt warm and close, insulated from the storm.

Anna wrote the first prompt and showed it to Rosie. She grinned, stepped into the center of the room, and started miming. She pointed at her ring finger, then mimed walking in an exaggerated fashion. Eva guessed it in seconds.

“Bride,” Eva said.

“Yes.” Rosie dropped onto the couch and pointed at Cami and me. “Your turn.”

Anna wrote the next prompt and held it up for Cami to see. I watched Cami’s eyes move across the notepad. Her eyebrows lifted slightly. Then she set her water glass down and stood up.

She walked to the center of the room. She mimed putting on a hat and adjusting it on her head. Then she mimed throwing a lasso and pulling it tight.

“Cowboy,” I said.

She shook her head and repeated the motions, emphasizing the lasso.

“Rodeo.”

She shook her head again. She stood there for a moment, visibly calculating. Then she stopped, looked directly at me, and made a very deliberate gesture. She put one hand on her hip and swayed slightly, then mimed sitting down on something and bouncing.

My face heated.

“Cowgirl,” I said.

“Yes!”

The room erupted. Eva clapped both hands over her mouth and then burst into applause. Rosie threw her head back and laughed. Anna was already clapping, slow and deliberate, grinning wide.

“Oh my God,” Eva said. “Cami Segura. Did you just⁠—”

“Yeah,” Cami said.

“And you didn’t even blink.”

“It’s just charades.”

“That is not just charades,” Eva said. “That was a performance. That was art.”

Rosie was still laughing. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“There hasn’t been an occasion,” Cami said.

Anna looked at me. Her eyes were bright. “I think we found Cami’s hidden talent.”

“Hidden is the right word,” I said.

Cami took a sip of her water. “Are we playing, or are we talking about playing?”

Anna wrote the next prompt and showed it to Eva. She read it and stepped into the center of the room, laughing. She knelt down, wrapped one hand around an invisible shaft, and bobbed her head forward with her mouth open.

“Blowjob!” Rosie shouted.

Eva collapsed onto the couch in laughter.

Rosie pointed at Anna. “You’re just picking the most perverted things you can think of for your own amusement.”

“I’m the one writing the prompts,” Anna said. She leaned back and crossed her legs, looking perfectly comfortable. “That means you all have to act. You have to dance for me.”

“She’s drunk with power,” Eva said.

It was my turn now. Anna held up the next card for me.

It said: Doggy style.

I looked at Anna. She looked back at me with an expression that gave nothing away.

I stood up and walked to the center of the room. I pointed at the floor, then pointed at myself, then made a very clear gesture of kneeling down and leaning forward.

Cami tilted her head. “I’m not sure I understand. Can you be more specific?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. She looked back at me with perfect calm, her water glass in her hand, her expression politely confused. She understood exactly what I was doing.

I knelt down on the carpet and leaned forward on my hands, then made a thrusting motion with my hips. My face burned.

“Hmm,” Cami said. She tapped a finger against her lips. “I’m still not getting it. Maybe try a little harder.”

Eva covered her mouth with both hands. Rosie had gone completely still in the armchair, her beer frozen halfway to her lips, her eyes wide and bright.

I set my jaw and committed. I grabbed the air in front of me like I was holding someone’s hips and thrust forward again, slower this time, more deliberate. The carpet scraped against my knees.

“Almost,” Cami said. “But I need more context.”

“You do not need more context,” I said.

“No talking,” Anna reminded me, grinning.

I exhaled hard through my nose. I reached forward and mimed grabbing a handful of hair and pulling it back while I thrust again.

Eva lost it. She doubled over on the floor, laughing so hard no sound came out.

Cami watched me for another long moment, her expression perfectly composed.

“Doggy style,” she finally said.

I dropped flat onto the carpet and stayed there. “You knew the whole time.”

“I wanted to make sure you were being thorough.”

“That’s the most thorough I’ve ever been at anything in my life.”

“It showed,” Cami said. She took a sip of her water. “It was very convincing.”

Rosie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “That was the best thing I’ve ever seen.”

“I’m dead,” Eva said from the floor. “I’m actually dead.”

Rosie and Eva got their next prompt. It involved miming handcuffs and a bed frame. Rosie acted it out with enough enthusiasm that she knocked over a candle on the coffee table. Eva caught it before it tipped and guessed the answer while still laughing.

Anna held up the next card for Cami.

Cami’s lips pressed together for a moment before she stood up. She walked to the center of the room, turned her back to me, and mimed bending over slowly. Then she reached back with one hand and gave herself a firm slap on the ass.

I knew exactly what it was. I also remembered the carpet burns on my knees from our last round.

“Hmm,” I said. I leaned back and crossed my arms. “I’m not sure I’m getting it. Can you be more specific?”

Cami turned around and looked at me. Her eyes narrowed.

It was time for sweet revenge.

She slapped her ass again, harder this time. The sound was sharp enough to make Eva flinch.

“Hitting?” I said. “Violence?”

“Oh, he’s getting her back,” Rosie said quietly.

Cami’s jaw tightened. She bent over again and spanked herself twice in quick succession, the slaps ringing through the living room.

I tilted my head. “I’m still not sure. Maybe try a little harder.”

Cami turned and looked at Anna, who was sitting on the arm of the couch with the notepad in her lap, grinning at the spectacle she’d created.

Cami walked over to her. She took the notepad out of Anna’s hands and set it on the coffee table. Then she took Anna by the wrist and pulled her to her feet.

“What are you—” Anna started.

Cami pointed at the center of the room. Anna looked at her, then at me, then back at Cami. Understanding crossed her face.

“Oh no,” Anna said.

Cami guided Anna to the center of the room and turned her around. Anna stood there, half laughing, half protesting. Cami put a hand on her back and bent her forward at the waist.

Then Cami wound up and spanked her. Hard. The crack echoed through the room like a gunshot.

Anna yelped and grabbed the back of a chair for support. “Cami!”

Cami spanked her again. Harder.

Eva screamed with laughter and rolled off the couch onto the floor. Rosie doubled over in the armchair, her face buried in a throw pillow, her shoulders shaking. The candles flickered from the commotion.

Cami looked back at me over her shoulder, one hand resting on Anna’s lower back, the other drawn back and ready. Her expression was pure challenge. Her eyes said guess or she gets another one.

“Spanking,” I said.

“Yes.” Cami released Anna, who straightened up and rubbed her backside with both hands.

“You hit hard,” Anna said.

“You wrote the prompt,” Cami said.

“I didn’t write it so you could assault me.”

“Be careful what you choose next time.” Cami smirked and walked back to the couch. She sat down, crossed her legs, and picked up her water glass.

Eva was still on the floor, gasping for air. “That—that is the greatest thing that has ever happened in this house.”

Rosie pulled her face out of the pillow. Her eyes were streaming. “I can’t breathe.”

Anna stood in the center of the room, still rubbing her backside, looking at Cami with an expression that was equal parts outrage and admiration. Then she shook her head and started laughing.

“I guess I kind of deserve that by now,” Anna said. She picked up the notepad and sat back down.

Anna showed the next prompt to Eva. She read it, grinned, and stepped into the center of the room. She mimed clearing a table with one big sweep of her arm. Then she looked around the room, pointed at Cami, and curled her finger in a come-here gesture.

Cami raised an eyebrow. “Me?”

Eva nodded and patted the invisible table.

Cami set down her water glass, stood up, and walked over. Eva guided her to sit on the edge of the invisible table, then gently pushed her shoulders until Cami lay back on the floor with her legs dangling off the edge.

Eva knelt down beside her and repositioned Cami’s legs so her knees were bent. Then she moved between them.

Rosie sat up in the armchair. “Oh God.”

Eva placed her hands on the insides of Cami’s knees and slowly pushed them apart. Cami let her, still staring at the ceiling. Then Eva grabbed the backs of Cami’s thighs, leaned forward, and buried her face between them.

“Oral,” Rosie said.

Eva didn’t stop. She shook her head without lifting it, which meant the answer was wrong, which meant she kept going. She grabbed Cami’s thighs tighter and pulled herself closer.

Cami’s hands came up and covered her face in embarrassment.

Eva shook her head again.

“Oh, come on,” Rosie said. “It’s obviously⁠—”

Eva lifted one hand and mimed knocking on a surface. A table. She knocked again.

“Eating out on the kitchen table!” Rosie shouted.

“Close enough,” Anna said.

Eva sat up and pumped her fist. Her copper hair had fallen across her face and she pushed it back, grinning. “Twenty years of theater training, ladies and gentlemen. Juilliard-educated.”

Cami still lay on the floor with her hands over her face, shoulders shaking with laughter.

“Wait,” Rosie said. She looked at Anna. “Why the kitchen table specifically?”

Anna’s smile didn’t waver. “It’s just a prompt.”

“It’s a very specific prompt,” Eva said. “That’s a memory.”

“It’s charades,” Anna said.

“Anna Kemp,” Rosie said. “Have you been eaten out on a kitchen table?”

Anna looked at the notepad in her lap and said nothing. The candlelight caught the color rising in her cheeks.

“She has,” Eva said. “Look at her face.”

“I’m not confirming or denying anything,” Anna said.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “Your face just did.”

Anna looked at me. Her blush deepened, but her eyes were bright with amusement. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“Not after all the stuff you’ve made me do.”

Cami pulled her hands away from her face. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright and wet. She propped herself up on her elbows and looked at Eva.

“Remind me never to eat off your kitchen table,” Cami said to Anna.


Chapter Twenty-Four




The house was dim. A single flashlight stood upright on the kitchen counter like a makeshift lantern, its beam pointed at the ceiling and casting a pale circle of light that barely reached the living room. The generator ran steadily in the garage, but we’d kept most of the lights off to conserve fuel. Nobody complained. The low light felt right for the night we were having.

The storm still roared outside, though it had lost some of its earlier violence. The rain fell in steady sheets instead of horizontal barrages, and the wind had dropped from a scream to a low moan.

Without the AC, the house had turned muggy. The air sat heavy and thick, the kind of Gulf Coast humidity that made your clothes stick to your skin and turned every breath into work. We’d opened a few windows on the lee side of the house to let in whatever breeze the storm would allow, but it didn’t help much.

I’d stripped down to my shorts hours ago. My shirt lay in a damp pile on the arm of the couch. Rosie had done the same—sports bra and cutoffs, her tank top discarded somewhere in the kitchen. Anna wore a loose cotton dress pulled up to her thighs, her hair tied in a messy knot. Eva had traded her sundress for an old t-shirt and underwear, the shirt barely reaching mid-thigh.

Cami had surprised me. She’d disappeared into one of the bedrooms and come back in a pair of shorts and a thin white camisole, her professional armor set aside. Her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in dark waves. She looked softer this way. She’d taken a seat on the floor with her back against the couch like the rest of us.

We’d worked through the crackers and cheese an hour ago, along with some fruit Anna had sliced up and a bag of chips Eva found in the pantry. Nothing heavy, just enough to keep our stomachs quiet. Now we sat in the dim light and talked, our voices low and easy, the storm a constant backdrop.

Rosie stretched her legs out in front of her and leaned back on her hands. “That was the most interesting game of charades I’ve ever played.”

“Most interesting is a diplomatic way to put it,” Cami said. “Most traumatizing might be more accurate.”

“I don’t know,” Eva said. She sat on the floor next to Cami, her legs tucked to one side. “I think we all learned something valuable about ourselves tonight.”

“I learned that Cami has no mercy,” I said.

Cami smiled. The flashlight’s glow caught the edge of her face. “Anna started it.”

“I provided the opportunity,” Anna said. “You both chose chaos.”

The laughter faded and the conversation drifted into comfortable silence.

Eva broke it.

“I called the director,” she said.

Anna’s water bottle paused halfway to her mouth. Rosie turned her head toward Eva. I straightened up where I sat.

Cami looked around at all of us, her brow furrowed slightly. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes moved from one face to another.

Eva took a breath. She looked down at her hands, then back up at us.

“I told him that moving to New York is not a good move for me right now.”

Her voice was steady, but I could hear the weight underneath it.

Anna set down her water bottle. Rosie sat up straighter. I stared at Eva, trying to process what she’d just said.

“You turned it down?” Rosie asked.

“No,” Eva said quickly. She looked up, and her eyes were bright. “I didn’t fully turn it down. The director said he understood, and that he knows another director who’s putting on a production in New Orleans, and asked if I might be more interested in that.”

“New Orleans,” Anna repeated.

“It’s a smaller production, but it’s still professional. Equity contract, good pay, and a role I’d actually be proud of. The show runs on weekends and some weeknights. I’d have to drive back and forth between here and New Orleans, but it’s manageable. I could stay here during the week and drive in for performances.”

“What about The Sandbar?” Rosie asked.

“I’d have to quit.” Eva paused. “But the role pays more than bartending does. I’d actually make more money doing this than I do at the bar.”

Anna leaned forward. Her hands came together in front of her, fingers laced. “Eva. That’s incredible.”

“It’s real work.” Eva’s voice cracked slightly. “It’s an actual role, with a named character with lines and songs and everything I’ve been trying to get for twenty years.”

“We’re coming to see you,” Rosie said.

Eva laughed, and it came out wet. The last thing she’d said had caused her to well up with emotion. She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “You don’t even know what the show is yet.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Anna said. “We’ll be there.”

Cami sat quietly against the couch. She watched Eva while not saying anything, just silently catching up on what was going on.

Rosie looked at Eva. “Why did you decide this?”

Eva was quiet for a moment. She looked down at her hands again, then back up at us. Her green eyes were bright and wet.

“I didn’t want to leave what we’ve built,” she said. Her voice was soft but steady. “I’ve never felt this before. This sense of community. This kind of love. But then I thought about leaving, and I realized I didn’t want to. I want to be here. I want to see where this goes.”

She gestured at all of us.

The room was silent. The rain was steady and rhythmic against the roof.

Anna stood up first. She crossed the room and knelt down in front of Eva. She pulled her into a hug, and Eva wrapped her arms around Anna’s shoulders and held on tight.

Rosie moved next. She slid off the armchair and joined them, her arms around both of them, her face pressed against Eva’s shoulder.

I got up and walked over. I knelt down beside them and put my hand on Eva’s back. She turned her head and looked at me. Her eyes were streaming, but she was smiling.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to thank us,” I said.

“Yes, I do.”

Cami stayed where she was, her back against the couch, her knees drawn up, watching us.

We stayed like that for a long time. The four of us on the floor, arms around each other, the storm outside and the house dark and muggy around us.

Eventually we pulled apart. Eva wiped her face with the hem of her t-shirt and laughed shakily. Anna sat back on her heels and smiled. Rosie brushed Eva’s hair back from her face.

“New Orleans,” Rosie said. “That’s perfect for you.”

Eva nodded. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah. I think it is.”

We stayed on the floor for a while longer. Nobody said much. The storm continued outside, but it felt distant now, like it belonged to a different world.


Chapter Twenty-Five




We stayed on the floor for a while longer, the silence comfortable and warm. Eva wiped her eyes one more time and laughed softly. Rosie leaned back against the couch, her legs stretched out in front of her. Anna settled cross-legged beside me, her hand resting on my knee.

Cami shifted where she sat. She’d been quiet through the whole exchange, watching us with careful attention. Now she looked at Eva, then at Anna and Rosie, then at me.

“Can I ask you all something?” she said.

Anna nodded. “Of course.”

Cami’s fingers traced the edge of her water bottle. “How does this work? The four of you.”

The question hung in the air. Nobody answered right away.

Rosie spoke first. “Honesty. That’s how it works.”

Cami’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Honesty?”

“We talk,” Anna said. “About everything. What we want, what we need, what we’re feeling. No secrets, no games.”

“All of you were on board from the beginning?” Cami asked.

“Not exactly from the beginning,” Rosie said. “It started with Anna and Jack. Then I came into it. Then Eva. We didn’t sit down and draw up a contract. It grew, and we kept talking about it as it did.”

Cami nodded slowly. She looked at me. “How do you manage your time? Between the three of them?”

“I don’t really manage it,” I said. “I spend time with whoever needs me or wants me. Sometimes that’s one of them. Sometimes it’s all of them.”

“Like tonight,” Eva said.

“Yeah. Like tonight.”

Cami’s lips pressed together in thought. “But you have individual relationships as well? Separate from the group?”

“Of course,” Anna said. “We each have our own connection with Jack. Our own history, our own intimacy. But we also have relationships with each other. We’re all close. We genuinely enjoy each other.”

Cami absorbed this with no judgment or shock.

“And jealousy?” she asked. “That doesn’t become a problem?”

Eva shrugged. “I think jealousy comes when there’s no openness.”

“Hmm.” Cami took a sip of water. She looked at me again. “What draws you to this, Jack? You could have one relationship like most men.”

“Most men don’t have three women like these in their lives,” I said.

“That’s flattering, but not really an answer.” She smirked.

She was right. I took a moment.

“I like women who know who they are,” I said. “Women who’ve been through enough to understand what matters and what doesn’t. Women who don’t need me to save them or fix them. They just want me to show up. And all three of them fit that description in different ways.”

Cami stared at me for a long moment. Then she nodded once and looked away.

“I’ve always wondered about the traditional model,” she said. Her voice was quieter now. “Two people putting the entire weight of their emotional lives on one other person. It seems almost engineered to fail.”

“And it usually does,” Anna said.

“That’s why I’ve mostly avoided it,” Cami continued. “I can’t afford the kind of disruption that comes when a relationship falls apart. My work requires too much focus.”

“Maybe you just need a different relationship model?” Eva asked. “Not that I’m trying to sell you on anything…”

Cami chuckled at that. “Maybe.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




The wind died.

Not gradually. It stopped all at once, like someone had flipped a switch. The roar that had surrounded the house for hours just vanished, replaced by a thick, eerie silence. Rain still fell, but it came straight down now instead of sideways. The house stopped creaking.

I stood up from where I’d been sitting on the floor. “That’s the eye of the hurricane.”

Anna moved to the window and pulled the curtain aside. “How long do we have?”

“Maybe an hour. Could be less.” I walked to the kitchen and grabbed the flashlight off the counter. “The back half will be just as bad. Maybe worse.”

“Should we check the generator?” Rosie asked.

“Yeah. I’ll go look at it now.”

I walked through the kitchen to the garage door and stepped out. The air outside was hot and still, heavy with moisture. The generator hummed steadily in the corner, fuel tank still half full, no warning lights. I checked the oil level and the connections. Everything looked solid.

When I came back inside, the women were already moving toward the front door. Anna had pulled on a pair of sandals. Rosie was tying her hair back. Eva stood by the door with her hand on the knob.

“Generator’s fine,” I said. “We’re good for a while.”

“Good. We’re going to get some fresh air while we can,” Eva said.

Anna opened the door and we stepped out onto the front porch. The neighborhood looked rough. Tree limbs lay scattered across every yard, some as thick as my thigh. Leaves and debris covered the street in a sodden carpet. Water rushed along the curbs toward the storm drains. Branches and trash rode the current. A few shingles from someone’s roof sat in the middle of the road.

The air smelled like salt and wet earth and broken wood. The wind moved, but it was gentle now, almost pleasant after the violence of the last few hours.

We walked down the front steps and into the yard. Eva turned in a slow circle. Anna moved toward the street, her sandals squelching in the saturated grass. Rosie followed.

“Her roof looks okay,” Anna said. She pointed at Eva’s house. “No major damage that I can see.”

“The tree here lost a big branch,” Rosie said, looking up. “But it missed the neighbor’s fence.”

I walked down to the street and looked both ways. Water flowed ankle-deep in places. Most of the damage was trees and wind. No houses with obvious structural problems. The neighborhood had weathered it well so far.

Eva came up beside me. She looked down the street, then back at her house. “I was so scared it would be worse.”

“There’s still more to come. But yeah, so far we’ve been lucky.”

Anna and Rosie joined us in the street. The four of us stood together in the strange calm.

Then Anna caught Rosie’s eye. Rosie glanced at Eva.

“We’re going to walk down to the corner,” Anna said. “Check on some of the other houses.”

“Alright,” I said.

The three of them started down the street, their heads bent together, their voices low.

I turned back toward the house. Cami stood on the front porch. She’d stepped outside while I wasn’t looking. She leaned against the railing with her arms crossed.

I climbed the steps. She watched me from the railing.

I leaned against the opposite railing and faced her. The wind moved through the trees behind the house.

Cami tilted her head slightly. “Do you remember what I said in the truck on the way to Jackson?”

I thought back to the drive, Cami sitting beside me in the passenger seat. “You said a lot of things.”

“I know.” She uncrossed her arms and straightened up. She moved closer, stopping a few feet away. “The three of them have been talking to me about this for a while now.”

My pulse quickened. I remembered what she was referring to now.

How she wasn’t afraid to be the one to make the first move.

“How long is a while?” I asked.

“Do you remember the night I saw you all on the beach? When I was running?”

Of course I did. After the four of us had had a long day at the condo pool and the beach.

“That long?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“They didn’t mention it to me,” I said.

“They wanted to see if I was interested first.” Cami smiled slightly. “Apparently I passed the test.”

“And you’re interested?”

“I’m standing on this porch with you, I guess.”

“What did they tell you?”

“That you’re patient. That you’re generous. That you pay attention.” She paused. “That you’re good at making them feel seen.”

“They said all that?”

“Among other things.”

I imagined the three of them sitting with Cami somewhere, talking about me, about us, about what it would mean for her to join. I wondered how that conversation had gone.

“And what do you think?” I asked.

Cami took a breath. She looked past me at the street, then back at my face. “I’m not sold on it yet. Not completely. I need time to think about what it would mean.”

“That makes sense. There’s no rush.”

“That’s what they said.” She smiled again. “You’re all very patient.”

“We’ve had practice.”

She was quiet for a moment. The rain fell around us in soft sheets. The wind stirred her hair.

“I haven’t let anyone close in a long time,” she said. “After my marriage ended, I decided it was easier to just work. Focus on something I was good at and stop trying to build the part of my life that kept failing.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It’s very lonely.” She said it without self-pity. “I go home to an empty condo every night. I call my mother. I read. I run. I wake up and do it again.” Her fingers found the necklace at her throat and turned it slowly. “It’s not a bad life. But it’s not much of one either.”

She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see her pulse at the base of her throat.

“I also need you to know something,” she said. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve been with anyone. Years, actually.”

The words landed quietly. Not flirtatious. Not coy. Just honest, carrying the weight of something she’d held alone for too long.

“I brought that up to them as well,” she said, nodding in the direction the three women had gone. “They had very nice things to say about you in that regard too.”

“That’s good to hear,” I said. “But again, I’m not in a rush.”

She turned to face me fully. “Well, I might be. In that area… I’ve been patient long enough.”

She looked at me, her eyes steady and certain.

“I’m not rushing you,” she said quickly. She dropped her hands to her sides. “Or pressuring you. I’m just being honest. If you don’t want to, that’s fine. If you’re fine with three women in your life, that’s more than understandable…”

I cut her off. “No, it’s nothing like that.”

She stopped and looked at me.

“You’re exactly the kind of woman I want in my life,” I said. “You remind me so much of the others. You have so many qualities that I respect and admire. And yeah, you’re incredibly attractive too.”

The thin white camisole clung to her in the humidity. Her shorts hung low on her hips. Her long legs were bare and tanned. Her dark hair was long and thick. She stood tall and strong and beautiful in a way that made my chest tighten.

She gave me a real smile.

“I must have just been thinking too much about the storm the last several days,” I said.

“I’ve been thinking about the storm too,” she said. “But I’ve also been thinking about what comes next.”

The words settled between us as the rain drummed steadily on the porch roof.

She was right. The storm wouldn’t last forever. The cleanup and aftermath wouldn’t last forever either.

So what happened when it was done?

Was there really room for one more?

The other three thought there was. I’d just learned they’d been talking to Cami for a while now, building toward this conversation, this moment. They wouldn’t have brought her here if they didn’t believe it could work.

The four of us had become a unit over the past months. We fit together without forcing it. We made space for each other without anyone losing ground. It had grown naturally, organically, without drama or resentment.

Adding Cami would change the dynamic. It would require adjustment, patience, work. But that had been true with Eva too, and with Rosie before her. Each time we’d figured it out because we wanted to.

She’d been honest about what she needed, what she wanted, what scared her. She’d told me the truth and waited for my answer.

I agreed with the girls.

There was room for one more.

I put my hand on her waist. Her skin was warm through the thin fabric of the camisole. She leaned in.

I pulled her closer and kissed her.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




The wind returned like a freight train.

The low hum from the distance became a roar in seconds. The trees bent sideways again, harder this time, their branches whipping against the side of the house. Rain hit the windows in horizontal sheets. The gutters overflowed and water poured down the sides of the house in thick streams.

We all made it through the front door as the storm resumed in full force, the eye of the hurricane having passed. Now it was time for the second half.

The house shuddered. A trash can flew past the window and disappeared into the street.

The four women stood in the living room. Anna, Rosie, and Eva had clustered together near the couch. They faced away from us. Their shoulders turned inward. They weren’t talking. They weren’t moving.

I walked into the room. The flashlights threw shadows up the walls. The women glanced back at me, then at each other.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Anna opened her mouth, but Cami spoke first.

“I told him everything,” she announced.

The three women turned around fully. Anna grinned. Rosie smiled and crossed her arms. Eva beamed.

“Finally,” Eva said.

“We’ve been working on this for a while,” Anna said to me.

“Yeah, I heard.”

“We weren’t sure you were picking up on it,” Rosie said. “You’ve been a little distracted lately.”

The week had been nothing but weather updates and preparation. I’d driven to Jackson and back. I’d spent long hours checking generators and boarding windows and stockpiling supplies. They’d brought Cami up more than once, and I’d brushed it off more than once.

“Yeah,” I said. “Storm brain.”

Anna stepped forward. Her expression softened. “Are you willing to bring in one more?”

“Yeah, I am,” I said.

“We never really doubted you would,” she said.

I shrugged.

Eva tilted her head and looked at Cami, then at me. Her voice was direct and matter-of-fact. “You can use my bedroom to consummate the decision.”

That took me off guard. “Now?”

“We’re trapped inside with a hurricane,” she said. “There’s nothing else to do. Might as well.”

I looked at Cami beside me, expecting some push back. But her eyes shone and energy radiated off her.

I could tell she was excited about the prospect.

After all, she’d said it’d been years since anyone had touched her.

They’d probably planned this part too, I realized.

This was happening.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Eva’s bedroom door closed behind us and Cami turned on me.

She grabbed the front of my shirt with both hands and pulled me down to her mouth. The kiss was hard and hungry and immediate. No hesitation, no slow build, no testing the water. She kissed me like she’d been thinking about this for weeks and had run out of patience.

I kissed her back just as hard. Her tongue found mine and a sound rose from her chest, low and urgent, almost angry with want.

The hurricane wind hammered the house. The walls groaned and the windows rattled in their frames. Rain lashed against the glass in bursts that sounded like gravel thrown by the fistful.

Cami’s hands released my shirt and went straight to the hem. She yanked it up over my chest and I helped her pull it off. She tossed it somewhere behind her and her palms pressed flat against my bare skin. Her hands were warm and strong and they moved over me with purpose. She traced the planes of my chest, the ridges of my stomach, the line of muscle that ran down each side of my torso. Her fingers dug into me like she was memorizing the shape of what she’d found.

“Dios mío,” she breathed against my mouth. “I knew you’d feel like this.”

I grabbed the bottom of her camisole and pulled it up over her head. The thin white fabric slipped off and left her in a plain cotton bra. I reached behind her and unhooked it. She let it fall.

Her breasts were firm and proportioned to her frame, smaller than Anna’s or Eva’s but perfectly shaped against her lean torso. Her brown skin was smooth and warm and her nipples were dark.

I cupped her jaw with one hand and tilted her face up. The age between us lived in the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, in the depth behind those dark irises, in the set of her mouth when she looked at me. Forty-eight years old. Twenty-one years older than me. The knowledge burned through me the way it always did. Not as a barrier but as fuel.

“You’re stunning,” I said.

The professional mask cracked. Something raw and vulnerable flashed across her face. She recovered fast, but I’d seen it, the woman behind the credentials. The one who came home to an empty condo every night and wondered if she’d traded the wrong things away.

“Stop talking.”

She had my shorts shoved down my hips before I could respond. Her hand found me through my boxers and she squeezed. A groan tore out of my throat. Her grip was firm and deliberate and she stroked me through the cotton with the focus of a woman who’d decided exactly what she wanted and intended to take it.

I grabbed her wrist and spun her around. Her back pressed against my chest and I wrapped one arm around her waist. My mouth found the side of her neck and I bit down gently on the tendon. She gasped and her head fell back against my shoulder.

My free hand slid down her stomach and into the waistband of her shorts. I popped the button and pushed my fingers beneath the cotton of her underwear. She was already wet. Soaking, actually. My fingers slid through her folds and found her clit and she bucked against my hand.

“How long have you been like this?” I asked against her ear.

“Since the porch,” she said. Her voice had gone rough. “Since before the porch.”

I worked her with my fingers, slow circles that made her hips roll against my hand. She reached back and gripped my thigh, her nails digging in through the shorts bunched at my knees.

The wind screamed outside and a branch cracked against the roof and neither of us flinched.

I pushed her shorts and underwear down together. She kicked them off and stood naked in front of me. Her body was everything I’d imagined it to be.

Long legs, toned and brown.

A flat stomach with the faintest softness below her navel.

Hips that curved just enough to make my hands ache to grip them.

A neat strip of dark hair between her thighs.

She turned to face me and shoved my boxers down. Her eyes dropped and her lips parted and her breath caught. She looked up at me and the hunger in her expression was open and undisguised.

“Bed,” she said. “Now.”

I walked her backward. The backs of her knees hit Eva’s mattress and she sat down hard. I kicked free of my boxers and stood over her. She looked up at me from the edge of the bed, her dark hair hanging around her shoulders, her chest rising and falling with quick breaths. The storm raged outside the windows and the house shook around us and she didn’t look anywhere but at me.

She grabbed my hips and pulled me closer. Her mouth pressed against my stomach, then lower. Her lips brushed across my hip bone, my lower abdomen, the crease where my thigh met my body. She was so close to my cock that her breath moved across the skin in warm pulses.

Then she took me in her mouth.

The heat and pressure hit me all at once. Her mouth was wet and skilled and she took me deep on the first stroke. My hand went to the back of her head and my fingers tangled in her dark hair. She gripped the base of me with one hand and worked me with her mouth, her tongue pressing flat against the underside as she moved.

She knew exactly what she was doing. This wasn’t tentative or exploratory. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked hard and pulled back to the tip, then drove forward again. The sound she made against me was greedy, satisfied, like she’d wanted to taste me for a long time and was finally getting what she’d earned.

I let her work me until my thighs started to tremble. Then I put my hand under her chin and tilted her face up.

“Get back on the bed,” I said.

She scrambled backward across the mattress. I climbed over her and she spread her legs to make room. I settled my weight between her thighs and kissed her hard. She arched up against me and the slick heat of her pressed against the length of my cock. She rolled her hips and ground herself against me, and the friction dragged a groan from both of us.

I reached between us and positioned myself at her entrance. She was swollen and drenched and ready.

“Don’t go slow,” she said. Her dark eyes locked on mine. “I don’t want slow.”

I drove into her in one hard stroke.

Her body seized beneath me and a cry ripped from her throat. She was tight and scorching and the sensation of her bare around me nearly buckled my arms. I held myself deep inside her and watched her face. Her eyes had gone wide and her mouth hung open and her chest heaved against mine.

“Más,” she whispered. “Give me more.”

I pulled back and slammed forward again. She cried out and her nails raked down my back. I set a hard, driving pace from the start, nothing slow, nothing gentle. Her body demanded it. She met every thrust by lifting her hips off the mattress, taking me as deep as her body allowed, her heels digging into the backs of my thighs.

The storm matched us. The wind roared against the house and the rain hammered the windows and something heavy crashed in the yard outside. The walls shuddered with each gust, and the bed frame rocked against the wall in a steady rhythm that blended with the chaos beyond it.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Fuck me harder.”

I braced both hands against the headboard and drove into her with everything I had. The new leverage let me go deeper and the force of each thrust pushed her up the bed. She reached over her head and gripped the edge of the mattress to anchor herself. Her breasts bounced with each impact and her stomach flexed and her whole body absorbed the force and begged for more.

Her moans climbed in pitch and volume. She wasn’t quiet and she wasn’t trying to be. The sounds she made were raw and honest and stripped of every ounce of professional composure she carried through the rest of her life. She cursed in Spanish when the pleasure spiked and gasped my name when it plateaued and demanded more when it wasn’t enough.

I felt her body start to tighten around me. Her inner walls gripped and pulsed and her breathing turned to sharp, staccato pants. She was close.

I shifted my weight to one arm and slid my free hand down between us. I found her clit and pressed hard, rubbing in fast circles that matched the pace of my hips.

The combination broke her open. Her back arched completely off the mattress and her legs locked around my waist. She cried out so loud that it cut through the sound of the storm, a wordless shout that dissolved into Spanish I didn’t understand. Her body clamped down on me in rhythmic waves that pulled at me, milked me, tried to drag me over the edge with her.

I gritted my teeth and held on. I kept moving through her orgasm, kept working her clit, kept the pressure and the pace until the waves subsided and she collapsed back onto the mattress, trembling and gasping.

I slowed but didn’t stop. I moved inside her in long, measured strokes, letting her come down while I kept the friction alive. Her eyes opened and found mine. The look on her face was dazed and soft and stripped bare of everything she used to protect herself.

“I want to ride you,” she said.

I pulled out and rolled onto my back. She rose over me and threw one long leg across my hips. She reached between us and took me in her hand, positioned me at her entrance, and sank down.

The angle was different. Deeper in some new way that made us both groan. She planted her hands on my chest and started to move. Cami rode me hard and fast, rising and dropping with the force of a woman who refused to do anything halfway. Her thighs flexed against my sides and her hips snapped down with each stroke and the impact resonated through both of us.

I gripped her hips and watched her. Her hair fell forward around her face and swayed with each movement. Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing. Her stomach tensed and released in waves. She was magnificent above me, in full command of her body and mine.

“Don’t let me do all the work,” she said, panting.

I planted my feet on the mattress and thrust up to meet her. Our bodies collided in the middle and she cried out. We found a rhythm together, her dropping as I drove up, the combined force burying me so deep inside her that she gasped with every impact. The headboard cracked against the wall in a steady beat.

I sat up and wrapped my arms around her. She locked her legs behind my back and we were face to face, chest to chest, as close as two bodies could get. I drove up into her from below and she rolled her hips down to meet me. Her forehead pressed against mine and her breath came hot and ragged across my lips.

“I’m close again,” she whispered.

“Let go.”

Her arms tightened around my neck and her hips moved faster. I reached behind her and gripped the back of her thigh, tilting her forward just enough to change the angle. The shift hit something inside her and her whole body jolted.

“Right there,” she breathed. “Ay, Dios, right there.”

I held the angle and drove up into her, relentless, refusing to change a single thing. Her fingers dug into my shoulders and her breathing fractured into sharp gasps and she shook in my arms like the storm had gotten inside her.

She came with her mouth against my neck, biting down on the muscle between my shoulder and throat. A muffled scream vibrated through my skin and her body contracted around me in deep, powerful pulses that I felt all the way to my spine.

That finished me.

The release hit me from the base of my spine outward, enormous and consuming. I buried myself deep and let go, spilling into her in long surges while her body held me and wrung every last pulse from me. I groaned her name against her shoulder and my arms tightened around her waist until there was no space between us at all.

We stayed like that for a long time. Sitting upright, tangled together, our breathing ragged and our skin slick with sweat.

The storm howled outside. The rain pounded the roof. The house creaked and shuddered around us.

None of it mattered.

Cami lifted her head from my shoulder. Her eyes found mine. Her hair was wild and her lips were swollen.

“That was worth waiting for,” she said.

I brushed her hair back from her face. My hand lingered on her jaw. She leaned into the touch and her eyes closed for a second, just one second, and I watched a woman who controlled everything allow herself to be held.

“Yeah,” I said. “I think so too.”

She shifted off me and settled against my side. I pulled the sheet over us and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She rested her head on my chest.

The storm raged on outside. The wind bent the trees and the rain flooded the streets and the world beyond the walls dissolved into noise and water. Inside, the room was dark and warm and quiet except for our breathing.

Her breathing evened out. The tension she carried in her shoulders drained away against my side.

I held her and listened to the hurricane tear at the house and felt something settle into place.

The ladies had been right. There was room.

There had always been room.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Iwoke with Cami’s hair spread across my chest and her arm draped over my stomach.

The storm still raged outside. The rain hadn’t let up and the wind still hammered the house and made the walls groan.

She stirred and lifted her head. Her eyes hung heavy with sleep and her hair stood up on one side. She looked younger like this, softer.

“How long were we out?” she asked.

“Maybe half an hour.”

She pushed herself up on one elbow. “We should probably go back out there.”

“Yeah.”

Neither of us moved for a minute.

“They heard all of that,” she said.

“Definitely. But we weren’t trying to be quiet.”

“No way,” she said.

She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. I watched her stand and stretch. Her body was magnificent in the dim light from the flashlights we’d left on the dresser. Cami found her underwear on the floor and stepped into them, then pulled on her shorts. She picked up her bra and looked at it for a second before tossing it back down and just putting the camisole on over her bare chest.

I got dressed and we walked to the door together. She stopped with her hand on the knob and looked back at me.

“Thank you for saying yes,” she said.

I put my hand on her lower back. “Of course.”

She opened the door and we walked out into the hallway. The living room glowed with candlelight and flashlight beams aimed at the ceiling. Anna, Rosie, and Eva sat on the couch together. They looked up as we walked in.

All three of them clapped, slow and deliberate, with wide grins on their faces.

Anna’s smile carried warmth and knowing. Rosie’s tilted toward amused and slightly wicked. Eva’s beamed with a delight that made her look like she’d just watched her favorite movie.

Cami pressed both hands to her cheeks. “Oh my God.”

“That sounded incredible,” Eva said. She leaned back against the couch cushions and fanned herself with one hand. “Every single sound.”

“The walls are not as thick as you’d think,” Anna added. “Not that you two were trying to be subtle.”

Cami’s face went scarlet. “I’m mortified.”

“Don’t be,” Anna said. “We’re happy for you. Both of you.”

Eva stood up and crossed to us. Her eyes held something playful and absolutely serious at once. “That got all three of us very turned on, just so you know. So you should probably drink some water and get ready.”

With Eva, it was impossible to tell how much of that was a joke.

“I don’t know if I can handle that right now,” I said. “Cami drained the soul out of me.”

Cami looked at me, her embarrassment giving way to satisfaction. “Did I?”

“You wore me out,” I said. “I need some recovery time.”

“Come sit down,” Anna said. She patted the couch beside her. “We’re not actually going to jump you. Not right now, anyway.”

Cami and I crossed the living room. The space felt smaller now with all five of us in it.

I sat beside Anna. Cami settled in next to me and tucked her legs underneath her. Rosie handed me a bottle of water.

The five of us sat together in the dim light while the hurricane tried to tear the house apart around us. Nobody spoke.

We were five now, and whatever came next would require us to figure out how that worked.

But for now, we just sat together and listened to the storm.
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“Jack, whatever happened to your friend Mark?” Rosie asked. “The one I took out fishing.”

I looked at her. She sat against the couch with her legs stretched out in front of her, her beer balanced on her thigh.

“He left town,” I said. “Headed back to North Carolina a couple days after he visited.”

“That’s too bad. I liked him. He knew his way around a boat.”

“He’s a good man,” I said. “One of the best I’ve ever known.”

The conversation could have ended there. A simple question, a simple answer, and we’d move on to something else. But the mention of Mark’s name pulled me back to that night at The Sandbar and the way he’d leaned across the table and asked me the question I’d been avoiding for months.

If Matt had walked out of that water alive, if none of this had ever happened, would you still be here? Would you still be with these women?

I’d told him I didn’t know. He’d told me that was an honest answer. And then he’d told me something else. That caring about people and hiding inside them aren’t mutually exclusive. That if I kept using the women and the work and the town to avoid being alone with myself, eventually they’d feel it.

He was right. He’d been right about all of it.

I looked at the four of them in the dim light. I’d told myself after that night with Mark that I needed to tell them. That if I was serious about the women in my life, they needed to know about the rough part within me. I’d put it off a dozen times since.

One storm at a time, I’d told myself. One excuse at a time was more like it.

“Mark and I talked about something that night at The Sandbar,” I said. “Something I’ve never told anyone in Gulf Shores.”

The energy in the room shifted. All eyes locked onto me.

“I’ve told you I was in the Coast Guard, that I was a rescue swimmer. What I never told you is why I left.” I paused. “I had a partner named Matt Bates. We came through training together, got assigned to the same unit, worked the same calls for two years. He was my best friend.”

The candle nearest to me flickered and the shadows on the wall shifted.

“We had a routine training exercise one morning, a simulated rescue scenario in the training pool. Matt and I ran parallel rescue tracks at opposite ends. We’d done it a hundred times before. The water was calm. The conditions were standard. Nothing about that morning was unusual.”

I heard the words come out of my mouth in the same flat sequence I’d delivered before. But this time was different. These women deserved more than the rehearsed version.

“Matt’s regulator failed. It just stopped delivering air. He was underwater when it happened. He tried to surface but he couldn’t make it. He went down before he could signal anyone.”

Eva’s hand moved to cover her mouth.

“I was at the other end of the pool. I didn’t know anything was wrong until one of the safety divers started moving. By the time I understood what was happening, I was already swimming. I crossed that pool faster than I’d ever swum in my life.”

The memory lived in my body. My arms felt the pull of the water, the burn in my lungs, the way the distance between us shrank too slowly no matter how hard I drove through it.

“I got to him too late. Equipment failure, the investigation said. A freak mechanical malfunction. They checked every regulator in the inventory afterward and found nothing else wrong. It was just his. Just that one piece of equipment, on that one morning.”

The room had gone very quiet. Even the storm seemed to have pulled back, the wind dropping to a murmur against the house.

“The investigation cleared me. I wasn’t close enough to help. I didn’t know anything was wrong until it was too late. They wrote it up, filed it, closed it. As far as the Coast Guard was concerned, it was over.”

I looked up. Anna’s eyes were wet. Rosie sat perfectly still. Eva’s hand had dropped from her mouth and her fingers gripped her knee. Cami watched me with focused attention.

“But it wasn’t over for me. Matt was my partner. We were supposed to have each other’s backs. I was far away while my best friend died alone underwater. And I keep going back to the seconds before it happened. Looking for some signal I missed, some sign that would have told me to get across that pool sooner.”

My voice had gone rough. I cleared my throat and pushed through it.

“I know I couldn’t have saved him. The rational part of me understands that. But the rest of me doesn’t care about rational. The rest of me says I should have been better.”

Anna’s hand slid into my own. She laced her fingers through mine and held on.

“I took a medical separation a few months later. I couldn’t do the work anymore. I went out on calls and did what I was trained to do, but I wasn’t the same swimmer. The guys around me knew it. I was waiting for someone to tell me to hang it up, because I couldn’t bring myself to say it first.”

I exhaled. The breath shook on its way out.

“So I took the separation. I collected my payout. I drove until I found a town where nobody knew me and nobody needed me to save them. I picked Gulf Shores because it wasn’t anywhere I’d been stationed, wasn’t anywhere anyone knew my name. I planned to stay just long enough to do some fishing. Maybe work some odd jobs to replenish my cash and then move on.”

“But you didn’t disappear,” Anna said.

“No. I met Tib. I found the marina. I found the four of you. And instead of dealing with what happened to Matt, I buried it under work and routine and all of you.”

The words hurt to say. Not because they were cruel, but because they were true.

“That’s what Mark talked to me about that night. He asked me if Matt had walked out of that water alive, would I still be here. Would I still be with you.”

“What did you tell him?” Rosie asked. Her voice was low and steady, almost clinical, the way she sounded when she held something fragile in her hands.

“I told him I didn’t know.”

The honesty of it landed in the room. Nobody flinched.

“He said a man can care about something and still be using it. That the two things aren’t opposites.” I shook my head. “He was right. I do care about all of you. That part has always been real. But I’d be lying if I said this life I built here wasn’t also a way to avoid sitting alone with myself.”

Eva set her beer down and moved across the floor until she sat beside me. She didn’t say anything. She pressed her shoulder against mine and stayed there.

“I should have told you a long time ago,” I said. “I told myself after that night with Mark that I needed to. That if I was serious about this life we’ve built here, you deserved to know. But I kept putting it off.”

Rosie shifted where she sat. She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “I know what that guilt feels like,” she said.

The words were simple, but they carried the weight of her experience in a New Orleans emergency room during Katrina.

“It does get lighter.” Rosie looked at me. Her eyes held mine without wavering. “Not because you forget. You never forget. It gets lighter because you stop carrying it alone.”

Anna brought my hand to her lips and kissed my knuckles. She held my hand against her mouth for a second, then lowered it and kept hold.

“Thank you for telling us,” she said.

“I should have told you sooner.”

“You told us when you were ready. That matters more than the timing.”

Eva leaned harder against my shoulder. Her copper hair brushed my arm. “You’re not drowning anymore, Jack. You know that, right?”

I didn’t answer right away. I let the question sit and turned it over and tried to find the honest response instead of the easy one.

“I’m getting there,” I said.

Cami hadn’t spoken in a while. She sat at the end of the couch with her arms around her knees, and the candlelight caught the line of her jaw and the gloss of her dark hair.

“The day we drove to Jackson,” she said. “When I asked you why you left the Coast Guard. You said it was time. You said it wasn’t the right fit anymore.” She paused. “I knew you were holding something back. I could hear it in your voice. I didn’t push because it wasn’t my place. But what happened to your partner wasn’t your fault. People die in ways that can’t be predicted or prevented. In my work, I’ve seen it happen more times than I can count. Good people, experienced people, doing everything right, and it still goes wrong.”

“Knowing that doesn’t change how it feels.”

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t. But it’s still true, and you need people around you who will keep saying it until the feeling catches up to the fact.”

The storm picked up outside. A gust of wind rattled the windows hard enough to bend the candle flames sideways. The rain hammered the roof in a fresh wave. Then it eased, and the steady rhythm resumed.

Nobody moved to fill the silence. We sat with it, all five of us, and let the weight redistribute itself across more shoulders than mine.

Rosie reached over and put her hand on my arm. Her grip was firm and warm. “If Matt was your best friend, then I probably would have liked him.”

I almost smiled. “He would have liked you too. He would have liked all of you. And he would have given me so much grief about this whole situation.”

“The multiple women thing?” Eva asked.

“He would have lost his mind.”

Eva laughed. The sound broke the tension in a way that nothing else could have. Anna smiled beside me.

“He sounds like a good partner,” Cami said.

“He was the best.”

The words came out clean and steady. No shaking, no tightness in my throat. Just the truth, spoken out loud to the people who mattered the most to me.

I’d carried Matt’s death like a secret, like something that would change the way they looked at me if they ever found out. But nothing in the room had changed. Anna still held my hand. Eva still pressed against my shoulder. Rosie still sat close enough to touch. Cami still watched me with those sharp, careful eyes.

They saw me now. All of me. The swimmer who couldn’t reach his partner in time. The man who ran from it. The man who was trying, slowly and imperfectly, to stop running.

And they were still here.

The storm raged on outside. The house held. The candles burned low.

I sat on the floor of Eva Gilbert’s childhood home in Gulf Shores, Alabama, surrounded by four women who knew the worst thing about me and chose to stay.

For the first time since Matt died, the weight in my chest felt like something I could carry.

Not because it was lighter.

But because I wasn’t carrying it alone.


Chapter Thirty




The storm died sometime before dawn.

I woke to silence, the eerie absence of sound that comes after a hurricane passes.

No wind. No rain. No rattling windows or groaning walls. Just stillness.

The candles had burned out. Pale gray light outlined the edges of the shuttered windows. I lay on the floor between Anna and Rosie, a thin blanket pulled over all three of us. Eva and Cami had claimed the couch sometime in the night.

Anna stirred beside me. Her eyes opened and found mine in the dim room.

“Is it over?” she whispered.

“I think so.”

Rosie pushed herself up on one elbow and looked toward the windows. “We should check outside.”

Eva sat up on the couch, her copper hair a wild mess around her face. “Tell me we made it.”

“Sounds like it.”

Cami stretched and stood, then crossed to the front door. She unlocked the deadbolt and pulled it open slowly, as if the storm might still be waiting just beyond the threshold.

Morning light hit us hard and clean, all of us squinting after hours in the candlelit dark.

I got to my feet and walked to the doorway. The five of us stood together and looked out at what Fiona had left behind.

The street was a mess. Branches and palm fronds covered the asphalt in thick piles. A metal trash can lay on its side three houses down. Someone’s patio furniture had migrated halfway up the block. The power lines sagged low between the poles, some of them touching the ground.

But the houses stood. The roofs were intact, the walls upright, the windows unbroken behind their storm shutters.

“We got lucky,” Anna said.

“Yeah, we did,” I said.

Eva stepped out onto the porch. She walked to the railing and gripped it with both hands, staring down at her front yard. A large oak branch lay across the lawn, but the tree itself still stood. Her car sat in the driveway, untouched except for a coating of leaves and twigs.

“My mom’s house made it through another one,” she said. Her voice was thin with relief. “Even after decades this place is still standing.”

Across the street, a door opened. An older man in shorts and a faded Alabama t-shirt stepped out and looked around. He saw us on Eva’s porch and raised one hand in a slow wave.

Eva waved back.

Another door opened two houses down. Then another. Within minutes, the whole neighborhood had emerged into the morning, everyone moving slowly, everyone checking their homes and their neighbors’ homes and the street that connected them all.

A woman in a sundress walked past carrying a chainsaw. A younger couple stood in their driveway staring at the tree branch that had punched through their fence. An old man with a white beard dragged a fallen limb to the curb and went back for another.

Nobody had power. Nobody knew yet what the rest of Gulf Shores looked like, what the beach looked like, whether the roads were passable or the bridges were open. But they knew where they were, and they knew what needed doing first.

Start with what’s in front of you. Clean your street. Check on your neighbors. Deal with the rest when you can.

“We should help,” I said.

Anna nodded. “Where do we start?”
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The neighbor with the oak tree down in his yard was a man in his sixties who Eva told me was named Clint. He’d lived on the street longer than anyone except Eva’s mother. He stood in his front yard staring at the massive limb that had split from the trunk and crushed his garden shed.

I walked over with the women behind me.

“You need a hand?” I asked.

Clint turned and looked at me. His face was tired but relieved. “You know how to run a chainsaw?”

“I do.”

“Then yeah, I could use the help.” He rubbed his jaw and glanced back at the shed.

He retrieved a saw from his garage—a Stihl that looked older than I was but well-maintained. I checked the chain tension and the fuel level, primed it, and pulled the starter cord. It fired on the second pull.

The limb was thick, maybe two feet in diameter at the base where it had torn away from the trunk. I started there, cutting it into manageable sections while Clint and a couple other neighbors hauled the pieces to the curb. Anna, Rosie, Eva, and Cami worked together to clear the smaller branches, stacking them in piles that would eventually get chipped or burned.

The sun climbed higher and the humidity thickened. I kept cutting.

By mid-morning we’d reduced the oak limb to a neat stack at the curb and cleared Clint’s yard. His shed was totaled, but the house was fine. He thanked me, shook my hand, offered me a warm beer from his cooler since his fridge had died hours ago.

I drank it. It tasted like victory.
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The roads opened later in the afternoon. The power company had cleared the main arteries, pushed the downed lines to the side, marked the live wires with orange cones. The smaller streets would take longer, but Highway 59 was passable.

We loaded into my truck with the four women in the bed after we'd dropped the tailgate and drained the rainwater that had pooled overnight. They sat on the wheel wells and held onto the sides as I drove.

First stop: Bordelon’s Marina.

I turned off the highway onto the access road and followed it down to the waterway. The closer we got, the more debris appeared on the sides of the road—tree limbs, chunks of dock, and a twisted boat trailer.

Then the marina came into view.

It still stood.

The docks floated level. The fuel station stood intact. The ship’s store had lost part of its awning, but the building itself looked solid. The repair bay doors were closed and undamaged.

And in the middle of it all, standing on the main dock with his hands on his hips, was Tib Bordelon.

He looked like a man who’d just won a war.

I pulled into the lot and parked. The women climbed out of the truck bed and we walked down to the dock together.

Tib turned as we approached. His face was weathered and tired, but his eyes were bright. He looked at me and nodded once.

“You made it,” he said.

“So did you.”

“Marina’s still here.”

“I can see that.”

He allowed himself a small smile. “Rode it out in the office. Listened to the wind try to rip the roof off all night. But she held.”

Rosie looked around at the docks. “How much damage?”

“Some. Lost a few dock boards. Fuel pumps are fine. Electrical panel held.” He shrugged. “We’ll need to do some cleanup, replace some boards, but we’re operational.”

I looked at him standing there in the same work clothes he’d probably been wearing for two days, unshaven, exhausted, and absolutely triumphant.

“You crazy bastard,” I said. “You saved this place.”

“Place saved itself. I just kept it company.”
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We drove down the side streets until we reached the cinder-block building. The Sandbar’s neon sign still hung crooked and missing two letters. The screen door still sagged on its hinges. The place looked exactly the same as it had before the storm, which meant it looked like it had survived a dozen hurricanes and would survive a dozen more.

Eva jumped out of the truck bed before I’d even put it in park. She ran to the door, pulled it open, and disappeared inside. A moment later she came back out, laughing.

“It’s fine,” she called. “Everything’s fine.”

Cami climbed out and walked over to Eva. “Did anything get damaged at all?”

“I think a couple barstools tipped over.”

Anna shook her head. “That building is indestructible.”

“It’s a bunker with a liquor license,” I said.

We climbed back into the truck and kept driving.
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We headed east, past the public beach access points, past the high-rise condos that lined the shore, into Orange Beach. The damage here was worse.

Roofs with shingles stripped away.

Siding torn off and scattered across lawns.

A billboard bent double like a paperclip.

I slowed as we approached the location of Goddard Charters.

The building was gone.

Not damaged, not partially collapsed, but gone.

The walls had blown down or been ripped away, and the roof lay crumpled fifty yards down the road like a crushed beer can. The sign was nowhere to be seen. Where the charter office had stood—a prefab metal structure with a covered porch and a big sign out front—there was nothing but a concrete slab and twisted framing.

The dock pilings stood, but the dock itself had been torn apart. Planks floated in the canal. The covered boat slips were skeletal frames, the roofs blown off and the supports leaning at impossible angles.

Two of Goddard’s boats had sunk at their moorings. A third had broken free and washed up onto land nearby.

I pulled over and stopped the truck. The four women climbed out and stood beside me, all of us staring at the wreckage.

“Oh wow,” Rosie said.

Eva crossed her arms. “Is it bad that I don’t feel bad about this?”

Cami walked closer to the debris. She studied the twisted metal and shattered wood. “This was a poorly constructed building. The pilings weren’t deep enough. The framing was undersized. The roof wasn’t properly anchored.” She turned back to us. “This didn’t survive because it was never built to survive.”

“Clark’s not here,” I said. “He doesn’t even know yet.”

“He probably rode out the storm at his house,” Anna said. “It’s on the other side of town, farther inland. He’s probably fine, but his business is finished.”

The wreckage told a story all by itself. Tib had refused to leave the marina, and everyone had told him he was crazy for staying. But the marina stood, and Goddard Charters was rubble.

“Maybe there’s something to the superstition,” I said. “Tib wanted to be at the marina, and the place made it through.”

We stood there for another minute, the five of us, looking at the ruins of a business that had spent years trying to bury Bordelon’s Marina.

I turned to Rosie. “You’d better get ready for an influx of clients. Goddard’s whole operation just went under. Every charter captain who worked for him is going to be scrambling. His client list is going to need somewhere else to go.”

Rosie’s eyes widened slightly. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Your business is about to boom.”

We climbed back into the truck. I started the engine and pulled away from the wreckage of Goddard Charters, leaving it behind us in the warm, salt-heavy air.

The storm was over. The town was standing. The people who’d stayed had made it through.

Now the work began.


Chapter Thirty-One




The storm left Gulf Shores wounded but not broken. The town spent the week after Fiona clearing debris, patching roofs, and sweeping sand off the streets. The power came back in waves, neighborhood by neighborhood. The tourists trickled in cautiously at first, then in a flood when the photos started circulating online: the beaches cleaned, the water calm, the sun doing what it always did.

The summer marched on.

I sat under Anna’s beach umbrella drinking cold beer from the cooler she’d packed that morning. The sand was white and hot under my feet. The Gulf stretched out flat and blue-green in front of us, the surface barely moving.

Anna lay on a towel beside me in a navy bikini, her hair streaming over her shoulders. She had sunglasses pushed up on her head and a paperback open in her lap.

Rosie sat cross-legged in a beach chair next to her, her dark hair pulled back, her olive skin tanned deep bronze. She held her phone in one hand and a beer in the other.

Eva had stretched out on a towel in a red bikini that matched her copper hair, the suit cut high on her hips and low across her chest in a way that drew the eye no matter where you looked. She wore oversized sunglasses and a wide-brimmed straw hat tilted back on her head. She looked like a 1950s movie star on vacation.

Cami sat in a low chair with her legs stretched out, her skin glowing against a white bikini. She sipped sparkling water and watched the surf.

The beach was crowded again. Families spread out on blankets with coolers and umbrellas. Kids ran toward the surf and shrieked when the waves caught them. A group of college-aged guys played football a few yards down from us, yelling and diving for the ball.

A pair of teenagers walked past our setup and did a double-take. One of them elbowed his friend and said something I couldn’t hear. They kept walking, glancing back over their shoulders.

I was used to it by now. Four beautiful women and one guy drew attention no matter where we went.

Rosie set her beer down in the sand and picked up her phone. She tapped the screen a few times, then scrolled through something with her thumb. Her expression shifted from casual to focused, and her eyes went bright.

She looked up at me.

“The judge ruled in my favor,” she said.

Anna sat up and pushed her sunglasses onto her head. “What?”

“I just got the email from my lawyer.” Rosie’s voice was steady, but the corners of her mouth kept pulling upward. “Philippe’s claim is dismissed. His own text message telling me to move the boat before the storm was entered as evidence. He was directing me to manage and protect the vessel because he treated it as my responsibility. His lawyer couldn’t explain that away.” She lowered the phone and looked at all of us. “The injunction’s been lifted. It’s mine. He can’t touch it.”

Eva let out a whoop and rolled onto her side. “You’re kidding.”

“Not even a little.”

“That’s incredible,” Anna said.

Rosie’s eyes were bright and wet at the edges. “I can run my own charters again. On my own boat.”

I reached over and squeezed her shoulder. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” She covered my hand with hers and held it there.

“Philippe’s going to lose his mind,” Eva said.

“Good,” Rosie said. “Let him.”

Cami raised her sparkling water. “To the Rougarou.”

Anna lifted her beer. Eva and I did the same.

“To the Rougarou,” we said.

Rosie laughed and clinked her bottle against ours.

We drank. I set my beer down and looked at Rosie.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” I said. “What the hell is a Rougarou, anyway?”

“You’ve been working at that marina all this time and you never looked it up?”

I shrugged. “I meant to, but you’ve all been distracting me too much, so I kept forgetting.”

She smiled. “It’s a Cajun legend. A werewolf, basically. My grandmother used to tell me stories about it when I was little. If you didn’t behave, the Rougarou would come through the swamp and get you. Big as a man, head of a wolf, stalked the bayous at night. I named the boat after it because I liked the idea of something out on the water that people were a little afraid of.”

“Suits you,” I said.

“Careful,” she said. “The Rougarou also goes after people who run their mouths.”

Eva grinned. “I love that you named your fishing boat after a swamp werewolf.”

“It keeps the clients honest,” Rosie said.

Anna stood after a while and brushed sand off her legs. “I’m going in. Who’s coming?”

Eva sat up and pulled off her sunglasses. “I am.”

Rosie drained the last of her beer and got to her feet. “Me too.”

Cami tossed her empty can into the cooler. “Why not.”

I stood and followed them down to the water.

The Gulf was warm and clear, the waves small and lazy. We waded out together until the water reached our waists, then deeper until we could float. The sand dropped away beneath our feet, and the current tugged gently at our bodies.

Anna swam over to me and wrapped her arms around my neck. She pressed close, her body slick and warm from the sun. I held her waist and kissed her.

Rosie appeared on my other side and slid her arms around me from behind. Her chest pressed against my back, and she rested her chin on my shoulder. Eva floated up in front of me and grinned before draping herself across my other side. Cami stayed slightly farther out, treading water, but she swam closer after a moment and touched my arm.

The four of them pressed against me in the warm Gulf water, all soft skin and wet hair and laughter. I held Anna and felt Rosie behind me and Eva beside me, and Cami’s hand rested on my arm.

A group of guys farther down the beach had stopped their football game. They stood at the edge of the water and stared. One of them said something, and the others laughed.

I didn’t care.

Anna kissed me again, slow and deep, her legs wrapping around my waist under the water. Rosie’s hands slid across my chest. Eva laughed and splashed water at us. Cami moved closer and rested her head against my shoulder.

We stayed out there for a long time, tangled together in the warm water, the sun on our heads and the waves rocking us gently.

Eventually we drifted back to shallower water. The women released me and moved around me in a loose circle, all of them smiling, sun-drunk and relaxed.

I hadn’t felt this light since before Matt died.

The thought landed quietly, without the usual guilt attached to it. I let it sit and didn’t push it away.

We floated for a while longer, then walked back up to the umbrella. Anna passed out towels. Eva stretched out in the sun again. Rosie checked her phone and smiled at whatever she found there. Cami sat back down in her chair and tilted her face toward the sky.

I sat down in the sand and looked at them, these four women who’d pulled me back into the world when I’d been set on disappearing from it.

I’d been putting off a question for a week now, telling myself I was waiting for the right moment. The truth was simpler. I was scared of the answer.

Cami’s FEMA contract was nearly done. She’d always moved from one assignment to the next. I didn’t know if that had changed.

I cleared my throat. “Cami.”

She turned her head and looked at me through her sunglasses.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Your contract runs through the end of August. Have you thought about what comes next?”

Anna, Rosie, and Eva all went quiet. The shift was subtle but it was there.

Cami sat up straighter. She pulled off her sunglasses and set them on the arm of her chair. She held my gaze for a long moment.

“I have,” she said. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought. Usually by this point in a contract I’ve already lined up the next assignment. Another city, another disaster, another six months.” She looked out at the water. “But this time feels different. This place feels different. The four of you feel different.”

Anna reached over and took Cami’s hand. Cami looked at her and smiled.

“I’m not ready to call it permanent,” Cami said. “But I’d like to stay a while longer. And see what that feels like.”

The tightness in my chest released all at once.

Eva sat up. “Are you serious?”

“I’m serious.”

Rosie leaned forward and rested her hand on Cami’s knee. “You’re really staying?”

“For now, yes. I want to keep being part of this. Whatever this is.” Cami looked at me. “If that works for everyone.”

“It more than works,” I said.

Anna squeezed Cami’s hand. “We’re glad.”

“So am I.” Her smile reached her eyes in a way that softened her whole face. “I didn’t expect to find this here. But I’m not ready to walk away from it.”

Eva threw her arms around Cami and hugged her tight. Cami laughed and hugged her back. Anna joined from the other side, and Rosie reached over and wrapped her arms around all three of them.

I sat back and watched the four of them collapse into a tangle of arms and laughter and sunlight.

Cami was staying.

The thought settled in my chest and stayed there, warm and solid.
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The sun dropped low and the sky burned orange along the horizon. The five of us walked along the water’s edge where the sand was packed firm and cool under our feet. The tide had gone out and left a wide strip of beach that stretched in both directions.

Anna walked beside me with her hand in mine. Rosie and Eva walked ahead of us, talking about something that made Eva laugh. Cami walked on my other side with her arms crossed loosely over her chest, watching the waves roll in.

We weren’t heading anywhere in particular, just moving because it felt good to move.

A group approached from the opposite direction. Five people in a loose cluster. Four women and one man. The women were around the same age as mine, somewhere in their forties and all stunningly beautiful. The guy looked close to my age, late twenties.

The women in their group talked among themselves, animated and relaxed. The man walked slightly behind them with his hands in the pockets of his board shorts and a look on his face that I recognized immediately. A man surrounded by women he cared about and who cared about him back.

His gaze found mine at the same moment mine found his. We assessed each other with recognition.

We both slowed.

The women in both groups kept talking and didn’t notice at first. My group moved past his, still chatting, while the two of us came to a stop and turned to face each other.

“You’re dating all of them?” I asked.

He blinked once, then smiled. “Yeah. You?”

“Yeah.”

We stood there for a second, both of us processing that.

“I thought I’d stumbled onto something new,” he said. “Something nobody else had figured out.”

“Same.”

“Glad to see the trend catching on.”

I smiled. “It’s the happiest I’ve ever been. And it’s the happiest they’ve ever been. So maybe there needs to be a full-on trend.”

“It can start with us,” he said. “Lead by example.”

“Works for me.”

Both groups of women had realized by then that we’d stopped. They turned and stood waiting, looking back at us.

The man glanced back at his group and then at mine. “We’re here on vacation from Vermont.”

“I hope you enjoy your time,” I said.

“We are so far.” He extended his hand. “I’m Lance.”

“Jack.”

We shook. His grip was firm and his hand had calluses in the places that told me he did physical work.

“Good to meet you, Jack.”

“You too, Lance.”

We released hands and stepped back. Lance turned toward his group and I turned toward mine, then we both started walking again in opposite directions.
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The condo at Azure Towers felt different with all five of us in it.

The sun had gone down an hour ago, and the last of the orange had faded from the sky beyond the balcony. The sliding doors stood open to the Gulf, and the warm night air moved through the living room in slow waves that smelled like salt and sand.

We’d come straight from the beach. Eva passed drinks around, frozen and pink with too much rum that she’d made in the blender.

I leaned against the kitchen island and watched the four of them settle into the living room.

The music came from Eva’s phone, some slow R&B playlist she’d put together. The bass hummed low through the speakers and mixed with the sound of the waves below the balcony.

Anna looked at me across the room.

“Come sit down,” she said.

I carried my drink to the couch and sat between Anna and Cami. Anna’s hand found my thigh the moment I settled. Her palm rested there, warm and still.

The conversation kept going as Eva told a story about a customer at The Sandbar who’d tried to order a drink that didn’t exist. Rosie laughed from the armchair. Cami sipped her frozen drink and shook her head at Eva’s impression of the guy.

Anna turned her head and kissed my shoulder. Her lips pressed against my skin and lingered there. The cover-up had fallen open wider, and the navy bikini underneath showed the full shape of her, the curve of her breasts and the tan line that ran across the tops of them.

“Today was perfect,” she said against my skin.

“Definitely,” I said.

She kissed my shoulder again, and then she kissed higher, along the side of my neck. Her mouth was warm and slow and unhurried. Her hand on my thigh slid higher by an inch.

Eva set her drink on the floor and stood up from where she’d been sitting. She crossed the room to the stereo and turned the music up a notch. Then she turned back and looked at us on the couch with a smile.

“I think we should take this somewhere more comfortable,” she said.

Nobody argued.


Chapter Thirty-Two




The master suite at Azure Towers had a massive bed, but we hadn’t yet tried for five people. The California king sat against the far wall with a view of the Gulf through floor-to-ceiling windows. The moon had come up over the water and threw silver light across the white sheets.

Anna led the way. She walked through the door and turned to face the rest of us. She looked at me, then at Cami, then at Rosie and Eva in the doorway behind us.

“Cami,” Anna said. “This is your first time with all of us. I want you to know that you set the pace. Whatever you want, however far you want to go. We follow your lead tonight.”

Cami stood beside me in the moonlight. The white bikini was bright against her brown skin. She looked at Anna and then at me and then at the other two women behind us.

“I’ve been thinking about this since the hurricane,” Cami said. Her voice was steady and clear. “I don’t need to ease into it. I’m ready.”

Eva reached out and tucked a strand of Cami’s dark hair behind her ear. A small gesture, tender without being sexual. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”

Anna stepped forward and took Cami’s hand. She drew her toward the bed and stopped at the edge. Anna’s fingers moved to the tie at Cami’s neck where the white bikini top knotted. She loosened it with the care of someone unwrapping something precious. Cami stood still and let her. The top fell away and Anna caught it and set it aside.

Cami’s breasts were firm and beautiful in the moonlight, brown skin smooth and warm.

Then she looked at me. “Your turn.”

I crossed the space between us. Cami’s eyes found mine and held. I cupped her face with both hands and kissed her. Her mouth opened under mine and she tasted like rum and pineapple. She made a sound low in her chest and her hands flattened against my stomach.

Behind me I heard the others moving. The soft sound of fabric on skin. A bikini top hitting the tile floor. Another. I didn’t turn around. I stayed with Cami and kissed her deeper, and her hands moved up my chest and around the back of my neck.

When I pulled back, Cami’s eyes were dark and heavy. I turned around.

Anna stood three feet away. The cover-up was gone, and the navy bikini had joined it on the floor. Her body was golden and full in the moonlight, her breasts heavy, her stomach toned, her hips curved in ways that never stopped doing something to me no matter how many times I saw them. She was forty-six years old and every year of it made her more beautiful.

Rosie had moved to the far side of the bed. Her black bikini was gone and she stood bare in the silver light with her arms loose at her sides. She was compact and muscular and golden-brown, all that lean strength from years on boats.

Eva stood at the foot of the bed. The red bikini lay on the floor at her feet. Her body was all soft curves and pale skin and the freckles that scattered across her chest and shoulders. She watched me look at her and she smiled that slow smile, the one that said she knew exactly what she was doing to me.

Four older women, bare and beautiful and waiting.

I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped it. I pushed my board shorts down and kicked them aside. I stood in front of them with nothing between us and felt the night air move across my skin.

Eva’s eyes tracked down my body and came back up. “Well,” she said. “Let’s not stand around admiring the view all night.”

I moved to the bed and sat on the edge. Cami came to me first. She climbed onto my lap with her thighs on either side of mine and her hands braced on my shoulders. She kissed me again, harder this time, deeper. Her bare chest pressed against mine and the warmth of her skin merged with mine.

Then hands found me from behind. Anna’s hands on my shoulders, working the muscle there, her breasts pressing warm against my back. I felt her mouth on the nape of my neck and a current ran straight down my spine.

Rosie appeared on my left. She knelt on the mattress beside me and her small hand slid down my arm. Her fingers laced through mine and she brought my hand to her mouth and kissed the inside of my wrist. The tenderness of it almost undid me more than anything else could have.

Eva climbed onto the bed on my right. She pressed her body against my side and I felt the full weight of her breasts against my arm. Her mouth found my earlobe and she bit down gently and then breathed against the wet skin she’d left behind.

Four other bodies, eight hands. The sensation arrived from every direction at once and my brain stopped trying to catalog the sources. I was surrounded. I was buried in warmth and skin and the smell of salt and sunscreen and four different women who each carried their own scent underneath it all.

Cami rolled her hips against me and the friction of her body across my cock made me groan into her mouth. She pulled back from the kiss just enough to look at my face and her dark eyes held a hunger that was different from the hurricane. That night had been desperation. This was intention.

“Lie back,” she said.

I let myself fall back onto the sheets. Cami stayed on top of me, her thighs straddling my hips. Anna moved to my left side and stretched out beside me, her body pressed full against mine from shoulder to ankle. Rosie took the right side and did the same. Eva settled at the foot of the bed, and I felt her hands wrap around my calves and her mouth press against the inside of my knee.

All of their arms crossed over my chest, their legs tangled with mine and with each other’s.

Anna’s mouth found the side of my neck. She kissed the place beneath my jaw where my pulse hammered and I felt her smile against my skin. Her hand moved across my chest in slow circles, and her thumb found my nipple and pressed.

Rosie’s hand traveled lower. She traced the line of muscle at my hip with her rough fingertips and followed it down to the crease where my thigh began. She was inches from my cock and she stayed right there, tracing that line back and forth until my hips lifted off the mattress.

Cami leaned forward and kissed me again. Her long dark hair fell around my face like a curtain and the world shrunk to just her mouth and the press of her hips against mine. She rocked forward and the slick heat of her slid along the underside of my cock. I gripped her thighs and she made a sound against my mouth that sent my blood south fast.

Eva had worked her way up from my calves. Her mouth traveled along the inside of my thigh in slow, deliberate kisses. I felt the brush of her copper hair against my skin. She reached the top of my thigh and breathed hot air across the base of my cock and I nearly came up off the bed.

“Eva,” I said. My voice came out wrecked.

“Mmm?” She pressed another kiss to the inside of my thigh, higher this time. Her lips were soft and full and she took her time with each one.

Anna propped herself on one elbow and looked down at me. Her brown hair fell across her shoulder and her breasts swayed with the movement.

“Let us take care of you tonight,” she said. “You’ve spent this whole summer taking care of everyone. The marina. The storm. Every single one of us. Tonight you just lie there and let it happen.”

I looked up at her. The moonlight caught the freckles on her nose and the lines at the corners of her eyes and I felt something in my chest crack open.

I nodded.

Anna bent down and kissed me. Her mouth was familiar and warm. While she kissed me, Rosie’s hand finally closed around my cock and I groaned against Anna’s lips. Rosie’s grip was firm and sure, her palm rough in a way that made every nerve ending fire at once. She stroked me from base to tip in a slow, twisting motion that made my spine arch.

Cami lifted herself up on her knees and reached down between her thighs. She wrapped her hand around me below Rosie’s grip and the two of them held me together. Rosie stroked the upper half while Cami guided the head of me against her entrance. The heat of her was staggering. She was wet and swollen and ready and the sensation of her opening around me pulled a sound from my throat that I didn’t try to control.

She sank down onto me an inch at a time. Her jaw dropped and her eyes fell half-closed. Rosie released her grip and moved her hand to my stomach, and I felt the impression of her fingers there like a brand.

Cami took all of me and held still. Her thighs trembled against my hips. Her hands braced on my chest and her dark hair swung forward.

“Dios mío,” she whispered. “Every time.”

She started to move.

Anna’s mouth stayed at my neck, her teeth grazing the tendon there. Rosie’s hand moved in slow circles on my stomach, possessive and steady. Eva had shifted up along my other side and her mouth found my collarbone. She bit down and then soothed the spot with her tongue. I felt her full breasts pressed heavy and warm against my ribs.

The sensation was total. Cami rode me from above with a controlled rhythm that built in depth on every stroke. Anna breathed against my neck and her hand found Cami’s thigh where it pressed against my hip, and her fingers rested there. Rosie’s palm kept its steady pressure on my abdomen, and every time Cami came down, Rosie pressed harder, like she was holding me in place. Eva’s mouth worked a line from my collarbone to my chest, and her tongue circled my nipple in a way that made my hips buck up into Cami and drove a sharp cry from her mouth.

Three women pressed against me while one rode me. All of them touching me. All of them close enough to feel each other through my body.

Cami’s pace quickened. Her breath turned ragged and her accent thickened the way it did when she lost composure. Spanish words fell from her lips in a stream. Her eyes locked on mine and didn’t waver.

I reached between us and found her clit with my thumb. She gasped and her rhythm stuttered. I pressed and circled and kept the pressure constant while she rode me harder.

“Right there,” she said. “Stay right there.”

She drove down against my hand and my cock and her whole body drew tight. Anna felt it happening through my body and her grip on Cami’s thigh tightened. Eva lifted her mouth from my chest and watched Cami’s face. Rosie pressed her hand flat against my stomach and held.

Cami came with a long, shaking moan that she buried against her own shoulder. Her body clamped down on me in hard pulses and her nails bit into my chest. I gritted my teeth and rode through it without following her over.

I wasn’t ready.

I wasn’t even close to ready.

There was too much still to feel.

She slowed and then stopped. Her forehead dropped to mine.

“Welcome to the group,” Eva said from beside us, and Cami laughed against my mouth.

Cami lifted herself off me and I clenched my jaw at the loss of her. She rolled to the side and settled onto the sheets, her chest rising and falling fast.

Eva moved before I could think. She threw one leg across my hips and settled her weight onto my thighs. Her copper hair hung around her face and her green eyes burned in the low light. She was already slick against me. She reached down between us and took hold of me and positioned the head of me at her entrance.

“My turn,” she said. The performer in her made even those two words sound like the opening line of something.

She sank down onto me in one smooth stroke and the sound she made filled the room, full and rich and unashamed.

Anna and Rosie stayed pressed against my sides. Their hands roamed my chest, my arms, my stomach. Cami had recovered enough to turn on her side and press her body against mine from the left. I felt her mouth on my shoulder and her hand resting on my forearm.

Four points of contact while Eva moved on top of me. Her hips rolled in deep, grinding circles that kept me buried inside her on every pass. Her hands planted on my chest and her fingers spread wide. The weight of her breasts swayed with her movement, pale and freckled, her dark pink nipples drawn tight.

I gripped her hips and pulled her down harder on the next stroke. She cried out and threw her head back. I watched the long line of her throat and the curve of her jaw in the moonlight and pulled her down again.

“God, Jack,” she said. “You feel so good inside me.”

Rosie shifted beside me. She propped herself on one elbow and leaned over my chest.

“When she’s done,” Rosie said, “I want you.”

The words, spoken in that low Cajun voice, sent a bolt through me that Eva felt. She looked down at my face and grinned.

“You heard her,” Eva said. She picked up the pace. Her hips drove forward and back, forward and back, and the sound of our bodies coming together mixed with the sound of the waves through the open windows. Anna’s hand moved to Eva’s thigh the same way it had moved to Cami’s, an anchor, a connection. Cami’s mouth stayed on my shoulder. Rosie’s hand found mine on Eva’s hip and pressed down over it.

Eva’s breath climbed higher and her rhythm turned urgent. I brought my thumb to her clit the same way I’d done with Cami and Eva’s whole body jerked.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she said.

I worked her until her voice broke and her body seized and she came around me with a sound that the neighbors probably heard four floors away. She rode it out in long, shuddering waves and then collapsed forward onto my chest. Her hair spilled across my throat. She breathed hard against my skin and I felt her heartbeat against my ribs.

“I’m absolutely dead,” she whispered.

I kissed the top of her head. She rolled off me and landed on the sheets beside Cami. The two of them lay there together, spent, and Eva’s hand found Cami’s and held it.

Rosie was already moving. She didn’t climb on top of me. She pulled at my arm and I turned onto my side to face her. She pressed her body against mine, front to front, and hooked her leg over my hip. Her eyes met mine from inches away.

She reached between us and guided me inside her and then pulled me closer with her leg. The angle was different from above. Deeper in some ways, more personal in others. Her face was right there, her eyes right there, and I could see every shift in her expression as I started to move.

“I can feel everything like this,” she said. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Every inch of you.”

I cupped the back of her head and kissed her. She made a sound against my mouth that was softer than any sound she’d ever made with me. I moved slowly, long strokes that filled her completely on every push. Her thigh tightened against my hip and her small body pressed harder against mine.

Anna’s hand found the back of my neck from behind. She lay spooned against my back, her breasts pressed warm between my shoulder blades, her mouth at the base of my skull. Eva and Cami had shifted closer too. I felt Eva’s hand on my hip and Cami’s fingers tracing my left shoulder.

Rosie’s breathing changed. Her eyes went liquid and her lips parted and her hand fisted in my hair.

“Don’t stop,” she said, her words running together. “Jack, don’t stop.”

I kept the same pace. Slow and deep and relentless. I watched her face and saw the moment she tipped over. Her eyes went wide and then squeezed shut and her whole body arched against mine. She buried her face in my neck and said something in French that I couldn’t understand and her body pulsed around me in long, hard contractions that tested every shred of my control.

I held her through it. My arm locked around her waist and my hand cradled the back of her head and I held her while she shook.

When she came down, she pulled back and looked at me with wet eyes. Not crying. Just full.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

I kissed her forehead.

Rosie unhooked her leg from my hip and I pulled out of her carefully. She turned and settled onto her back and closed her eyes. Her chest rose and fell in slow, deep breaths.

Anna’s mouth was still at the back of my neck. Her hand slid down from my hair and across my shoulder and down my arm. I turned over to face her.

She lay beside me with her brown hair spread across the white pillow. The moonlight turned her tan to gold and caught the warmth in her brown eyes. She was the first woman I’d met in Gulf Shores. The foundation.

She put her hand on my face. Her thumb traced the line of my jaw.

“You’ve been holding back this whole time,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“How close are you?”

“Very.”

She smiled. “Then we’re going to finish this together.”

She pushed me onto my back. I went without resistance. The sheets were damp with sweat and the scent of all of us had saturated the air. Anna climbed over me the way she’d done many times before, one knee on either side of my hips, her hands on my chest. She lowered herself onto me and the familiar heat of her body closed around me and I gripped the sheets to keep from finishing right there.

“Not yet,” she said. She saw it in my face. “Hold on a little longer.”

She moved on me in the slow, rolling rhythm that only Anna used, the one that kept me deep inside her on every stroke, the one that pressed her clit against the base of me and made her breath catch on every pass. Her hands on my chest were warm and sure. Her eyes stayed on mine the way they always did.

The others converged.

They didn’t wait for instructions. They read the moment the way they’d read every moment that night, and they moved together.

Rosie pressed against my left side. Her hand slid across my stomach and her mouth found the spot below my ear. Cami took my right side and her long body aligned with mine. Her fingers traced lines across my chest and her lips pressed against my shoulder. Eva settled at the foot of the bed and her hands wrapped around my calves and her thumbs pressed into the muscle there in a way that sent heat radiating up through my legs.

Anna rode me with the four of them surrounding us. The sensation was indescribable. Her body above me, warm and familiar and moving with the slow confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

My body was a live wire with all of them in contact with me at the same time. Every nerve ending fired at once. The pressure in the base of my spine had built past the point of control and the only thing keeping me from going over was the look in Anna’s eyes that said not yet, hold on, stay with me.

“I can feel how close you are,” Anna said. Her voice had gone low and rough. “I can feel you right there.”

“I can’t hold it much longer.”

Anna looked down at me, and then she looked at the three women pressed against me on all sides. She nodded once, the smallest motion, and the unspoken agreement passed through all of them at the same time.

Anna lifted off me.

The loss of her nearly broke me. I made a sound that came from somewhere deep in my chest and my hips drove up into empty air. I was so hard it hurt. I was so close that one stroke would have ended me.

Anna settled beside me and her hand wrapped around my cock.

Then Rosie’s hand joined hers. Her small fingers layered over Anna’s and added pressure and a rough texture that made my vision blur.

Eva’s hand came next. She’d moved up from my legs and she wrapped her fingers around me above Rosie’s grip. Her touch was softer, more deliberate.

Cami was last. Her long precise fingers found the open space at the top of the shaft and closed around me there.

They moved together.

I don’t know who set the rhythm. I don’t know if they coordinated it or if it happened by instinct. But their hands found a unified stroke, base to tip and back again, and the combined pressure and friction of all of them at once tore a sound out of me that I’d never made before in my life.

The orgasm hit me like a rogue wave. It built from the base of my spine and exploded through me in a long, violent rush that locked every muscle in my body at once. I came hard across my own chest and stomach while four women held me and worked me through it. The release went on longer than any I’d had before, pulse after pulse that left me gasping and blind and beyond any rational thought.

Their hands slowed but didn’t stop. They drew the finish out of me until every last shudder had passed and my body went limp against the sheets. My chest heaved. My legs shook. My hands had fisted in the white sheets and my knuckles ached from the force of my grip.

Four hands released me one at a time.

“There you go, baby,” Anna said.

I couldn’t speak.

The bed shifted as they moved. Five people in one bed. Not enough pillows. Someone’s elbow was in someone’s ribs. The sheets were wrecked. The room smelled like sweat and sex and salt air and the faint chemical sweetness of sunscreen that hadn’t quite washed off.

I stared at the ceiling and felt the weight of all of them against me and around me.

“I think we need a bigger bed,” Eva said, breaking the silence.

The laughter moved through all five of us.

The Gulf breeze came through the open window and moved across my damp skin.

I reached across Anna and found Cami’s hand. Her fingers laced through mine and held.

“You good?” I asked her.

“I’m good,” she said. “I’m really good.”

The night went quiet around us. The waves rolled in below the balcony and pulled back out. The five of us lay tangled together in the wreckage of the bed and nobody moved or spoke. Nobody needed to.

I closed my eyes.

I imagined the Gulf, warm and calm, and five women in the water with me, the sun on all of us, and nothing to swim toward and nothing to swim away from.

Just the current, and the light, and the sound of their laughter carrying across the water like something I’d been listening for my whole life without knowing what it was.
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