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Chapter One




The fuel hose kicked in my hands as diesel surged through the line. Sun beat down on my shoulders. The smell of fuel mixed with salt air and boat exhaust.

Ten in the morning and already hot enough to make the asphalt shimmer in the marina parking lot. That was late July on the Gulf Coast for you.

I’d been in Gulf Shores for a couple weeks now. Weeks of hauling dock lines and pumping fuel and fixing whatever Tib Bordelon pointed me toward. It was physical work that left me too tired to think about anything except sleep.

But there’d hardly been any time for sleep with the… “extracurricular activities” I’d found myself involved in.

The pump clicked off. I shut down the nozzle while the charter boat captain settled his bill at the marina store, then coiled the hose and wiped down the dock where a few drops had spilled.

I finished cleaning up and walked back toward the main dock. Tib stood near the entrance to the covered slips with a clipboard in his hand and a pencil behind his ear.

He looked up when I approached and gave me a nod.

“Carter’s slip needs new cleats,” he said. “Port side. Did you see that when you were down there yesterday?”

“Already ordered replacements. Should be here Friday.”

“Good man.” He made a mark on his clipboard. “Go ahead and take your lunch. I’ll handle the fuel dock for a bit.”

I grabbed my water bottle from the shop and walked out to the end of the longest dock. A couple of pelicans perched on the pilings, watching me with the patient expectation of birds who knew fishermen always had scraps. I sat down on the sun-warmed planks and let my legs hang over the water.

The Intracoastal Waterway stretched out in both directions. A sailboat motored past on its way toward Perdido Bay. Somewhere across the water a radio played country music. The heat pressed down but I didn’t mind it all that much.

I still thought about Matt and that whole tragedy. Probably always would. But the thoughts didn’t have the same sharp edges anymore. The work had filed them down to something I could carry without bleeding.

A familiar diesel rumble announced a boat coming in from the waterway. Tommy Ferris guided his twenty-four-foot center console toward the fuel dock. Tommy was a regular. He ran charters out of his house on the canal and stopped by twice a week to top off his tanks.

After I finished my break, I walked back toward the fuel dock. Tib was already there waiting, clipboard set aside, fuel nozzle in hand.

Tommy cut his engine and drifted up to the dock. I caught his bow line and secured it to a cleat while he killed the engine and climbed out.

“Hot one today,” Tommy said. He was in his mid-fifties with a fisherman’s tan and a gut that suggested he enjoyed the beer cooler as much as his clients did. He wore board shorts and a faded t-shirt.

“Every day’s a hot one in July,” Tib said. He moved toward the fuel cap on Tommy’s boat. “How much you need?”

“Top it off. I’ve got a full day tomorrow.” Tommy accepted the fuel nozzle and started filling his tank. “Registration for the fishing rodeo closes Friday.”

“I know.” Tib’s expression didn’t change, but his jaw tightened.

Tommy watched the fuel gauge climb. “Figured you might finally throw your hat in the ring this year. Been what, fifteen years since you entered?”

“Closer to twenty,” Tib said.

“So you’re thinking about it?”

“I’m thinking about running a business. I can’t run the fuel dock and fish a tournament at the same time.”

“You got Jack here now. He could handle things for a weekend.”

Tib shook his head. “The rodeo’s Friday through Sunday. That’s our busiest weekend of the summer. Every boat in the tournament needs fuel, ice, and bait. I can’t close the dock for three days so I can go fishing.”

“Clark Goddard’s entered,” Tommy said with a casual tone, but I heard the needle in it. “Heard he’s been saying nobody on this side of the waterway has the stones to compete with him anymore.”

Tib’s expression went flat. He didn’t say anything for a long moment.

The fuel pump clicked off. Tib replaced the nozzle. I coiled the hose while Tommy climbed back into his boat.

“How much do I owe you?” Tommy asked.

Tib told him the amount and Tommy counted out cash from a salt-stained wallet.

“Just saying,” Tommy continued as he handed over the bills. “Would be nice to see a Bordelon’s boat in the tournament again. Your daddy won it in ninety-eight. Still got the trophy in your office, don’t you?”

“I do,” Tib said.

A few minutes later, Tommy cast off his lines and motored away from the dock with a wave.

His boat shrank toward the waterway. Tib stood with his arms crossed over his chest, staring after it like he wanted to drill holes in the hull with his eyes.

Then Tib turned away from the water and walked back toward the shop.

But I’d seen something in Tib’s face when Tommy mentioned the trophy in his office. Something that looked like regret.

Whatever it was, it was still eating at him when we got back to work.
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The office door was unlocked. Inside, the space looked exactly like what it was, a working room in a marina that didn’t have time for decoration. A metal desk sat against one wall with filing cabinets flanking it, and a coffee maker that probably dated to the eighties occupied the corner. Papers and invoices were stacked in trays across the desk. A window AC unit rattled but kept the temperature just below miserable.

The trophy sat on a shelf behind the desk. A bronze pelican was mounted on a wood base with its wings spread like it had just landed on a piling. The plaque read Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo - Captain’s Division Winner - 1998 - Jacques Bordelon.

Jacques. Tib’s father. I’d heard the name a few times from regulars who remembered him, always spoken with the kind of respect reserved for men who’d earned it over decades.

Faded color photos in simple frames flanked the trophy on both sides. In the first, an older man stood on a dock with a massive king mackerel hanging from a scale beside him. He wore a tournament jersey and held a beer can in one hand, grinning like his face might split in half. Other captains crowded around him in the shot, some smiling and some looking sour about coming in second.

The next photo showed the same man with his arm around a younger Tib’s shoulders. Tib looked like he was in his forties in the shot, still brown-haired, standing straighter than I’d ever seen him. They both held fishing rods and wore matching expressions that said they’d rather be on the water than anywhere else.

The last picture was from the awards ceremony, with Jacques accepting the trophy from some official in a polo shirt while a crowd of at least a hundred people filled the frame behind him at the public marina.

I heard footsteps in the hallway and turned to find Tib standing in the doorway. He stopped when he saw me looking at the shelf.

“What are you doing?” There was no anger in his voice, just curiosity.

“Never saw the trophy before. I wanted to see what Tommy was talking about.”

Tib walked into the office and stood beside me. He looked at the pictures instead of the trophy itself.

“That was a long time ago,” he said.

“Maybe you should think about entering,” I said.

Tib shook his head. The movement was small but definitive. “Like I said. I’ve got a business to run.”

He turned away from the shelf and walked toward the filing cabinet, where he pulled open a drawer and started sorting through folders.

I left Tib to his filing and walked back out into the heat.


Chapter Two




The stairs rose on my left as I pulled away from the marina lot.

I slowed the truck and looked at them. The exterior staircase bolted to the storage building, the scuffed metal treads, the apartment at the top where I’d lived for the first part of my stay in Gulf Shores. The windows were dark.

I’d told Tib the other day that I was moving out. He’d listened, nodded, and asked where I was going. When I explained about Claire Donaldson and the condo at Azure Towers, his face broke into an expression I hadn’t seen from him before.

“I don’t blame you one bit,” he’d said. “That’s a hell of an upgrade from my concrete box.”

He’d congratulated me. No hard feelings, no awkwardness.

The stairs disappeared in my rearview mirror as I turned onto the main road.

My phone buzzed in the cupholder. I glanced down at the screen.

A text message from Anna.

Dinner’s being prepared. Come hungry.

I smiled and kept driving.

The road wound past beach access points and condo towers. The evening light turned everything soft and gold. My mind wandered to my time in town as the Gulf flashed between buildings.

Anna had been first.

She’d made me étouffée in a thunderstorm.

She’d teased me about being nineteen years younger.

She’d kissed me back when I finally made my move.

Rosie had taken longer.

She’d been guarded, cautious, still raw from her ex-husband’s harassment. We’d gone fishing together, danced at the Sandbar, and I’d shown her the text messages proving Anna knew exactly where I was and what I was doing. I think that’s what had sealed the deal for her.

Rosie had kissed me in the dark of her beach house that night.

The three of us were still finding our rhythm after that. So far, there’d been no jealousy, drama, or complicated games.

Then Claire Donaldson had given me the key to the condo as thanks for saving her daughter. I’d invited both Anna and Rosie to come see the place. We’d stood on the balcony overlooking the Gulf, and I’d kissed them both.

We’d christened the bedroom that afternoon.

That had been three days ago.

I didn’t have a name for what we were. I wasn’t sure we needed one yet.

Azure Towers rose ahead of me now against the darkening sky. I pulled into the garage and killed the engine, then headed for the elevator.

The elevator doors opened on the twenty-second floor. I unlocked the door to 2207 and stepped inside.

The smell hit me immediately. Garlic, butter, herbs, and something rich simmering on the stove. My stomach woke up and reminded me I’d skipped lunch.

Anna stood at the kitchen island with a wooden spoon in one hand and a glass of white wine in the other. She wore cutoff denim shorts and a loose white linen shirt. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her feet were bare on the tile floor.

Rosie sat on one of the barstools at the island, also holding a glass of wine. She had on running shorts and a gray tank top, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. She was slicing tomatoes on a cutting board with precise movements that reminded me she’d spent years in an operating room.

“You’re late,” Anna said. She looked up from whatever she was stirring and smiled at me.

“I’m exactly on time.”

“We started drinking without you. That makes you late.”

I walked into the kitchen and set my keys on the counter. Rosie pushed a beer across the island toward me. Corona with a lime wedge, already opened, condensation running down the glass.

“Anna made chicken marsala,” Rosie said. “I’m on salad duty.”

“Smells incredible.”

“It better. I’ve been standing over this stove for an hour.” Anna lifted the lid on a skillet and steam rose up. She stirred whatever was inside, then replaced the lid. “We’re eating on the balcony. It’s too nice not to.”

I took a long pull from the beer and watched them work together in the kitchen. Anna moved between the stove and the refrigerator with easy familiarity while Rosie finished the salad and started setting plates on the counter. They talked quietly about something I didn’t catch, some story from earlier in the day.

I’d given both of them keys last week. The front desk lady had processed the request with a perfectly professional expression that didn’t quite hide her surprise.

Two additional key cards for two different women, both of whom I’d asked to be granted immediate elevator access to the twenty-second floor.

She’d prepped the cards without comment and handed them over with a polite smile, but her eyes had said she’d never processed a request quite like that before.

After Anna finished cooking, we carried everything out to the balcony. The sun was almost down, the sky streaked with pink and orange over the water. The temperature had dropped just enough to make sitting outside pleasant instead of punishing. We arranged the food on the glass-topped table and settled into the chairs.

Anna had outdone herself. The chicken was tender and rich, the sauce thick with mushrooms and wine. Rosie’s salad was simple but perfect, fresh vegetables with a vinaigrette that had just enough bite. We ate and passed dishes back and forth and watched the light fade over the Gulf.

“Tib’s been acting strange the last couple days,” I said after a while.

Anna looked up from her plate. “Strange how?”

“People keep mentioning the fishing rodeo. Every time someone brings it up, he shuts down.”

“The registration deadline is Friday,” Rosie said. “People are probably asking if he’s entering.”

“Tommy Ferris asked him today at the fuel dock. Mentioned that Clark Goddard’s entered and how it would be nice to see a Bordelon’s boat in the tournament again. Tib just about bit his head off.”

Rosie set down her fork. “Tib should enter.”

“That’s what I told him.”

“What did he say?”

“Same thing he always says. He has to run the marina, and he can’t leave the fuel dock for the busiest weekend of the summer.”

“That’s his excuse every year,” Rosie said. She picked up her wine glass and took a sip, her dark eyes thoughtful. “But I can tell he wants to. You see it in his face when people talk about the rodeo. He lights up for about two seconds before he remembers he’s supposed to pretend he doesn’t care.”

I thought about the trophy on the shelf in Tib’s office. The faded photos of his father. The way Tib had looked at those pictures like they belonged to someone else’s life.

“Maybe there’s something we can do,” I said. “To encourage him.”

“Be careful with that,” Anna said. “If you encourage Tib to enter and he loses to Clark, that might break him. Clark’s won six of the last ten years. He’s got a tournament-rigged boat and a full crew and sponsors paying for his equipment. Tib would be going up against all of that with whatever he can scrape together.”

I looked at Anna across the table. She was serious, her brown eyes steady on mine.

“Then we just won’t lose to Clark,” I said.

Anna blinked. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

Rosie laughed. Not mockery, but something warm and surprised.

“You make it sound simple,” she said.

“It is simple.” I took a drink of my beer and set the bottle down. “We get Tib to enter. We put together a crew. We fish the tournament. We beat Clark Goddard. Nothing complicated about it.”

Anna shook her head, but she was smiling now. “You realize Clark has professional equipment and years of experience winning this thing.”

“So?”

“So he’s not going to roll over because you decided it’s time for him to lose.”

“I didn’t say he’d roll over. I said we’d beat him.”

Rosie reached across the table and rested her hand on top of mine. Her touch was warm from holding her wine glass.

“I like the way you think,” she said.

[image: ]


The dishes were cleared, the wine glasses empty. Anna and Rosie helped me carry everything back inside from the balcony. We worked together in the kitchen, scraping plates and loading the dishwasher.

“Thanks for dinner,” I said to Anna.

“Thanks for having us over,” she replied.

Anna collected her purse from the counter. Rosie grabbed her keys from the bowl by the door. They looked at each other, then at me.

I needed to be careful here. We’d slept together three days ago in this condo, all three of us tangled up in sheets and each other. It had been incredible. It had felt natural.

But that didn’t mean it had to happen again tonight. At least, not at the beginning.

We were still learning the shape of this thing between us, still finding the boundaries and the rhythms. Both women had been patient with how strange this arrangement was. I wasn’t going to repay that patience by pushing for more than they wanted to give.

I walked over to Anna and kissed her. Not hungry or demanding, just honest. Her lips were soft against mine and she made a quiet sound in the back of her throat that made me want to pull her closer. I kept it brief instead.

Rosie watched us. I moved to her next and kissed her the same way. She tasted like wine.

“Good night, Jack,” Anna said.

“Night,” Rosie added. She gave me a small smile.

I opened the door for them and they walked out into the hallway. The elevator was already waiting.

I stepped back into the condo and locked the door behind me. The place felt bigger with just me in it.

I went back out onto the balcony. The moon had risen over the water, laying down a silver path across the waves. Down below, the pool lights glowed blue-green in the darkness.

We were figuring this out. That was the important part. No rush, no pressure, just three people trying to find their way toward something that didn’t have a name yet.

Until then, I’d go to sleep in a bed that still smelled faintly of Anna’s perfume and Rosie’s shampoo.

That was enough for now.


Chapter Three




The morning shift brought the usual parade of weekend warriors and charter boats. I ran the fuel dock while Tib handled the ship’s store. The heat built through the morning until sweat soaked through my shirt before noon.

Around one o’clock the rumble of twin diesels carried in from the waterway. I looked up from coiling a fuel hose and recognized the boat immediately. Sixty-foot Hatteras, white hull, tournament tower bristling with electronics. The name Goddard’s Revenge stretched across the transom in gold script.

Clark Goddard stood at the helm. His sunglasses sat pushed up on his head and one hand rested on the throttle. Three clients in matching fishing jerseys clustered near the fighting chairs behind him. They looked sunburned and satisfied, the way people looked after a successful morning on the water.

Clark guided the Hatteras up to the fuel dock with practiced ease. I caught the bow line and secured it to a cleat. The engines shut down. Clark climbed out onto the dock.

He wore a custom embroidered shirt and expensive sunglasses, along with performance fishing gear. His silver hair was slicked back, hardly windswept. His teeth flashed white when he smiled at his clients.

“Restrooms are through that door,” Clark told them. He pointed toward the marina store. “Take your time. We’ll get fueled up while you’re gone.”

The three clients headed off toward the building. Their voices faded as they crossed the parking lot.

Clark turned. The smile disappeared. “You’re the new guy.”

“That’s right.”

Clark stepped closer. He was my height but heavier through the chest and shoulders. He moved into my personal space deliberately, testing to see if I’d back up.

I didn’t.

“You cost me a good deckhand.” His voice dropped lower. “Kyle Jacobs was worth three of you. Now he’s sitting in county lockup because you decided to play hero.”

“Kyle was sneaking around boats in the middle of the night with a knife. He came at me when I caught him doing something illegal.”

“You didn’t have to call the cops.”

“He pulled a knife on me. Yeah, I did.”

Clark’s jaw tightened. “Kyle wasn’t hurting anybody. He had some grudge against that insurance woman. That’s between them.”

“Sabotage isn’t a grudge, it’s a felony. He got arrested because he broke the law and then tried to stab me.”

“You think you’re something, don’t you?” Clark leaned in another inch. “Some hotshot boy who’s going to save poor old Tib from the big bad competition. Let me tell you something. Tib’s been losing ground for twenty years because he’s too stubborn to adapt. This marina’s a dinosaur and so is he. You showing up doesn’t change that.”

I looked Clark in the eye. “Are you going to buy fuel or just stand here talking?”

Red crept up Clark’s neck into his cheeks. He wasn’t used to people not backing down. His posture shifted. His hands flexed at his sides.

Footsteps sounded on the dock behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. Tib walked toward us from the direction of the covered slips. He moved with that slightly stiff gait he had in the afternoons, one hand shading his eyes against the sun.

“Everything alright here?” Tib called out.

Clark straightened and stepped back. The smile returned to his face like he’d flipped a switch.

“Just fine,” Clark said. “Having a little discussion with your dock hand about proper marina etiquette.”

I nodded. “Everything’s fine.”

Tib reached us and stopped beside me. He looked at Clark, then at me, then back at Clark. He didn’t say anything.

Clark pulled his wallet from his pocket and flipped it open. “Full tank of diesel.”

Tib told him the amount. Clark counted out cash and handed it over without looking at the bills. I took the fuel nozzle and started filling the Hatteras’s tanks. Tib watched from the dock.

“Registration period for the rodeo closes soon,” Clark said. He spoke to Tib but his eyes tracked me while I worked. “Heard you’re sitting it out again this year.”

“That’s right,” Tib said.

“Shame. Would’ve been nice to see Bordelon’s Marina represented. But I understand. Running a business is hard work. Can’t expect a man your age to do both.”

Tib’s expression went flat. “I’m doing just fine.”

“Of course you are.” Clark glanced toward the marina office where his clients emerged from the building. “Just seems like a waste. Your daddy won in ninety-eight, didn’t he? Hell of a legacy to let die.”

The fuel pump clicked off. I replaced the nozzle and coiled the hose. Clark’s clients made their way back across the parking lot and climbed aboard the Hatteras with the easy movements of people who’d paid good money to be there.

Clark untied his bow line and tossed it onto the deck. He walked back to the helm and fired up the engines. The Hatteras rumbled to life with a deep throb that rattled the pilings.

“See you around, Tib,” Clark called out over the engine noise. He gave me a long look that promised this conversation wasn’t finished. Then he backed the Hatteras away from the dock and swung the bow toward the waterway.

We watched the boat motor away until it disappeared around the bend near the Highway 59 bridge.

Tib stood with his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes stayed fixed on the spot where the Hatteras had vanished.

“I need a drink,” Tib said.

He turned and walked back toward the marina office without waiting for a response.


Chapter Four




The Sandbar’s crushed-shell parking lot crunched under our boots. Late afternoon sun cooked the air. My shirt stuck to my back. Tib walked beside me with his hands shoved in his pockets, his jaw still tight from the encounter with Clark.

Inside, the temperature dropped maybe ten degrees. Not cool, but better than the oven outside. Christmas lights strung along the ceiling cast red and green shadows across concrete floors worn smooth by decades of boot traffic. The jukebox in the corner played something twangy and old. Three customers sat scattered along the bar, nursing beers and looking like they’d been there since noon.

Tib headed for a corner table instead of the bar. I followed. We pulled out chairs and sat with our backs to the wall. Initials and dates carved into the scarred wood went back years.

Eva Gilbert appeared from the back hallway. That copper hair of hers was definitely out of a bottle, but she’d been dyeing it so long it had become hers, and she wore it well. She had on cutoff shorts that showed off legs worth looking at and a black tank top that did nothing to hide the curves underneath. Freckles dusted her shoulders.

She walked toward us with two menus tucked under her arm, and I watched her move because a man would have to be dead not to.

I already had Anna and Rosie. That should have been enough. It was enough. But Eva Gilbert made it hard to look anywhere else when she entered a room.

“Tib Bordelon in the afternoon,” she said. Her voice was warm and musical. “Must be a special occasion.”

“Just thirsty,” Tib said. His eyes tracked her too.

Eva set the menus on the table. “What can I get you?”

“Modelo,” Tib said.

“Same,” I added.

She wrote nothing down, just nodded and walked back toward the bar. I watched her pour two beers from the tap. There was something graceful about it. She had the kind of body vintage Hollywood starlets used to have, all curves and femininity, and she dressed it in a way that said she knew exactly what she was doing.

She brought the beers over and set them down. Condensation ran down the glasses. I picked mine up and took a long drink. Nice and cold.

“You boys eating?” Eva asked.

“Not yet,” Tib said.

“Holler if you change your mind.” She started to turn away, then stopped. Those green eyes moved between us. True green, the color of sea glass. “You both look like somebody kicked your dog.”

“Clark Goddard stopped by for fuel,” I said.

“Ah.” Eva leaned against the empty chair at our table. Her tank top pulled tight when she moved. “That explains it. What’d he say this time?”

Tib took a drink and didn’t answer. I looked at Eva.

“He mentioned the rodeo,” I said. “Made a point of telling Tib it’s a shame Bordelon’s Marina won’t be represented.”

Her full lips tightened. “Clark’s good at finding pressure points.”

Tib set his beer down and stared at the table. His thumb traced a carved initial in the wood. The silence stretched out.

Eva pulled out the empty chair and sat down. She folded her arms on the table and looked at Tib. The move pressed her breasts together in a way that was hard to ignore. I tried to focus on my beer.

“You should enter,” she said.

Tib shook his head. “I can’t leave the fuel dock.”

“Jack can run the fuel dock.” She gestured toward me. “He’s been doing it for long enough now. He doesn’t need you hovering over his shoulder.”

“It’s the busiest weekend of the year.”

“So you hire someone to help for three days. Jack supervises while they do the grunt work. Problem solved.”

Tib picked up his beer and drank. He set it down carefully, making sure the glass sat exactly where it had been before. His eyes stayed fixed on something in the middle distance.

“My daddy won in ninety-eight,” Tib said quietly. “Beat Clark by less than a pound. Clark’s never forgiven him for it.”

“I’ve heard,” Eva said.

“Clark’s won six of the last ten years,” Tib continued. “He’s got sponsors and a tournament boat and a professional crew. I’ve got a forty-year-old Bertram and whatever I can scrape together.”

“You’ve also got forty years of experience on these waters,” I said. “You know where the fish are. You know the currents and the structure and every spot Clark wishes he could find.”

Tib looked at me. His pale blue eyes were tired. “That’s not enough.”

“Then make it enough,” I said. “Enter the tournament. Put together a crew. Fish it properly, and beat him.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy. I said you should do it.”

Eva reached across the table and put her hand on Tib’s arm. “How long are you going to let Clark throw that ninety-eight loss in your face before you do something about it?”

“I’m sixty-seven years old,” Tib said.

“So?” Her voice sharpened. “You’re sixty-seven and you still outwork men half your age. You’re sixty-seven and you know more about fishing the Gulf than anyone in three counties. Age isn’t your problem. Fear is.”

Tib pulled his arm back. His jaw tightened again. “I’m not afraid.”

“Then prove it,” Eva said. “Register for the tournament. Show Clark and everyone else that Bordelon’s Marina isn’t done yet.”

I picked up my beer and took another drink. The conversation had gone exactly where I’d hoped it would go. Eva was better at pushing Tib than I was. She’d known him longer. She’d earned the right to speak plainly.

Tib sat back in his chair. He looked at the ceiling, then at the bar, then back at his beer. His fingers drummed against the table.

“Registration closes in a few days,” he said.

“That gives you a few days to decide,” I said.

“I’d need a crew.”

“You’ve got me,” I said. “And Rosie would fish it if you asked her.”

Tib’s eyebrows went up. “Rosie? She’d crew on someone else’s boat?”

“She’d crew on your boat,” I said.

Rosie and I had discussed it in general terms, but I hadn’t asked her directly. Still, I knew she’d say yes. She respected Tib.

“Three people isn’t enough for a serious run,” Tib said. “We’d need at least four, maybe five.”

“Then we find five,” I said.

Eva stood up from the table. “I’m going to get you another beer. When I come back, I want to hear you’ve made a decision.”

She walked back toward the bar. Those cutoff shorts rode high on her thighs, and she moved with the easy grace of a woman who knew she was being watched and didn’t mind.

I let myself look, then turned my attention back to Tib.

“Clark wants you to sit this out,” I said. “That’s why he came by today. That’s why he made those comments about your age and the marina being a dinosaur. He’s trying to get in your head.”

“He’s been in my head for twenty-six years,” Tib said.

“Then kick him out.”

Tib’s expression shifted. Not quite a smile, but close. The hardness in his jaw eased.

“You’re pushy,” he said.

“I’m honest,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

Eva returned with two fresh beers. She set one in front of Tib and one in front of me. She stood beside the table with her arms crossed, waiting. The stance pushed her breasts up and together. I kept my eyes on her face.

Tib picked up the fresh beer. He took a long drink. When he set it down, he looked at both of us.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll think about it.”

“Thinking isn’t deciding,” Eva said.

“I said I’ll think about it. That’s more than I’ve done in a long time.”

Eva smiled. “Good enough for now.”

She walked away to check on the other customers. I picked up my beer and clinked it against Tib’s glass.

“To thinking about it,” I said.

“Don’t push your luck,” Tib said. But he was almost smiling when he said it.


Chapter Five




We drank in comfortable silence. The jukebox switched to something with more guitar.

The screen door opened. I glanced toward the entrance and felt my stomach tighten.

Clark Goddard walked in with four other men trailing behind him. They wore fishing jerseys and performance sunglasses pushed up on their heads. They moved with the loose-limbed confidence of people who’d spent the day on the water and were looking forward to spending the evening drinking and gossiping about it.

Clark saw us immediately. His eyes locked on our table in the corner. He said something to the men with him and they laughed. Then Clark led them toward the bar where they claimed stools in a cluster.

Tib’s hand tightened around his beer glass. His shoulders went rigid.

“Just can’t get away from this clown,” he said.

“We can leave,” I said quietly.

“No,” Tib said. “We were here first.”

Eva walked over to Clark’s group and took their orders. All business, no warmth in her voice. She poured beers and lined them up on the bar.

Clark’s voice carried across the bar. He told some story about a fish he’d caught that morning, his words loud enough to reach every corner of the room. His friends laughed at the right moments and nodded along.

I picked up my beer and drank. Tib did the same. We sat in our corner and watched Clark hold court at the bar.

Clark’s voice rose above the general bar noise. He leaned back on his stool with one arm draped across the bar and the other gesturing in broad sweeps. His audience of four men had their attention fixed on him. Eva stood behind the bar with her arms crossed, watching him with utter disinterest.

“When I win the rodeo,” Clark announced, “I’m buying drinks for everyone in this bar that night. Every single person. Beer, whiskey, whatever they want.” He turned to Eva. “Write it down, sweetheart. Put it on my future tab.”

His crew cheered and raised their beers. The other patrons scattered around the bar perked up and added their voices to the celebration. Free drinks were free drinks, regardless of who was buying.

Eva pulled a pen from behind her ear and wrote something on a napkin. No enthusiasm in the gesture. She tucked the napkin under the register and looked at Clark with flat eyes.

Tib’s hand slammed down on our table. The sound cracked through the bar like a gunshot. His beer glass jumped and beer sloshed onto the scarred wood.

He stood up.

I tensed. Tib was not a man prone to outbursts or dramatic gestures.

Tib walked toward the bar with his shoulders squared and his head up. Every eye in the place tracked him.

He stopped directly beside Clark’s stool and turned to face the room. His voice rang out clear and strong.

“I’ll make the same offer,” Tib said. “When I win the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo, I’m buying drinks for everyone in this bar that night.”

The cheers that erupted were louder than the ones for Clark. Longer too. The prospect of two competing free-drink offers had just doubled their odds of getting hammered on someone else’s dime. The three regulars at the far end of the bar pounded their fists on the wood and hooted.

Clark’s eyebrows went up. He swiveled on his stool to face Tib directly. A smile spread across his face, but it wasn’t angry or hostile.

It was amused. Almost delighted.

“Well now,” Clark said. “Didn’t expect to see Thibodaux Bordelon finally throwing his hat in the ring after all these years.”

“Expectations have a way of changing,” Tib said.

I sat frozen at our table in the corner. My mind raced to catch up with what had just happened.

Eva and I had pushed him to consider entering the tournament, to stop letting Clark dictate terms, to prove that Bordelon’s Marina still mattered. But I’d expected him to think about it, to mull it over for a few days, to eventually come to a decision in private.

I hadn’t expected him to declare his intentions in the middle of The Sandbar with Clark Goddard sitting three feet away.

Eva stood behind the bar with her pen still in her hand. Her green eyes were wide. She looked at Tib, then at me, then back at Tib. Her mouth hung open slightly.

Clark slid off his stool and extended his hand toward Tib. “This’ll make things interesting. It’s been a long time since Bordelon’s Marina fielded a serious entry.”

Tib shook Clark’s hand. The grip looked firm on both sides.

Tib turned and walked back toward our table. His face was composed but I saw the tension in his shoulders and the tightness around his eyes. He sat down in his chair and picked up what remained of his beer.

“What brought that on?” I asked.

“I’m tired of being scared.” Tib drained his beer and set the empty glass on the table. “Eva’s right. And if I’m going to do this, I might as well commit to it properly.”

“Even if you do win, can you afford to buy drinks for the entire bar?” I asked.

Something flashed across his face, as if he’d just now remembered that part. “I can’t think about that right now.”


Chapter Six




Tib ordered another beer. Then another.

The empties piled up between us on the scarred wood table. His eyes grew glassy and unfocused. His shoulders, which had been squared and tight with determination when he’d made his announcement, gradually slumped forward.

“Twenty-six years,” he said. His words came out slower than usual, each one carefully shaped. “Twenty-six years Clark’s been bugging me about that tournament. About my daddy winning. About how Bordelon’s Marina is dying.”

I nursed my second beer and let him talk.

“Maybe he’s right,” Tib continued. He stared at his glass. “Maybe the marina is dying. Maybe I’m just too stubborn to see it.”

“The marina’s not dying,” I said.

“We’re barely breaking even most months. The big operations are stealing our customers. And with the economy, fewer people have leftover money for going fishing.”

“You just entered the biggest fishing tournament on the Gulf Coast,” I said. “You stood up in front of Clark Goddard and everyone else in this bar and told them you’re going to win. That’s fighting back.”

Tib picked up his beer and drank. When he set it down, some of the liquid sloshed over the rim.

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” he said.

“You were thinking Clark needed to be put in his place.”

“I can’t afford to lose.” His voice dropped lower. “If I enter and lose, it proves everything Clark’s been saying. That I’m too old. That the marina’s past its prime. That we don’t belong in the same conversation with operations like his.”

“Then don’t lose,” I said.

He laughed, bitter and humorless. “You make it sound simple.”

“It’s not simple. But it’s straightforward. We put together a crew. We fish hard. We bring in the biggest haul we can.”

Tib finished his beer, then waved toward the bar for another.

The hours crawled past. The crowd at the bar thinned out. Clark and his crew left around nine, loud and laughing and talking about their plans for tomorrow’s fishing. The regulars finished their drinks and wandered out into the night. The jukebox played quieter songs as the evening wore on.

Tib drank steadily. Not fast, but consistent. He talked less as time went on. His words, when they came, grew looser and harder to follow. He told stories about his father, about the early days of the marina, about fish he’d caught and storms he’d weathered. I listened and occasionally prompted him with a question.

Around eleven, Tib pushed his chair back from the table. The legs scraped against the floor. He stood up and swayed slightly. His hand found the edge of the table and he steadied himself.

“I’m leaving,” he announced.

“You good?” I asked.

“I live close. Easy walk.”

I stood up. “Let me walk with you.”

“I’m not an invalid.” His voice sharpened despite the slur in his words. “I’ve been walking home from this bar for decades.”

“Alright.”

Tib pulled his wallet from his pocket and counted out bills with deliberate care. He set them on the table and pushed them toward the center. Then he turned and walked toward the screen door. His gait was careful and measured, each step placed with concentration.

The door slapped shut behind him.

I sat back down and finished my beer. The bar had grown quiet. A couple of staff members wiped down tables and stacked chairs. The jukebox had gone silent when someone had unplugged it, or maybe the playlist just ran out.

I picked up the bills Tib had left and carried them to the bar. Eva stood at the register with her back to the room. She counted cash and sorted it into neat stacks. Copper hair fell forward over one shoulder.

I set the bills on the bar and slid onto a stool. The vinyl cracked under my weight. Eva glanced over her shoulder and saw me. She turned and picked up the bills, counted them quickly, and tucked them into the register drawer.

“How’s he doing?” she asked.

“Drunk,” I said. “But he made it out the door under his own power.”

“That’s something.” She closed the register drawer and leaned against the bar. The view displayed by her tank top was hard to ignore, and I didn’t try very hard. “You think we pushed him too hard?”

“We pushed him exactly as hard as he needed.”

“He looked terrified.”

“But now he’s committed to doing something about it instead of just sitting with the fear.”

Eva’s mouth curved into a small smile. “I know a thing or two about fear. I dealt with it every time I had an audition.”

I looked at her more closely. “Audition?”

“From a past life.” She turned away and picked up a bar towel. She wiped down the already-clean surface of the bar.

“What kind of auditions?” I asked.

“The kind that don’t matter anymore.” She kept her eyes on the bar.

“They matter if you’re bringing them up.”

She stopped wiping and set the towel down. Her eyes met mine. There was something guarded in her expression, something that warned against pushing too hard. But there was also something that wanted to be pushed, that was tired of keeping walls up.

I leaned forward and rested my forearms on the bar. “Tell me about it.”

She hesitated. Her fingers played with the edge of the towel. Then she sighed and leaned back against the counter behind her. The position did interesting things to her figure. I kept my focus on her face.

“I was going to be a star,” she said. The words came out flat. “That was the plan. Gulf Shores’ golden girl was going to make it big on Broadway. Everyone said so. My voice teacher, my drama coach, my parents. Everyone.”

“What happened?”

“I got to Juilliard and realized I was good, but not great. There were fifty other girls in my program who were just as good. Half of them were better. And all of us were fighting for the same handful of roles that might lead somewhere.”

She picked up a glass from the drying rack and held it up to the light. She turned it slowly, checking for spots.

“I graduated with honors,” she continued. “Got representation. Started auditioning. Chorus work came easy. Cabarets in rooms where nobody listened. One off-Broadway show that closed after two weeks because the reviews were terrible and ticket sales were worse.”

“That’s more than most people manage,” I said.

“It’s not what I was supposed to manage.” She set the glass down and picked up another. “I was supposed to be the one who made it. The one from Gulf Shores who proved you could leave and become something. Instead I spent twenty years almost making it. Almost getting cast. Almost having my big break.”

“Twenty years is a long time to keep trying.”

“Twenty years is a long time to keep failing.” She set the second glass down. “I married a director who turned out to be gay. We’re still friends. I had affairs with men who were wrong for me because being wanted felt like enough. It never was.”

The bar had grown even quieter. The last staff member finished stacking chairs and disappeared into the back. Eva and I were alone in the main room.

“Why’d you come back?” I asked.

“My mother had a stroke. Someone needed to take care of her. My brother lives in Atlanta and has three kids. I was the logical choice.” Eva’s voice stayed flat and controlled. “She died three months later. Now I’m here, living in my childhood bedroom, bartending at The Sandbar, and pretending I’m figuring out my next steps.”

“Are you?”

“No.” She looked at me directly. Her eyes were bright and clear despite the hour and the subject. “I’m paralyzed. I spent forty-three years being the girl who was going somewhere. Now I’m nowhere, and I don’t know how to be that person.”

I understood that feeling more than I wanted to admit. The Coast Guard had been my identity for years. Rescue swimmer, the elite, the one who jumped out of helicopters to save lives.

Then Matt died and I lost my ability to trust myself in that role.

Now I was a dock hand at a failing marina, pretending I’d chosen this life instead of stumbling into it.

“You’re good at this,” I said. I gestured around the bar. “Working here, talking to people, making them feel comfortable.”

“I’m good at performing.” Eva’s smile turned sad. “That’s all this is. Another performance. The charming bartender who makes everyone feel special. I’ve been playing characters so long I don’t know who I am without an audience.”

I could see it now that she’d said it. The way her whole demeanor shifted when customers were around. The musical quality of her voice that made every sentence sound like dialogue from a play. The graceful movements that drew the eye and held attention. All of it deliberate, all of it armor.

“What would you do if you weren’t performing?” I asked.

She thought about that for a long moment. Her fingers drummed against the bar top.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “That’s the terrifying part. I genuinely don’t know.”

The vulnerability in her voice made my chest tighten. This woman who commanded every room she entered, who could charm anyone with a smile and a well-timed joke, who moved through the world like she owned it. Underneath all that was someone lost and scared and pretending she had answers.

I got it. I understood exactly what that felt like.

“Maybe not knowing is okay,” I said. “Maybe you don’t have to have it all figured out right now.”

“Easy for you to say.” But there was no bite in her words. “You seem to have your life together.”

I almost laughed. “I’m a twenty-seven-year-old dock hand and working for barely above minimum wage.” It didn’t seem right, in that moment, to mention my recent upgrade in living arrangements.

She studied my face. “But you’re here. You showed up for Tib tonight. You’re building something, even if you don’t see it yet.”

Eva picked up the bar towel again and twisted it between her hands. She looked down at the fabric instead of at me.

“I miss it sometimes,” she said quietly. “The auditions. The terrible ones where I knew I didn’t have a chance and the good ones where I thought maybe this time. The waiting by the phone for my agent to call. The whole desperate, exhausting cycle of it.”

“Why?”

“Because at least then I was trying. At least then I had hope that tomorrow might be different. Now that I’m here, tomorrow is going to look exactly like today.”

The honesty in her voice cut straight through me. This wasn’t performance. This was real. This was Eva Gilbert without the charm and the smile and the musical voice. This was the woman underneath.

She was beautiful like this. More beautiful than when she was working the room and making everyone fall a little bit in love with her. The exhaustion and fear stripped away the polish and left something raw and real.

I had Anna. I had Rosie. That should have been more than enough for any man. But Eva Gilbert was something else entirely, and I couldn’t pretend I didn’t feel it.

“Tomorrow might surprise you,” I said.

She looked up at me. Her eyes searched my face. “You really believe that?”

“I’m sitting here talking to you at eleven thirty at night in an empty bar. Not that long ago I was sleeping in my truck and planning to leave Gulf Shores as soon as I’d saved enough money. Yeah, I believe tomorrow might surprise you.”

A smile crossed her face. “Okay then.”

“I’ll let you close up,” I said.

“Thanks for listening,” she said.

“Anytime.”

I slid off the stool and headed for the door, where I pushed through the screen door into the night.


Chapter Seven




The Sandbar sat two blocks from the beach, and my truck could wait. The ocean pulled at me the way it always did. I walked down the narrow side street that dead-ended at the sand, climbed over the low dune fence, and dropped onto the beach.

The moon hung fat and bright over the water. Waves rolled in with their endless rhythm. Day heat still radiated up through the sand. I sat down and stretched my legs out in front of me.

Eva’s honesty stuck with me. Most people kept their walls up with someone they barely knew. She’d let me see the scared and lost woman underneath the performance, and I respected that.

A light appeared down the beach to my left, small and bouncing in a rhythm that matched footfalls. It grew closer and resolved into a headlamp strapped across someone’s forehead. The runner’s shape emerged from the darkness behind it.

A woman, clearly. Her silhouette moved through the dark with a hip-sway that would have given her away even without the shape of full breasts and a narrow waist. She wore running shorts, a sports bra, and her ponytail swung behind her with every stride.

She slowed as she approached. The headlamp beam swept across the sand and found me. She stopped about ten feet off and put her hands on her hips, breathing hard.

Then she lifted a hand to wave.

“Are you all right?” she asked between breaths.

I knew the voice. Cami Segura, the FEMA structural engineer who’d been in and out of Bordelon’s a couple times. We’d only spoken once.

I stood and brushed sand off the back of my shorts, then walked closer. The headlamp washed across her face and threw her features into hard relief. Sweat glistened on her brown skin.

I kept my eyes on her face. Mostly.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said.

She tilted her head. Recognition dawned in her eyes. “You’re Tib Bordelon’s dock hand.”

“Jack Deason,” I said.

“I remember. I’m Cami Segura.” She extended her hand. I shook it. Her grip was firm despite the exhaustion.

“I remember, too,” I said.

Up close I could see the small lines at the corners of her eyes, the set of her mouth. Late forties, had to be. She had twenty years on me, easy, but she didn’t wear it anywhere on her body.

“I thought maybe you were stumbling out drunk from The Sandbar,” Cami said.

“That was Tib tonight, not me.”

“What was the occasion?” She lowered her hand but didn’t move away. Her breathing started to even out. Her chest rose and fell against the sports bra, and I made a point of looking somewhere else.

“He just publicly declared he’s entering the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo, right in front of Clark Goddard and promised to buy drinks for the entire bar if he wins.”

“Oh yeah.” Cami nodded slowly. The ponytail moved with her. “I forgot that was coming up.”

“Seems like you don’t get involved.”

She shook her head. “No. I have too much work to do to think about stuff like that, especially this time of year.” She paused. Her expression shifted into something thoughtful. “I wouldn’t mind seeing Clark Goddard lose, though. That man is a hassle to deal with. His boats, his charters, all of it. He’ll work just as hard to be noncompliant as he would to be compliant. I try to explain this to him, but it’s in one ear and out the other. Honestly, it’s probably because I’m a woman, so he automatically thinks I don’t know what I’m talking about.” She caught herself and waved a hand, as if clearing the air. “Sorry. I don’t want to bore you with work stuff.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “You prefer to run at night?”

“No. But it’s the only time I can do it with my job.”

Her gaze swung down the beach the way she’d been running. The running shorts moved when she shifted her weight, and there was a lot of toned, tanned leg to work with.

She looked back at me. “I should keep going. I’ve got another mile to finish.”

“Alright.”

“See you around the marina,” she said.

“Yeah. See you.”

She turned and started jogging again. The headlamp bounced with each stride. Her figure retreated down the beach, and her body moved with an athletic grace.

I watched longer than I should have.


Chapter Eight




Tib arrived at seven instead of his usual six. He moved like every step required deliberate thought. His face was pale and his eyes were bloodshot. The skin around his jaw looked slack.

I met him at the fuel dock with a bottle of water and two aspirin I’d picked up from the store.

“You look like hell,” I said.

“I feel worse.” He took the aspirin and the water. He swallowed both pills and drank half the bottle in one go. “What’d I miss?”

“Nothing yet. Early crowd hasn’t shown up.”

He nodded slowly. The movement seemed to hurt him. “Good.”

“Take it easy today,” I said. “I’ve got things covered.”

“Can’t take it easy. Too much to do.”

“Nothing that won’t wait until tomorrow.”

Tib finished the water and crushed the plastic bottle in his fist. He looked out at the waterway where morning light lay flat and golden on the surface. A pelican dove and came up with a fish. The bird flew away with its prize dangling from its beak.

“I made a fool of myself last night,” Tib said.

“You stood up to Clark Goddard. That’s not foolish.”

“I promised to buy drinks for the whole bar if I win a tournament I haven’t entered in fifteen years.” His voice was flat. “That’s pretty damn foolish.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“Will I?” He turned to look at me. The exhaustion in his eyes went deeper than the hangover. “I don’t even have a boat.”

“You’ve got a whole marina full of boats.”

“None of them are mine. Charter captains own their own vessels. I just rent them the slips.” He rubbed his forehead. “Even if I could borrow one, it wouldn’t be right. The rodeo’s about pride. About showing up with your own gear and proving you’re the best. Can’t do that in a borrowed boat.”

“We’ll figure that out, too,” I said. “Go rest. I’ll handle things here.”

Tib looked like he wanted to argue. Then whatever fight he had left just drained out of him. He nodded and headed toward the office.
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I spent the morning working the fuel dock. The weekend boaters came through in their usual waves. Families heading out for a day on the water. Fishing groups already telling stories about the ones that got away. A couple on a Sea-Doo who asked directions to the nearest beach.

Around noon I checked on Tib. He was slumped in his desk chair with his head tipped back and his mouth open. Soft snores rattled from his chest. I closed the office door quietly and went back to work.

The afternoon stretched long and hot. I topped off fuel tanks and logged sales. I helped a guy with a fouled prop line. I restocked the bait cooler with shrimp we’d gotten that morning from a supplier down the coast.

Tib emerged from the office around three. He looked better. Not good, but better. Some color had returned to his face and his eyes focused properly again. He walked with more purpose.

“You survived,” I said.

“Barely.” He pulled his cap off and ran his hand through his white hair. “Thanks for covering.”

“No problem.”

Tib put his cap back on and adjusted it. He looked at me for a long moment.

“Come with me,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

He led me away from the fuel dock. We walked past the wet slips where boats rocked gently in their moorings, passed the repair bay, and continued toward the back corner of the marina property.

I’d been working here for weeks now and had covered most of the grounds, but this corner had always seemed empty. Just a chain-link fence marking the property line and some scrub brush that had grown up against it.

Tib stopped in front of what I’d taken for a pile of junk covered with a tarp. The tarp was sun-faded and torn in places. Whatever was underneath had the general shape of a boat but I’d never paid it much attention. The marina had storage for dozens of vessels and this looked like one more forgotten project.

Tib grabbed the edge of the tarp and yanked. Dust rose in a cloud. I coughed and waved my hand in front of my face.

The boat underneath emerged.

She was an older sportfisher, maybe thirty-two feet long, with a white hull and a blue stripe running along the waterline. A small pilothouse stood forward, with a cockpit behind it for fighting fish. The engine hatch sat flush in the cockpit deck, and the cabin door below the pilothouse led to a cramped forward berth.

The whole thing looked tired. Dirt and water stains streaked the hull. Leaves piled in the corners of the deck. Spider webs stretched between the console and the gunwales.

But underneath the neglect, I saw good bones. Clean lines and solid construction. It was the kind of boat that was built to work rather than to look pretty.

“This was my father’s boat,” Tib said. His voice was quiet. “He bought her in 1995. Fished her hard for three years. This is the boat he used when he beat Clark Goddard in the ’98 rodeo.”

I walked around the hull. The fiberglass was scratched and faded but I didn’t see any major cracks or damage. The deck hardware was rusted but still attached. The steering console housing was intact.

“When did you last run her?” I asked.

“Nineteen years ago, right after my father died.” Tib stood with his hands in his pockets. “We took her out once for the memorial. Scattered his ashes about twenty miles offshore in his favorite fishing spot. Then I brought her back here, pulled the engine for parts, and covered her up. Haven’t touched her since.”

I opened the console housing. The wiring inside was a rat’s nest. Literally. A rodent had built a nest in the space where the steering column met the dashboard. Old insulation and shredded material filled the cavity.

“Why?” I asked.

“I couldn’t stand to look at her. Every time I saw this boat I thought about him. About watching him die in the hospital. About having to run the marina alone. About Clark Goddard showing up at the funeral and telling me he’d just been lucky in ’98.”

“We can fix her up,” I said.

Tib shook his head. “Look at her. She’s been sitting here for almost two decades. The wiring’s shot. The fuel system’s corroded. The deck’s rotted in places. We’d need to rebuild the engine. New electronics. New damn near everything.”

“So we fix damn near everything.”

“It would take months. We’ve got two weeks until the rodeo.”

I climbed up onto the deck. My weight made the boat shift slightly on her trailer. I lifted the engine hatch in the cockpit deck and inspected the mounts below, corroded but structurally sound.

“We won’t know until we start,” I said.

Tib looked up at me. The afternoon sun put him in silhouette. I couldn’t see his expression clearly but I heard the skepticism in his voice.

“Even if we could get her running, we’d still need to do it all while running the marina during the busiest season of the year.”

“We’ll have to work at night after the marina closes,” I said. “A couple of weeks of night work won’t kill us.”

I jumped down from the deck. I walked over to where Tib stood and looked at the boat from his angle.

She was a mess. No getting around that. But she was also beautiful in the way old working boats are beautiful. She’d been built to fish, had been fished hard, and still had some left in her if someone was willing to put in the work.

“Your father won in this boat,” I said. “That means this boat knows how to win. She’s got it in her. We just have to wake her up.”

Tib was quiet for a long time.

“It’s going to take a lot of work,” he said finally.

“We’ll make time.”

“You sure about this?”

I looked at the boat again and imagined her cleaned up and in the water, the motors running smooth and the deck solid under our feet, Tib at the helm running offshore to his father’s old fishing grounds.

“I’ve got a feeling we can get her working right on time,” I said.


Chapter Nine




The elevator ride at Azure Towers felt longer than usual. The mirrored walls reflected a dock hand who’d spent the day doing manual labor in the Gulf Coast heat.

The elevator doors opened on the twenty-second floor. Near my door was a delivery guy with an insulated bag slung over his shoulder. Maybe twenty, wearing a polo shirt with a pizza shop’s logo on the chest. He turned and nearly walked straight into me.

“Sorry, man.” He stepped aside to let me pass. He saw that I was heading to the room he had just delivered to. “Those ladies in there… damn. Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it, lucky bastard.”

He walked away, and the elevator doors closed behind him.

Anna and Rosie were in the kitchen, laughing about something. The smell of pepperoni and cheese hit me, and my stomach woke up and demanded attention.

Anna saw me first. Her smile widened. “Hey. We figured you’d be hungry.”

“Starving.”

“We ordered enough for an army,” Rosie said. “Hope you like pepperoni and sausage.”

“I like anything I don’t have to cook.”

Anna wrinkled her nose. “You smell like a dock.”

“Because I’ve been on a dock all day.”

“Go shower. We’ll get everything set up.”

Rosie was already pulling plates down from the cabinet. She moved through the kitchen with the easy familiarity of someone who’d spent more time there than me. This condo was quickly becoming our space. Which was fine, since it was definitely far too big for just me.

I headed for the shower.

I scrubbed salt and sweat and marina grime down the drain. I stepped out feeling almost human again.

I pulled on clean shorts and a t-shirt. My hair was still damp when I walked back. Anna and Rosie had set up at the dining table. The balcony doors stood open, and the evening breeze carried the sound of the Gulf rolling against the beach.

Anna sat to my right, Rosie to my left.

Anna served herself a slice and passed the box to me. “How was your day?”

“Long. Productive. You first. How was yours?”

She took a sip of wine and set the glass down. “I had three inspections scheduled. Two were routine. The third one was interesting.”

“Interesting how?” Rosie asked.

“The owner claimed his boat hit a submerged object that damaged the hull and lower unit. The damage pattern didn’t match. It looked like he’d run her up on a sandbar at speed and was trying to blame it on something he couldn’t have avoided.”

“Did you call him on it?” I asked.

“I documented everything and wrote up my report. The claims adjuster will make the final decision, but I made my position clear.” Anna picked a piece of pepperoni off her slice and ate it. “He wasn’t happy. Started talking about getting a lawyer. I gave him the number for our legal department and wished him luck.”

“That’s got to get old,” Rosie said. “People lying to you all day.”

“Most people are honest. It’s the ones who aren’t that stick with you.” Anna looked at me. “How about you, Rosie? What did you do today?”

The warmth drained out of Rosie’s face. She set down the slice she’d been holding and reached for her wine glass. She took a long drink before answering.

“I didn’t take the boat out.” Her voice went flat. “Philippe called this morning. There’s some paperwork related to the divorce settlement that needs my signature. He wanted to meet to discuss it.”

“Did you go?”

“Yeah.” Rosie stared at her plate. “We met at a coffee shop outside of town. He brought the papers. I signed them. It took ten minutes.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said.

“It wasn’t the signing that was the problem. He brought his girlfriend, the pharmaceutical rep he’d been sleeping with while we were married. She waited outside, but I saw her through the window. She even had the audacity to wave at me.”

The bitterness in Rosie’s voice cut through the room. Anna’s face tightened. My jaw clenched.

“He brought her on purpose,” Rosie continued. “He wanted me to see them together. He wanted me to know that he’d moved on and was happy. That’s the kind of man he is. He can’t just win. He has to make sure you know you lost.”

“I’m sorry,” Anna said. Her voice was soft. “I know how hard this is for you.”

“It shouldn’t be hard anymore. We’ve been divorced for two years. I don’t really care who he’s sleeping with or whether he’s happy. I hate that he’s trying to twist the knife in me while this whole thing is already hard enough.” Rosie took another drink of wine.

Pain crossed Rosie’s face. Anger that had nowhere to go. Philippe still had power over her, and she hated him for it.

I reached over and rested my hand on her shoulder. She leaned into the touch. Her body was tense under my palm.

“He’s a piece of shit,” I said. “You know that. We know that. Eventually it’ll stop mattering.”

“When?” Rosie asked.

“I don’t know. But you’re not alone while you wait to find out.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were wet but no tears fell. She nodded slowly.

Anna picked up the wine bottle and refilled Rosie’s glass. “You’ll feel better after a little more wine and food.”

Rosie picked up her slice again. She took a small bite. We ate in silence for a few minutes. Her shoulders dropped. The Gulf rolled against the beach through the open screens.

Anna turned to me. “Your turn. Tell us about your day.”

I finished my slice and reached for another. “Last night got interesting.”

“How interesting?” Rosie asked.

“Tib got drunk at The Sandbar and challenged Clark Goddard to compete in the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo.”

Both women stared at me. Anna set down her wine glass.

“He did what?” Anna said.

“Clark was there running his mouth about how Bordelon’s Marina was finished and Tib was washed up. Eva Gilbert kept pushing Tib to stand up for himself. It built up until Tib stood and announced he was entering the rodeo. Then he promised to buy drinks for the whole bar if he wins.”

“Oh my God,” Anna said. “That’s insane.”

“That’s exactly what Tib said this morning when he sobered up.”

“What did Clark do?” Rosie asked.

“He laughed. Made some joke about Tib not even having a boat. Then he left.”

Anna leaned back in her chair and shook her head. “Tib hasn’t entered that tournament in years. Not since his father died. This is going to be a disaster.”

“Maybe not. He showed me his father’s boat this afternoon. The one his dad used to beat Clark in 1998. It’s been sitting under a tarp for almost twenty years, but the bones are good. We can fix it up.”

“In two weeks?” Anna’s skepticism was clear. “The amount of work that would take is enormous.”

“I know. But I think we can do it.”

“We?” Rosie said.

“Me, Tib, anyone else we can recruit. It’s going to take a lot of hours. The marina’s going to get busy with rodeo prep traffic, which means we’ll be working on the boat whenever we can steal time. Early mornings, late nights, maybe some overnights if necessary.”

Anna reached for her wine glass. She took a slow sip and studied my face. “You really think you can pull this off?”

“I think we have to try. Tib needs this. Not just the tournament, but the boat. That boat is his father’s legacy. Bringing it back to life would mean everything to him.”

“Eva really pushed him into this?” Rosie asked.

“Yeah. She was relentless. Kept telling him he had to stand up to Clark, that running away wasn’t an option. I give her credit. She saw what Tib needed to hear and said it.”

Anna smiled slightly. “Eva’s good at that. She knows how to read people and how to push their buttons. When she wants to be persuasive, she can be.”

“I noticed.”

Rosie picked up the wine bottle and topped off her glass. “This is going to be interesting to watch. Clark’s not going to take this lying down. He’ll do everything he can to make sure Tib fails.”

“Let him try. We’ll be ready.”

We finished eating. Anna collected the empty boxes and took them to the kitchen. Rosie gathered the plates and followed her. They moved around each other in the small space without speaking. Anna rinsed plates and handed them to Rosie, who loaded the dishwasher. They didn’t need to talk to coordinate. They just knew.

I carried the wine glasses to the sink. Anna took them from me and rinsed them.

“Sounds like we’ve all had eventful days,” she said.

“That’s one way to put it,” Rosie said.

Anna dried her hands. “I have a suggestion that’ll help us decompress. Let’s get in the hot tub and relax a little.”


Chapter Ten




Anna climbed into the hot tub first. She eased down into the water with a soft sigh. Steam curled off the surface. Her black bikini showed off tanned shoulders and the curves of her breasts.

Rosie followed, settling on the opposite side. Navy blue, cut high on the hips. Her legs looked even longer than they were. She caught me looking and held my gaze for a half-second before glancing away.

I got in last and sat between them, my back against one of the jets. The water made my skin tingle. Jets churned bubbles through the tub. I stretched my arms out along the edge and let my head fall back against the rim. The tension in my shoulders unwound.

“This is exactly what I needed,” Anna said. She’d closed her eyes and tilted her face toward the sky, purple at the horizon, black overhead. The hot tub was in the corner of the condo’s balcony.

“Same,” Rosie said. She sat lower in the water, submerged to her collarbones. Her dark hair floated around her shoulders.

We soaked in silence. The Gulf rolled against the beach below us. Music drifted up from somewhere. Voices laughed in the distance.

I thought about last night, about how Anna and Rosie left without saying much.

There were questions that needed to be answered. What did I want? What was this becoming? Were we all on the same page, or just pretending until somebody got hurt?

“I want to talk about something,” I said.

Anna and Rosie both looked at me.

“Okay.” Anna’s voice was steady.

Rosie straightened in the water.

I looked at Anna, then Rosie, then back to Anna. Both women watched me.

“I’ve been thinking about what this is between the three of us, and where it’s going. I think we need to talk about it openly instead of dancing around it.”

Anna’s lips curved into a small smile. Relief crossed her face. “I was hoping you’d bring this up.”

“Me too,” Rosie said. Her voice was quiet but steady. “I wanted to say something but I didn’t know how to start.”

“Then let me start. I’m attracted to both of you. A lot. I like spending time with you. I like talking to you. I like being around you. Both of you, separately and together.”

Anna’s smile widened. Rosie’s eyes were fixed on me.

“I don’t want to play games or pretend this is something it’s not,” I continued. “I want to keep seeing both of you, if that’s something you’re both comfortable with. But I need to know we’re all honest about what we’re doing. No hidden expectations. No unspoken rules that blow up later. Just honesty.”

The water churned around us. Steam rose in lazy spirals. Anna reached over and placed her hand on my knee under the water.

“I’m comfortable with it,” she said. “More than comfortable. I want this. I want you. And I like Rosie. I like spending time with her. The three of us together feels right to me.”

Rosie looked at Anna, then at me. Her expression softened in a way I hadn’t seen before.

“I want this too,” Rosie said. “I’ve been alone for a long time. I told myself that I didn’t need anyone. But that was a lie I told myself because it felt safer than risking getting hurt again.” She took a breath and let it out slowly. “Being with you feels different. Being with both of you feels different. It feels like something I can trust.”

“Then we trust each other,” I said. “We’re honest. We talk when something doesn’t feel right. We don’t let things fester. And we all agree that this only works if everyone’s happy with it.”

Anna squeezed my knee. “Agreed.”

“Agreed,” Rosie said.

Anna turned to face me more fully. “I’ve done relationships the traditional way my whole life. The way we’re told they’re supposed to work. One man, one woman, exclusive, building toward marriage. I was engaged once and it fell apart. Every serious relationship I’ve had has ended the same way. Something always breaks.”

“Same,” Rosie said. Her voice was quiet. “I did everything right. Married the man I was ‘supposed to’ marry. Built the life I was ‘supposed to’ build. And it destroyed me. Philippe didn’t just cheat. He made me think I was crazy for suspecting it. The whole paradigm was broken from the start and I didn’t see it until it was too late.”

Anna’s hand was still on my knee. “What I’m saying is, the rulebook hasn’t worked for me. Not once. So when something comes along that feels different, but feels right even though it doesn’t fit the script? I’m willing to try it.”

Rosie nodded slowly. “I spent two years alone because I didn’t trust myself to choose again. But this doesn’t feel like a choice I’m making alone. It feels like something we’re all building together.”

They both looked at me.

“It all makes sense to me,” I said.

Already these two women sounded far more wise and mature than any of the girls my own age I’d dated. None of them would’ve been capable of articulating these kinds of desires and experiences.

Something shifted. It felt like the air had been cleared.

Anna moved closer. She slid through the water until her thigh pressed against mine. Her hand moved from my knee to my chest.

Rosie moved at the same time. She crossed the distance between us and settled on my other side. Her body pressed against mine. The water made her skin slippery and warm.

I turned my head toward Anna, then kissed her. Her lips parted under mine. She tasted like wine. Her hand slid up my chest to my shoulder. Her fingers dug in.

Rosie’s hand found my other shoulder. I broke the kiss with Anna and turned to Rosie, and kissed her. She leaned into me. Her lips were softer than Anna’s, tentative at first, then urgent.

Anna’s lips found my neck. She kissed the spot just below my ear that sent electricity down my spine. Her breath was hot against my skin.

I turned back to Anna. She met me halfway. Our mouths came together and this time the kiss was deeper. Her tongue touched mine. Her hand moved to the back of my neck and pulled me closer.

Rosie’s lips trailed across my shoulder. Her fingers traced patterns on my chest. Her breasts pressed against my arm through the thin fabric of her bikini top.

I broke away from Anna and kissed Rosie again. This time she didn’t hesitate. She opened her mouth immediately and kissed me back with the kind of hunger that had been building for days. Her hand moved to my jaw and held me there.

Anna kissed my shoulder. Her hand slid down my chest to my stomach. She traced the lines of muscle there with her fingertips.

I pulled back and looked at both women. They looked back at me with flushed faces and bright eyes.

“This unconventional relationship of ours is happening,” I said.

“Yes.” Anna’s voice had dropped lower. “It is.”

Rosie nodded.

The three of us sat there for a moment. Water churned around us. The sky overhead had gone to black.

It felt good to make it official with words. Now, it only seemed right to celebrate it with actions…


Chapter Eleven




Anna moved first. She slid off the bench seat and positioned herself between my legs. The water came up to her shoulders. Her hands found my thighs and pushed them apart.

Rosie watched Anna for a second, then followed. She moved to the other side. Both of them knelt in the water facing me. Their hands touched my legs, my hips, my stomach. They looked up at me with expressions that made my pulse hammer in my throat.

Anna’s fingers hooked into the waistband of my swim trunks. She pulled them down slowly. I lifted my hips to help her. She slid them off completely and tossed them onto the deck. I shifted forward on the bench and sat on the edge, bringing myself above the waterline.

Anna wrapped her hand around the base of my hard cock. The grip sent a jolt through me. Rosie’s hand joined hers, smaller fingers curling around the shaft just above Anna’s. They stroked together in a slow rhythm.

Anna leaned forward and took the head into her mouth. She sucked gently and looked up at me through her lashes. Her eyes held mine while she worked me deeper.

Rosie kissed the base where Anna’s hand still gripped me. Her lips moved up the shaft in soft kisses while Anna’s mouth moved down. They met in the middle. Their lips brushed against each other as they worked me from both sides.

Anna pulled back and let Rosie take over. Rosie’s mouth was smaller, tighter. She took me in slowly, her tongue swirling around the head. She made a soft sound in her throat that vibrated through my cock. Her dark eyes lifted to mine. She held my gaze while she took me deeper.

Anna kissed my hip, my lower stomach, the V of muscle that led down to where Rosie’s mouth worked. Her hands roamed across my chest and stomach. She found my nipple and pinched it lightly. I groaned.

Rosie pulled off with a wet sound. She stroked me while she caught her breath. Anna leaned in immediately and took me back into her mouth. She went deeper this time, taking me almost to the back of her throat. Her hands gripped my thighs hard.

They traded off like that, back and forth, one mouth replacing the other in a rhythm. Anna sucked me with confidence. Rosie was hungrier, like she’d been waiting years for this.

I tangled my fingers in Anna’s hair. She smiled up at me around my cock. I tightened my grip and she moaned.

Rosie’s hand found my balls under the water. She cupped them gently and rolled them in her palm. Her mouth found the shaft again while Anna took the head. The dual sensation made my hips jerk.

“Fuck,” I said. The word came out rough.

Anna pulled back and stroked me with her hand. “You like that?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She took me back into her mouth and sucked hard.

Rosie kissed my inner thigh. Her hand replaced Anna’s on my shaft while Anna focused on the head. They worked together without needing to coordinate. One mouth, one hand, constant motion and pressure that built and built until I couldn’t think straight.

Anna pulled off and let Rosie take over again. Rosie took me deep and held me there. Her throat tightened around me. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes but she didn’t pull back. She held me there until she needed air, then pulled off gasping.

“Whoa,” I said.

Rosie wiped her mouth and smiled. “Your turn,” she said to Anna.

Anna stood up in the water. Droplets ran down her body. She reached behind her back and untied her bikini top. The fabric fell away. Her breasts were full and heavy, the nipples dark and hard. She dropped the top on the deck and moved closer.

I slid back down into the water. She straddled my lap. Her knees settled on the bench seat on either side of my hips. The heat of her pressed against my cock through the thin fabric of her bikini bottoms. She ground against me and I groaned.

Rosie moved to the side. Her hand traced patterns on my chest while she watched Anna.

Anna reached between us and pulled her bikini bottoms to the side. She positioned herself over me. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance. She was slick and hot even through the water. She lowered herself slowly. Inch by inch she took me in. Her mouth fell open. Her eyes closed.

“Oh…” she whispered.

She sank down until I filled her completely. She sat there for a moment, adjusting. Her inner walls gripped me tight. I put my hands on her hips and held her steady.

She started to move. Slow at first, rocking her hips in a grinding motion that made her clit rub against my pelvis. Her hands braced on my shoulders. Her breasts swayed in front of my face. I leaned forward and took one nipple into my mouth. I sucked hard and she gasped.

“Yes, like that.”

I switched to the other nipple and gave it the same treatment. My hands moved from her hips to her ass. I gripped the firm muscle and helped her move. She rode me faster. The water churned around us. Waves sloshed over the edge of the tub onto the deck.

Rosie leaned in and kissed my shoulder. Her hand moved down my chest to my stomach, holding me, staying connected while she watched.

Anna cried out. Her rhythm faltered. I took over, gripping her hips and driving up into her. My hips left the bench seat with each thrust. The water made it harder but I compensated. I pulled her down hard while I thrust up.

“Fuck, Jack. Right there. Don’t stop.”

I kept the same angle, the same pace. Rosie’s hand pressed flat against my stomach. Anna’s head fell back. Her spine arched. Her breasts thrust forward. I took advantage and sucked her nipple back into my mouth.

She came with a sharp cry that echoed across the balcony. Her body went rigid. Her inner walls gripped me so tight it bordered on pain. The contractions milked my cock. I thrust through her orgasm and felt my own building fast.

“I’m close,” I said.

“Come inside me,” Anna said. Her voice was breathless. “I want to feel it.”

That was all it took. I thrust up hard and buried myself deep. The orgasm tore through me. I came in long, hot pulses that wrung me empty. Anna held me tight while I spent myself inside her. Her lips found mine and kissed me hard.

I collapsed back against the tub. Anna stayed on my lap, my softening cock still inside her. She rested her forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard.

Rosie’s hand touched my face. She turned my head toward her and kissed me, soft and slow.

Anna lifted herself off me carefully. She settled back onto the bench seat next to me. Her hand rested on my thigh under the water. She looked satisfied and relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen before.

I looked at Rosie. She met my eyes and I saw the question there. She wanted her turn but she didn’t want to ask.

“Come here,” I said.

She moved into my lap immediately. Her legs wrapped around my waist. Her arms went around my neck. She kissed me before I could say anything else. The kiss was desperate and needy. Her body pressed against mine. I felt her heart pounding.

I was still half-hard from Anna. Rosie’s proximity brought me back fast. My cock thickened between us. She felt it and made a sound low in her throat.

She reached between us and untied the strings on her bikini bottoms. The fabric floated away in the churning water. She positioned herself over me. Her hand wrapped around my cock and guided me to her entrance.

She sank down slowly. She was tighter than Anna, her body gripping me with an intensity that made me grit my teeth. She took me inch by inch until I filled her completely. She stopped and sat there, adjusting.

“Okay?” I asked.

“Yes. More than okay.”

She started to move. Her rhythm was different from Anna’s. Where Anna had been confident and grinding, Rosie was searching. She experimented with different angles until she found one that made her gasp. Then she focused on that angle and rode me with increasing intensity.

Anna’s hand moved to Rosie’s back. She traced patterns there while she watched. Her other hand stayed on my thigh, a grounding touch that reminded me she was there.

I gripped Rosie’s hips and helped her move. She was light enough that I could lift her and pull her down again with each thrust. The water helped. I set a faster pace than Anna’s, harder, and Rosie responded. Her head fell back. Her breasts bounced with each thrust.

“Yes. Yes.”

I kissed her exposed throat. My teeth grazed the soft skin.

“You like that?” I asked against her neck.

“Yes. Do it again.”

I bit down harder this time, not enough to leave a mark but enough to make her feel it. She cried out and her hips bucked against mine.

Anna leaned in and kissed my shoulder from the other side. Her hand found mine under the water and laced our fingers together.

I shifted my angle slightly and thrust up harder. The new angle hit something inside Rosie that made her whole body jerk.

“There. Right there. Please don’t stop.”

My hands gripped her hips. Each thrust drove up into her while I pulled her down to meet me. The water sloshed violently around us. More waves spilled over the edge onto the deck.

Rosie’s breathing turned ragged. Her fingernails dug into my shoulders. Her inner walls started to flutter around me. She was close.

I slid my hand between us and found Rosie’s clit. I rubbed it in firm circles while I kept thrusting.

Rosie came with something close to a sob. Her whole body convulsed. She tightened around me until I couldn’t breathe. The contractions triggered my own release. I thrust up one last time and held her there while I came inside her. The second orgasm hit harder than the first. Every muscle in my body locked up. I spent myself inside her while she trembled in my arms.

She collapsed against my chest. Her face pressed into my neck. She panted against my skin. I wrapped my arms around her and held her while the aftershocks ran through her body.

Anna’s hand rested on Rosie’s back while she recovered.

We stayed like that for a long time. The water settled. The night air cooled the sweat on our skin. The Gulf rolled against the beach below.

Eventually Rosie lifted her head and looked at me. Her dark eyes were wet but she was smiling.

Anna leaned against my shoulder. Rosie stayed in my lap. We sat there together while the stars came out overhead.


Chapter Twelve




Cool air moved through the condo’s bedroom. The AC hummed behind the walls. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows the Gulf stretched out black under a sky full of stars.

We’d moved inside an hour ago, showered off the chlorine, and claimed the king bed together. Now we lay in a tangle of limbs and sheets.

Anna was on my left, her head on my shoulder, one leg thrown over mine. Rosie was on my right, curled on her side with her hand resting on my chest.

Anna’s fingers traced slow circles on my stomach. “We should talk about the rodeo,” she said.

I turned my head toward her. “What about it?”

“How we can help Tib win.”

Rosie shifted beside me. Her fingers curled against my chest. “I’ve been thinking about that too. What does he need?”

I stared at the ceiling. Tib had a boat and decades on these waters. What he didn’t have was Clark Goddard’s budget.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “Tib and I will probably go over the plan tomorrow. I’ll know more after that.”

“Whatever he needs, I’m in,” Anna said. “I want to see him beat Clark.”

“Same,” Rosie said. Her voice was quiet but firm. “Clark’s an asshole. Tib’s a good man. I’ll do whatever I can.”

This had become about more than the rodeo.

“I’ll let you both know what we need,” I said. “As soon as I figure it out.”

Anna kissed my shoulder. “Good.”

We fell quiet. The air conditioning cycled off. The silence that followed settled over us. Anna’s breathing slowed and deepened. Her hand went still on my stomach.

Anna’s breathing evened out. She’d fallen asleep. Her body relaxed against mine.

Rosie’s hand stilled on my chest. Her breathing slowed to match Anna’s.

I lay there between them. Below us the Gulf rolled against the beach.

We had the beginnings of something. A small team with no business thinking we could win.

But we were going to try anyway.
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I woke up between Anna and Rosie. Neither had moved.

Anna stirred first. She lifted her head and squinted at the clock on the nightstand.

“Six thirty,” she said. “I have an inspection at nine.”

Rosie groaned and pressed her face into my shoulder. “Charter at seven. I need to go.”

We untangled ourselves and took turns in the bathroom. Anna made coffee while Rosie and I got dressed. The three of us stood in the kitchen for a few minutes, drinking coffee and not saying much. The silence felt comfortable and easy.

Anna kissed me before she left. Rosie did the same. They walked out together, headed for the elevator, already talking about something I couldn’t hear.

I finished my coffee and drove to Bordelon’s.

The marina office sat dark when I pulled in, with the lights off and door locked. Tib opened the office at seven every morning without fail. My watch said six fifty.

I walked the docks. A few early fishermen prepped their boats. Nobody had seen Tib.

I found him by the storage building that held his father’s boat.

It sat on a trailer under a metal roof that kept the sun off. Tib stood at the stern with his arms crossed. He stared at the boat like he was trying to solve a problem he couldn’t quite figure out. He had a legal pad in one hand covered in notes. His other hand held a pen that he tapped against his leg.

I walked closer and he glanced over. He didn’t look surprised to see me.

“You’re early,” he said.

“So are you.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Tib gestured at the boat with his pen. “Came in early to take stock of what needs doing before we can run her in the rodeo.”

He handed me the legal pad. The list ran down the entire page.

Teak decking: sand, seal, refinish.

Outriggers: service hydraulics, replace worn rigging.

Engine room: oil change, fuel filters, check belts and hoses.

Electronics: test depth finder, GPS, radio.

Safety gear: replace flares, check fire extinguisher.

Bilge pump: service, test.

I read through the list twice. The first three items were the heavy ones. The rest was standard maintenance that any boat needed before a tournament.

“How long do you think this will take?” I asked.

“We’d really need to push to get all this done before the rodeo.”

The rodeo was two weeks away. Almost no margin for error.

“I talked to Anna and Rosie about this,” I said. “They want to help however they can.”

Tib’s expression stayed neutral but something shifted in his eyes. Gratitude, but still some lingering doubt. He took the legal pad back from me and looked at it again.

“I appreciate that,” he said. “But most of this is boat work. Specialized stuff. I’m not sure what they could do.”

“Maybe not the technical stuff,” I said. “But there’s other work. Cleaning, organizing, running for parts. Whatever takes time away from the main repairs. But also, I think they might could surprise you with what they can do.”

Tib tapped his pen against the pad. He looked at the boat again.

“We’ll have to do most of this after hours,” he said. “We can’t afford to shut down operations during the day. The marina needs to stay open. As you said before, that means working nights and weekends.”

“I’m here,” I said. “As much as you need.”

Tib turned to look at me. His pale blue eyes studied my face for a long moment. He looked tired. The kind of tired that came from carrying weight alone for too long.

“I’m grateful for that, son,” he said. His voice was quieter than usual.

We stood there together in the shade of the storage building. The metal roof creaked as the sun heated it. From the docks came the sound of boat engines turning over and lines being cast off. The morning was getting started without us.

“We’ll start tonight,” Tib said. “After close. I’ll get the tools together and see what we’re working with on the teak first. That’s going to be the longest job.”

“I’ll be here.”

He nodded. He walked to the front of the boat and ran his hand along the hull. His fingers traced the faded lettering that spelled out the boat’s name.

Miss Lucille.

His mother’s name.

I left him there and headed to the office to open up.
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The afternoon sun had turned the marina into a griddle. I’d spent the last hour repairing a dock cleat that tore loose in a storm. I’d just finished when an inboard engine rumbled down the channel.

I straightened and shaded my eyes. Anna’s boat rounded the bend with Rosie at the helm. She had three clients with her, a family from the looks of it. A father, mother, and teenage son sat in the fighting chairs with coolers at their feet. The son held up a red drum that had to weigh fifteen pounds.

Rosie guided the boat toward the fuel dock. She throttled down and the engine note dropped to a low burble. The boat drifted forward on momentum.

I caught the bow line she tossed and secured it, then moved aft for the stern line. The boat settled against the dock with barely a bump.

“Good timing,” I said.

She stepped up onto the dock and wiped sweat from her forehead. “Been out since seven. Hot as hell today.”

The family climbed out behind her. The father shook Rosie’s hand and thanked her about six times. The mother took pictures of the son holding his fish. Rosie smiled and answered questions and helped them load their coolers into a waiting pickup. She handled clients well.

After the family drove away, Rosie returned to the boat and started hosing down the deck. I grabbed the other hose.

“How’s the boat handling?” I asked.

“Fine. She’s solid. Runs smooth.”

Anna had loaned Rosie her boat when Rosie’s own boat, the Rougarou, got tangled up in the divorce. Philippe was suing for joint ownership even though Rosie had bought it with her own money before they married. Rosie couldn’t legally use her own boat for charters without risking contempt charges. Anna had offered hers without being asked.

“Tib wants to start work on his father’s boat this evening,” I said. “After the marina closes. We’re going to push hard to get it ready for the rodeo.”

Rosie looked up. She had determination in her eyes. “What time?”

“Six. After we lock up.”

“I’m in.”

“It’s going to be long nights. The boat needs a lot of work.”

“I said I’m in.” Her voice was firm. “I meant it.”

I nodded.

“I’ll let Anna know too,” she said. “She’ll want to help.”

“Good.”

Rosie stepped back onto the boat and grabbed her gear bag from the cabin. She slung it over her shoulder and climbed back onto the dock. She paused and looked at me.

“Thank you for last night,” she said.

“Of course.”

She walked toward the parking lot. I turned back to the boat.

As the sun dropped lower, I locked the fuel pumps and headed to help Tib close out the register. Tonight we’d start the real work. Two weeks to get the boat ready.

It would have to be enough.


Chapter Thirteen




After the marina closed that evening, we gathered at the storage building. The Gulf heat had broken slightly. Not cool, but bearable.

Tib had already pulled tarps and tools from the workshop. He spread them on the concrete pad next to the boat. Sanders, scrapers, brushes, mineral spirits, teak sealer in five-gallon buckets. Everything we’d need for the first phase.

Anna arrived first, dressed in cutoff shorts and an old tank top with her hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“Put me to work,” she said.

Rosie pulled up five minutes later in work gear. She set a toolbox on the ground next to Tib’s supplies.

“Where do you want me?”

Tib looked at the four of us. His expression gave nothing away but something moved in his eyes. I thought I detected the smallest bit of hope.

“All right,” he said. “That teak decking is weathered and cracked in places. We’ve got to strip the old finish, sand it smooth, seal it, and refinish it. That’s tonight’s job.” He pointed at the deck. “Jack and I will handle the heavy sanding. Belt sanders throw dust everywhere, so stay clear. Anna, you’re on supply management. We’ll go through sandpaper fast. Keep us stocked.”

Anna nodded. “Got it.”

Tib turned to Rosie. “You’re on detail work. Once Jack and I get a section sanded down, you’ll hand-sand the edges and corners where the belt sander can’t reach. Then you’ll clean everything with mineral spirits before we seal. That’s precise work, so you can’t rush it.”

“I can do that,” Rosie said.

“All right then.” Tib picked up a belt sander and handed me the other one. “Let’s get started.”

We climbed onto the boat. The teak deck ran the length of the cockpit, maybe twenty feet by ten feet of surface area. Years of sun and salt had turned the wood gray and rough. Deep cracks ran between planks where the caulking failed.

Tib started at the bow. I took the stern. The belt sanders roared to life and drowned out everything else. Dust filled the air immediately. I worked the sander across the grain first to knock down the high spots, then switched to long passes with the grain. The old finish peeled away in strips. Fresh wood appeared underneath, golden and tight-grained.

Loud, hot, repetitive. My arms burned after twenty minutes. Sweat ran down my back and soaked through my shirt. I kept the sander moving in steady passes and tried not to think about how much deck we still had to cover.

Anna moved between us with fresh sandpaper when we needed it. She didn’t interrupt, just waited until we paused to change belts and then handed over the new ones. She’d organized the supplies by grit on a folding table.

After an hour I’d finished a section about four feet square. I shut off the sander and stepped back. Tib killed his machine at the same time. The sudden silence felt louder than the noise.

Rosie climbed onto the boat with a hand sander and a rag soaked in mineral spirits. She knelt at the edge of my section and got to work on the corners. She cleaned each seam, wiped down the surface, inspected her work before moving to the next spot.

“How’s it look?” I asked.

“Good. You didn’t gouge anything. That’s better than I expected.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

She smiled but didn’t look up. She stayed focused on the work.

Tib and I started on the next sections. The pattern repeated. Sand, switch belts, sand more. Anna kept us supplied. Rosie cleaned up behind us. We worked without talking much.

By eight thirty we’d covered maybe a third of the deck. My shoulders ached and my hands had gone numb from the sander’s vibration. Tib looked worse. He’d been working longer than any of us and the heat had drained the color from his face.

“Let’s take a break,” I said.

Tib shut off his sander and set it down. He climbed off the boat slowly and leaned against the trailer. He breathed heavier than he should have.

Anna handed him a water bottle from the cooler she’d stocked earlier. He drank half of it without stopping.

“You all right?” she asked.

“Fine. Just need a minute.”

We stood in the shade of the storage building and let the evening air cool us down. Rosie sat on an overturned bucket and stretched her back. Her hands were covered in teak dust and mineral spirits. Anna passed out more water bottles and nobody said much.

After ten minutes Tib straightened up. He walked to the boat and looked at what we’d accomplished. He studied the sanded sections, ran his hand over the wood, checked Rosie’s detail work.

“This is good,” he said. “Better than I expected for the first night.”

“How much more do we have?” Anna asked.

“At this pace? Two more nights to finish the sanding. Then we seal it, let it cure for twenty-four hours, and apply the finish. That’s another two nights.” He did the math in his head. “We can have the deck done in a week if we keep this up.”

“That puts us ahead of schedule?” I asked.

“Puts us on schedule. We’ve still got the outriggers, the engine work, and the electronics after this. But yeah.” He looked at the four of us. “If we keep this pace, we might just have a chance.”

The boat had gone from a long shot to a possibility.

Tib gathered up the sanders and started packing tools. I helped him load everything back into the workshop while Anna and Rosie folded tarps.

By nine o’clock we’d cleaned up and secured the boat.

“I’m buying the first round at The Sandbar,” Tib said. “Team meeting. We earned it.”

Anna and Rosie glanced at each other. I was exhausted but a cold beer sounded perfect.

“I’m in,” I said.

“Me too,” Anna said.

Rosie nodded. “Same.”
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Inside The Sandbar, the air hit cooler, thick with old wood and beer. The place was maybe a third full. A few regulars sat at the bar. Two guys played pool in the back. Nobody looked up when we walked in.

We claimed a corner booth near the windows. Anna and Rosie slid in on one side. Tib and I took the chairs across from them. He settled in with a small grunt.

Eva appeared from behind the bar almost immediately. She wore denim shorts and a loose tank top that showed off her shoulders. Her copper hair was tied up in a high ponytail. She carried a serving tray with a pitcher of water and glasses.

“Well now,” she said, glancing between the four of us. “This is a group I’ve never seen sitting together.”

“Evening, Eva,” Tib said.

She set the water and glasses on the table. “What can I get you?”

“Four drafts.”

“You got it.” She paused. “Y’all look like you’ve been working hard. What’s the occasion?”

“We’re fixing up Tib’s father’s boat,” Anna said. “For the Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo.”

Eva’s eyebrows lifted. She looked at Tib. “So you weren’t just drunk the other night. You’re really going to enter the tournament.”

“That’s the plan,” Tib said.

She studied the four of us. The performer’s charm dropped away. What remained looked more serious.

“If there’s anything I can do, just let me know,” she said. “I’m not handy, but there’s got to be something I can help with.” Her smile returned, edged now. “Between you and me, I really want Clark Goddard to get what he deserves.”

“You and most of Gulf Shores,” Rosie said.

“Yeah, but I actually mean it. That man’s been strutting around here for years like he owns the place. He treats people like furniture. Especially women. I’d love to see Tib take him down a peg.”

Tib’s expression softened. “I appreciate that, Eva.”

“We’ll definitely let you know if we need anything,” Anna said. “Right now we’re just trying to get through the boat repairs. But having extra hands could make a difference.”

Eva nodded and stepped back from the table. “I’ll get those beers.”

She moved between tables with her usual easy grace. She knew everyone in the room. She waved at the pool players and said something to one of the regulars that made him laugh.

“Eva’s a good woman,” Tib said quietly.

Rosie leaned back against the booth. She stretched her arms over her head and winced. “I’m going to feel tonight’s work tomorrow.”

“Same,” I said.

Tib reached for a water glass and drank half of it. His color had improved slightly but he still looked tired. The kind of tired that rest wouldn’t fix.

Eva returned with four pint glasses on her tray. She set them down in front of us. Condensation already beaded on the glasses.

“First round’s on me,” she said.

“Eva, you don’t have to do that,” Tib said.

“I know I don’t have to. I want to.” She stepped back. “Consider it an investment. When you win that trophy, I expect you to bring it in here so I can take a picture with it.”

Tib smiled. “Deal.”

Eva left to tend to other customers. I picked up my beer and took a long drink. The cold hit my throat and some of the day’s tension drained away.

Anna raised her glass. “To the first night of many.”

We clinked glasses and drank. The beer was cheap and cold and exactly what I needed.

“Two more nights of sanding,” Tib said. He stared at his beer like he was reading something in the foam. “Then we seal and finish. After that we move on to the outriggers.”

“What do the outriggers need?” Rosie asked.

“The hydraulics are old. They still work but they’re slow. I want to service them, replace the hoses, make sure they’re reliable.” He took another drink. “Can’t have equipment failing during the tournament.”

I finished half my beer and set the glass down.

“Be right back,” I said, sliding out of the chair.

The bathrooms were past the pool table, down a short hall at the back of the bar.

On the way, I spotted her at a two-top against the far wall.

Cami Segura.

Her laptop was open in front of her with a glass of red wine beside it and a half-eaten plate of something pushed to the side. Her dark hair was up in a neat bun, and she wore a loose white blouse that looked too nice for The Sandbar. She had earbuds in. Her fingers moved across the keyboard in steady, unhurried bursts.

She looked exactly like she had the first time I’d seen her in here.

She registered my passing presence and looked up. For a second her face was blank, still half inside whatever she was working on. Then she pulled one earbud out.

“Jack,” she said.

I stopped at the edge of her table. “Hey.”

“Back at The Sandbar again,” she said.

“So are you.”

A small smile barely moved her mouth, but it reached her eyes.

I nodded at the laptop. “How do you concentrate in here?”

“Practice,” she said. “And noise-cancelling earbuds. After the first half hour, the bar just becomes ambient sound, like rain. It’s easier than my condo, actually. My condo is too quiet.”

“Huh.”

“It sounds strange, I know.”

“No, it makes sense.” I glanced at the screen, displaying spreadsheets and a PDF with what looked like site photos. “Work?”

“Always work.”

“Do you ever turn it off?”

“Not recently.” She tipped her head toward the glass. “The wine is my version of turning it off.”

I laughed once, quietly. “Fair enough.”

She looked past me toward the booth, where Anna and Rosie and Tib sat with their beers.

“You’re with your crowd,” she said. “Don’t let me keep you.”

“Take care, Cami.”

“You too.”

I walked the rest of the way to the bathroom and did what I came for. At the sink I ran cold water over my hands and thought about her.

When I’d first rolled into Gulf Shores, I’d been an outsider too. Then Tib took me in, and then Anna and Rosie happened. The town stopped feeling like a place I was merely passing through.

Cami had been here longer than I had and she was still at a table by herself.

I figured her FEMA work kept her on the outside. Every contractor she flagged, every shortcut she refused to sign off on, likely made her another enemy.

Maybe she’d made her peace with the arrangement. Maybe she even liked it that way.

I dried my hands and headed back.

When I slid into my seat at the booth, Rosie looked at me over the rim of her beer.

“Cami Segura,” she said.

“She’s hard at it over there.”

“She always is.” Rosie set her glass down.

Our table drifted into comfortable silence. The jukebox switched to Willie Nelson. From the bar came laughter and the clink of bottles.

Two weeks to get ready. It felt impossible and necessary at the same time. But sitting here with these people, exhausted and covered in teak dust, maybe we had a chance.

Later, Anna signaled Eva for another round. Tomorrow we’d be back at the marina, the boat, and the work.

But tonight we sat together and drank cold beer and let ourselves believe we could pull this off.


Chapter Fourteen




The second evening brought the same punishing heat, but we’d learned from the first night. I’d brought extra water. Anna showed up with a box fan she’d borrowed from her house. Tib had moved more of the tarps to create shade over the work area.

We fell into the rhythm from the night before. Tib and I took up the belt sanders. The machines roared to life and drowned out everything except the rasp of sandpaper on wood. Anna kept us supplied with fresh belts. Rosie worked behind us with hand sanders and mineral spirits. She cleaned the detailed areas we couldn’t reach.

The work went faster this time. We’d figured out the best angles, the right pressure, when to change belts before they wore out completely. My shoulders still burned. Sweat still soaked through my shirt. But the motion felt more automatic. Less thinking, more doing.

By seven thirty we’d covered another quarter of the deck. The fresh wood underneath glowed golden in the evening heat. The grain ran straight and tight. Quality teak that would last another forty years if we treated it right.

I shut off my sander and stepped back to check my work. No gouges, no divots. Just smooth surface ready for Rosie’s detail pass. She climbed onto the boat and got to work immediately.

Tib killed his machine and set it down. He walked to the edge of the trailer and stretched his back. His movements looked stiff but steadier than last night.

“We’re making good time,” he said. “If we keep this up, we’ll finish the sanding tomorrow night.”

“Then sealing and finish?” Anna asked.

“That’s right. Two coats of sealer with cure time between. Then three coats of finish with drying time. We’ll be done with the deck by early next week.”

The timeline was tight but achievable.

I picked up my sander to start the next section. Headlights swept across the storage building. A car turned into the lot and parked near the edge of the concrete pad.

I set the sander down and walked toward the car. Anna and Rosie came with me. Tib stayed by the boat.

Eva stepped out of a Honda Civic and opened the back door. She pulled out two large paper bags. Grease stains darkened the bottom. The smell of fried seafood hit me immediately.

“I come bearing gifts,” she said.

“Eva?” Anna walked forward. “What are you doing here?”

“I said I wanted to help.” Eva shifted both bags into one arm and grabbed a cardboard carrier with four large drinks from the passenger seat. “Even if all I can do is bring dinner, then that’s what I’m going to do.”

She walked toward us. I took the drinks from her hand. Sweet tea and lemonade, judging by the labels. She carried the food bags to the folding table Anna had set up for supplies.

“I had to search all around this creepy empty marina to find you,” Eva said. She set the bags down and looked around at the darkened storage building and the single work light Tib had rigged up. “This place gets spooky after hours. I half expected a masked murderer to jump out.”

Tib walked over from the boat. He looked surprised but pleased. “Eva, you didn’t have to do this.”

“I know I didn’t have to. I wanted to.” She started unpacking the bags. Styrofoam containers. Napkins. Plastic forks. “I figured you were all working hard and probably hadn’t eaten. So I grabbed dinner from The Wharf on my way over.”

She opened the first container. Fried shrimp, golden and crispy, with hush puppies and coleslaw. The second container held fried catfish. The third had shrimp po’boys. The fourth was loaded with french fries.

“This is too much,” Anna said.

Eva handed out containers and napkins. “You’ve all been working your asses off. The least I can do is make sure you eat something decent.”

I took the container she handed me. The smell made my stomach clench. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until that moment.

We gathered around the folding table. Tib pulled over some five-gallon buckets to use as seats. Eva distributed drinks and made sure everyone had forks and napkins. Years of serving food and drinks had made it second nature.

I bit into a shrimp. The breading crunched between my teeth. The shrimp inside was tender and perfectly seasoned. I’d eaten at The Wharf before but this tasted better than I remembered. Probably because I’d earned it.

“This is amazing,” Rosie said. She’d already finished half her catfish.

“Told you.” Eva smiled and took a drink of her lemonade.

We ate without talking much for the first few minutes. Everybody was too hungry and too tired to make conversation. The food disappeared fast.

Anna finished her po’boy and wiped her hands on a napkin. “Seriously, Eva, thank you. This is exactly what we needed.”

“You’re welcome.” Eva leaned back against the table and looked at the boat. “So that’s the famous Miss Lucille?”

“That’s her,” Tib said.

“She’s beautiful.”

Tib looked at the boat the way a man looks at something he loves but thought he’d lost. “My father fished her until the day he died.”

“What was he like?” Eva asked.

Tib was quiet for a moment. He stared at his food container but I didn’t think he was seeing it.

“Stubborn,” he said finally. “Proud. Wouldn’t quit on anything once he started it. He taught me everything I know about boats and fishing. And he taught me that your word matters more than money.”

“Sounds like a good man,” Eva said.

We finished eating and cleaned up the containers. Eva collected the trash and stuffed it back into the paper bags. She’d brought wet wipes too. Everybody used them to clean the teak dust and grease from their hands.

“I need to use the restroom,” I said.

I walked across the lot to the main office building. The bathroom was small and industrial—just a toilet and a sink with a mirror that had seen better days. I washed my hands and splashed water on my face. The cool water felt good against my sun-baked skin.

When I came back outside, I paused near the corner of the storage building.

The four of them stood around the work table in a loose circle. Tib had his arms crossed but his posture looked relaxed. Eva gestured with her hands as she told some story I couldn’t quite hear. Anna and Rosie laughed at whatever she said.

Eva’s voice carried across the lot. She was talking about a regular at The Sandbar who’d tried to impress a tourist by claiming he’d once wrestled an alligator. Tib shook his head and smiled. Anna said something that made Eva laugh. Rosie added a comment about the kind of fish stories she heard from charter clients.

The conversation flowed easy.

I watched them from the shadows. The single work light cast a warm glow over the group. The boat sat behind them on its trailer, already looking better than it had in years.

This small team had come together quickly.

Tib, who’d been fighting to keep his marina alive.

Anna, who’d seen something in me worth investing in.

Rosie, who’d let her walls down enough to trust again.

And now Eva, who’d driven across town with dinner because she wanted to be a part of what we were doing.

I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve being part of this. But I wasn’t going to question it.

I’d spent months drifting, working without purpose, keeping everyone at arm’s length.

Now I had a team. A community. People who showed up for each other.

Rosie said something that made everyone laugh again. Anna touched Tib’s arm in that casual way people do when they’ve known each other for years. Eva caught sight of me and waved me over.

I walked back to join them as something warm and solid settled in my chest.


Chapter Fifteen




The rest of the week passed in a rhythm of sweat, sawdust, and small victories.

We finished the deck sanding on the third night. The teak showed pale gold, every inch of gray weathering stripped away. Tib ran his palm across the surface and nodded. Rosie followed behind with mineral spirits and cleaned every seam until the wood looked brand new.

The sealer went on the fourth night. Two coats with twelve hours between them. Anna and I brushed on the first coat while Tib supervised and pointed out missed spots. The chemical smell hung thick in the storage building. By the time we finished, my eyes burned and my hands ached from gripping the brush.

The finish coats took three more evenings. We applied them thin and even, working section by section to avoid overlaps and drips. The teak darkened to a rich honey color. Each new coat brought out more depth in the grain. By the time we sealed the final section, the deck looked like something from a magazine spread.

Tib stood back and studied the work. He didn’t say much but his face told the story. His father’s boat had her dignity back.

We moved on to the outriggers. The hydraulic lines were cracked and brittle. Tib and I replaced every hose while Rosie serviced the actuators. Anna kept detailed notes on what we’d done and what still needed attention. The work was precise and methodical. No room for shortcuts.

Eva showed up most nights with food from different restaurants along the beach. She’d appear in the storage building doorway with bags in her arms and that easy smile on her face. She’d set up an impromptu picnic on the folding table and make sure everyone ate.

She asked questions about the boat. She listened to Tib’s stories about his father. She teased me about getting grease on my shirt. She fit into the group like she’d always been there.

Tonight was no different. She arrived with Chinese takeout and a case of bottled water. We gathered around the table and unpacked cartons of lo mein, fried rice, and orange chicken. The smell cut through the lingering odor of teak sealer.

I took my food and moved toward the open bay door. The night air felt cooler but still thick with humidity. I leaned against the doorframe and ate while I looked out at the darkened marina.

Eva followed me a minute later. She had a carton of fried rice in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.

“Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all.”

She stood next to me and looked out at the waterway. A heron stood motionless at the edge of the nearest dock.

Eva stabbed at her rice with a plastic fork but didn’t seem interested in it.

“How are you getting along?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you much since you got to town.”

“I’m good.”

“Just good?”

“Better than good.”

She smiled. Her eyes held mine, casual and deliberate at the same time.

I thought about telling her about Anna and Rosie. The words formed in my head but I stopped them. It wasn’t my secret to share alone. Anna and Rosie might want to keep things quiet a little longer. I didn’t know how they’d feel about Eva knowing.

But something in Eva’s expression made me wonder if she already did. There was a certain awareness in the way she looked at me. Anna and Rosie both liked her, and they’d had plenty of chances to talk.

“I have a lot of respect for what you’re doing,” Eva said. She turned back toward the water. “First you save that girl. Now you’re helping Tib win the rodeo.”

I took the compliment easily. “Just doing what needs doing.”

“Still. Not everyone would.”

She ate a bite of rice and watched the heron. The bird hadn’t moved.

“You still living in that apartment above the marina?” she asked.

“No. I moved into a condo at Azure Towers.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Azure Towers? You’re kidding. What’s Tib paying you?”

I grinned. “Claire Donaldson lent it to me. The mother of the girl I pulled out of the water. She said it was a thank you and she wasn’t using it right now.”

Eva laughed and shook her head. “You have to be living like a king up there. Those places are insane. Private hot tubs, ocean views, the whole nine yards.”

I thought about the condo with its floor-to-ceiling windows, the kitchen with brand new appliances, and the hot tub on the balcony.

But that wasn’t why I felt like a king.

Anna and Rosie had been there with me most nights. We’d cooked dinner together in that ridiculous kitchen. We’d sat on the balcony and watched the Gulf. We’d fallen asleep together in a bed twice as big as anything I’d ever owned.

The luxury of the condo was background noise. The real luxury was them.

“I’m doing all right,” I said.

Eva set her rice carton on the ground and took a drink of water. “I’ve never been in one of those units. I’ve always wanted to check one out though. They look incredible from the outside.” She turned back to me. Confidence slipped into her expression. “You’ll have to let me come by sometime and see what all the fuss is about.”

I smiled. “Yeah. We’ll have to figure out a time for that.”

I said it casually, not knowing how serious she actually was.

The conversation settled into comfortable silence. We stood side by side and watched the water go dark.

“We should probably get back to work,” I said. “Tib looks like he’s gearing up for round two.”

We walked back toward the table where Tib, Anna, and Rosie still sat.

I caught Anna and Rosie watching me. They sat next to each other at the table, both wearing wry smiles that said they’d seen Eva and me standing together and talking.

I smiled back and walked over to join them.


Chapter Sixteen




The second week ground harder than the first.

We finished the final coat on the deck and moved on to the console. The fiberglass housing was cracked in three places. Tib wanted it repaired and refinished before we reinstalled the electronics. I mixed epoxy resin while Rosie taped off the cracks and prepped the surface. Anna held a work light steady so we could see what we were doing.

The repairs took two hours. My hands cramped from holding the mixing stick. The chemical smell made my head pound. By the time we finished, my eyes felt dry and gritty.

Tib inspected the work and nodded. “Good. We’ll sand that smooth tomorrow and lay down primer. Then we can paint it.”

Tomorrow. Always tomorrow. Another night in the storage building, another night of breathing fumes and straining muscles.

I’d been working ten-hour shifts at the marina during the day, then three or four hours every evening on the boat. My body had adjusted to the physical labor months ago, but the sheer volume of hours was catching up.

My shoulders ached constantly now. My hands were raw from gripping sanders and brushes. A persistent knot between my shoulder blades made turning my head painful.

Tib worked just as hard, and he was forty years older. The man moved through the storage building like he was made of something tougher than flesh and bone. He climbed ladders without hesitation. He lifted heavy equipment without strain. He worked longer hours than anyone and never showed exhaustion.

If Tib could do it at sixty-seven, I could do it at twenty-seven.

The next night we tackled the cabin interior. The vinyl cushions were cracked and faded. Tib had ordered replacements but they wouldn’t arrive until a few days later. We spent the evening removing the old cushions and cleaning forty years of accumulated grime from the cabin walls and floor.

I scrubbed fiberglass with a stiff brush and marine cleaner. The smell burned my nostrils. My arms screamed from the repetitive motion. Sweat dripped into my eyes and stung. I kept scrubbing.

Rosie worked next to me in the cramped space. She cleaned the cabinet doors and hardware with efficient, precise movements.

Anna stood outside the cabin and handed us fresh rags and spray bottles when we needed them. She kept track of what we’d finished and what still needed attention.

Tib supervised from the deck. He called out instructions and pointed out spots we’d missed.

We finished the cabin around eight thirty. My back locked up from working in the cramped quarters. I climbed out of the cabin and straightened slowly. Pain shot through my lower spine and spread into my hips.

I stretched and tried to work out the worst of it. Rosie emerged behind me and did the same. She rolled her shoulders and winced.

“Let’s call it,” Tib said. He looked at the three of us. “We made good progress tonight. The cabin’s ready for the new cushions when they arrive.”

I gathered tools and put them back in Tib’s toolbox. Anna helped me organize sanders and brushes. Rosie folded drop cloths and stacked them in the corner.

Tib walked the perimeter of the boat one last time. He checked our work with a critical eye. He looked satisfied.

We finished cleaning up around nine. The storage building felt cavernous in the quiet. My ears still rang from hours of machinery and confined spaces.

I loaded the last of the tools into Tib’s truck bed. Anna and Rosie stood near my truck. They talked quietly. Their voices carried across the lot but I couldn’t make out the words.

Tib walked over and clapped me on the shoulder. “You did good work tonight, son. I appreciate you sticking with this.”

“Happy to help.”

He nodded and climbed into his truck. The engine turned over and he pulled out of the lot.

I walked toward Anna and Rosie. My legs dragged. Each step required effort.

Anna’s eyes moved over my face as I approached. Her brow creased.

Rosie looked at me the same way. Her dark eyes moved from my face to my posture to the way I carried myself.

“You doing okay?” Anna asked.

“Yeah. Just tired.”

“You look more than tired,” Rosie said.

I tried to smile but it felt weak. “I’ll be fine after some sleep.”

Anna and Rosie exchanged a glance. It lasted only a second but I caught it—some wordless decision passing between them.

“See you at the condo?” Anna asked.

Given all the extra work in the evening, Anna and Rosie came over sporadically. Sometimes, they wanted to be at home in their own beds after the long day, and I didn’t blame them.

“Sure,” I said.

Although I was exhausted, it would be nice to have some company. They had a way of filling out the place that helped it seem less empty.

“Great,” Rosie said. “See you there.”
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The condo was dark when we arrived. I hit the switch by the door and recessed lighting came on.

“Go get in the shower,” Anna said. “Then strip down and lay on the bed.”

I turned to look at her. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“What are you planning?”

Rosie’s face shifted from guarded to something almost mischievous. “We’re going to take care of you.”

“Take care of me how?”

“You’ll see,” Anna said. “Now go. Shower first.”

I looked between them. They both wore the same determined expression. I wasn’t going to win this argument, and I was too tired to try.

I walked down the hall to the master bedroom and into the bathroom. The shower was massive, all travertine tile and rainfall heads. I turned the water on hot and stripped while it heated up.

The mirror showed a body leaner than it had been three months ago. More defined. The work at the marina had burned off whatever softness I’d been carrying. But tonight I just looked tired. There were dark circles under my eyes and tension in my jaw.

I stepped into the shower. The hot water hit my back and I nearly groaned. Heat soaked into the knot between my shoulder blades. I stood under the spray and let it work.

I washed quickly with the expensive soap that came with the place. I shampooed the teak dust out of my hair and scrubbed my hands until they looked clean instead of stained.

I shut off the water and dried with one of the oversized towels. My skin felt raw from the heat.

I wrapped the towel around my waist and walked back into the bedroom.

Anna and Rosie weren’t there yet. I heard them in the kitchen. Cabinet doors opened and closed. Water ran. Low voices I couldn’t make out.

I looked at the king-sized bed, covered in white linens. Floor-to-ceiling windows behind it showed the dark expanse of the Gulf.

Strip down and lay on the bed, they’d ordered.


Chapter Seventeen




Idropped the towel and climbed onto the mattress, the sheets cool against my skin. I stretched out on my stomach and rested my forehead on my folded arms.

The bedroom door opened. Footsteps crossed the carpet. I turned my head.

Anna and Rosie came in together. Anna carried a bottle of something amber-colored. Rosie held a small speaker and three pillar candles.

They’d both changed. Anna wore a loose tank top and cotton shorts. Rosie had on a similar outfit, her tank black instead of white. Both had their hair pulled back. Both had bathed in the condo’s other bathrooms.

Rosie set the candles on the dresser and lit them. She paired her phone with the speaker and music started—piano and strings, no lyrics.

Anna set the bottle on the nightstand and climbed onto the bed. She knelt beside me. Rosie joined her on the other side.

“What is this?” I asked.

“You’ve been working yourself into the ground.” Anna’s voice was low. “We’re going to help you feel better.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“We know.” Rosie’s hand settled on my lower back. “We want to.”

Anna uncapped the bottle. Eucalyptus and mint filled the air. She poured oil into her palm and rubbed her hands together.

“Just relax,” she said. “Let us take care of you.”

Her hands pressed into my shoulders. The pressure was firm and immediate. She worked her thumbs into the muscles along my spine and found the knot that had been building for days. I sucked in a breath.

“Too hard?”

“No. Perfect.”

Rosie’s hands joined Anna’s. They worked in tandem, one on each side of my back. Rosie focused on my shoulders while Anna moved lower along my spine. Their hands were warm from the oil. The pressure was steady.

The knot resisted at first. Then Anna dug her thumbs in deeper and the muscle released. Relief flooded through me so intense it bordered on painful.

I exhaled hard into my folded arms.

“Good,” Anna said. Her hands moved to my shoulder blades and pressed in slow circles. “Just breathe.”

Rosie’s fingers traced my trapezius muscles. She found tension I hadn’t known was there and worked it loose with precise movements. Her medical training showed. She understood anatomy, knew exactly where to apply pressure and how much.

They worked in silence except for the music. Anna moved to my lower back. Her hands spread wide and pushed upward in long strokes. The oil made her palms glide smooth. Each pass released more tension.

Rosie shifted to my neck. Her thumbs pressed into the base of my skull and moved in small circles. My whole body sank deeper into the mattress.

I’d never been touched like this, not with this much care. The sensation was intimate in a way that went beyond physical. They were giving me something I hadn’t known I needed.

Anna’s hands moved to my hips. Rosie mirrored her on the other side. Their hands moved in complementary patterns, never colliding.

The massage continued down my legs. Anna took my left while Rosie took my right. They worked my hamstrings with deep pressure that made me groan.

“That’s it,” Anna murmured. “Let it out.”

They worked down to my calves, then my feet. Rosie’s thumbs pressed into the arch of my right foot and I nearly came off the bed.

Anna finished with my left foot and set it down. “Turn over.”

I rolled onto my back. The movement was effortless now, like my body had been oiled from the inside. The tension that had been riding my shoulders for days was gone. I was loose and heavy and perfectly relaxed.

Until I saw their faces.

Anna’s eyes held mine with open affection. Rosie’s expression was softer than I’d ever seen it. No walls. No guardedness. Just her, looking at me like I was worth this kind of attention.

My body responded. Blood rushed south. My cock thickened against my thigh.

I wasn’t trying to hide it. The sheet was on the floor, anyway, so they could see everything.

Anna’s eyes moved down my body. A slow smile curved her lips. “We’re not done yet.”

She poured more oil. They knelt beside me and placed their hands on my chest.

The touch was different now. Still firm, still purposeful, but slower. Anna’s palms moved over my pectorals in broad circles. Rosie’s fingers traced my ribs.

My cock continued to harden. It pressed against my abdomen, thick and obvious. Neither acknowledged it directly, but I sensed their awareness in the way their movements slowed. In the way their breathing deepened.

Anna worked down to my abdomen. The oil made her touch slick and warm. Each stroke moved lower.

Rosie focused on my sides and hips. Her thumbs traced the V of muscle that disappeared beneath my groin. She came close but didn’t touch. The restraint was deliberate.

Anna’s hands moved to my thighs. She knelt between my legs and worked my quadriceps with deep pressure. Her hands moved up the inside of my thigh and stopped just before my groin.

My cock pulsed. I was fully hard now, the head dark and swollen. A bead of moisture leaked from the tip.

Rosie took my right arm and stretched it above my head. Her hands moved from shoulder to wrist in long strokes. The position left me open and exposed.

Anna poured more oil. Her oil-slicked hand wrapped around my cock. The touch was firm and sure. She stroked once, base to tip, and I nearly lost it right then and there.

Rosie’s hand joined hers. They worked together with the same rhythm they’d used the entire massage. One hand moved up while the other moved down. The oil made everything slick.

I couldn’t think. My awareness narrowed to their hands on me. Anna’s fingers tightening on the upstroke. Rosie’s thumb pressing the sensitive spot beneath the head.

They weren’t rushing. This wasn’t frantic or desperate. They touched me like they had all the time in the world and intended to use every second of it.

Anna leaned down and her lips brushed my hip bone. Her breath was warm against my skin. Rosie’s free hand spread across my chest, holding me in place.

The dual sensation overwhelmed me. Their hands in perfect rhythm. Anna’s mouth on my hip. Rosie’s palm on my chest.

“Let go,” Anna said. “We’ve got you.”

The orgasm built and spread outward. My muscles locked. My breath stopped.

Then it broke.

I came hard across my stomach. The release emptied me of everything except pure physical relief. My body shuddered. My hands fisted in the sheets. A sound came out of me I barely recognized.

They kept stroking through it. Their hands gentled but didn’t stop. They wrung every last bit of pleasure from me until I reached down and stilled their movements.

I lay gasping. My heart hammered.

Anna grabbed a towel and cleaned me with gentle movements. Rosie smoothed my hair back from my forehead.

The tension that had been building for weeks was gone. Completely. I was hollowed out in the best way.

Anna and Rosie settled on either side of me. Anna’s head rested on my shoulder. Rosie’s hand spread across my chest, over my heart.

The candles flickered. The music played. The Gulf stretched dark beyond the windows.

I didn’t know what time it was. Didn’t care. Right now, I had everything I needed.


Chapter Eighteen




The hot tub bubbled around us. Steam rose into the night air and mixed with the salt breeze off the Gulf. The water was hot enough to make my skin prickle but not unbearable. The jets massaged muscles that had already been thoroughly worked over.

I sat between Anna and Rosie, my arms stretched along the edge of the tub. Both women were submerged to their sternums, but the water was clear and the jets created just enough turbulence that their breasts floated near the surface. The sight was hypnotic in a lazy, satisfied way.

Anna reached for her wine glass on the ledge behind her. She took a sip and set it back. Her eyes found mine through the steam.

“Eva likes you,” she said.

There was no jealousy in her tone, just observation.

I looked at her. “What makes you say that?”

Rosie shifted in the water. Her leg pressed against mine beneath the surface. “It’s pretty obvious. Especially with the way she looks at you.”

I thought about Eva standing beside me at the marina earlier, the way she’d turned the conversation toward the condo, the confidence in her voice when she’d suggested coming by.

“She’s friendly with everyone,” I said. “That’s how bartenders are.”

Anna’s smile turned knowing. “Jack. We’re women. We can tell when another woman is interested. Eva’s not flirting for tips when she talks to you.”

I shifted my weight. The jets hit a new spot on my lower back.

Rosie’s hand moved to my thigh underwater. Not sexual, just present. “You’ve thought about it though.”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I have.”

The honesty came easier than I expected. We’d crossed too many lines for me to hedge now. Anna and Rosie had earned directness.

Anna took another sip of wine. She looked out at the Gulf before turning back. “She’s a little lost, I think. She spends all day being the charming bartender everyone loves, but when the bar closes and she goes home, she’s alone in her childhood bedroom wondering what happened to her life.”

“Yeah, she told me about that the other night,” I said.

“She’s performing,” Rosie said. “The same way I was performing competence for years while everything inside me was falling apart. She’s good at it, but it’s exhausting.”

Anna’s fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder. “We see something in her. Something that reminds us of ourselves before we stopped pretending.”

The water bubbled between us. I waited.

“We think she might need what we have,” Anna said. “A place where she doesn’t have to be on all the time. Where she can just be herself.”

Rosie’s hand tightened on my thigh. “We’ve talked about bringing her into this. Into us.”

I turned to look at Rosie, then Anna. Both women watched me without hesitation.

They’d thought about this more than I’d realized.

“You’re serious,” I said.

“We are,” Anna said. “But only if you want to. And only if she wants to.”

“Does she know about the three of us?” I asked.

“No,” Anna said. “We haven’t told her anything.”

Rosie shook her head. “We wanted to talk to you first.”

I tried to process it. Three women. Four people total, and the complexity of managing that many relationships, that many needs.

“This is already new for me,” I said. “Adding someone else feels like a lot.”

“It is a lot,” Rosie said. “We’re not saying it would be easy. But we’re not worried about you being attracted to her. We’re attracted to her, too.”

Anna nodded. “She’s beautiful, she’s funny, she’s kind. And she’s carrying something heavy she won’t let anyone see. We want to give her the chance to put it down.”

I looked between them. Anna’s face was open and earnest. Rosie’s dark eyes held mine. They meant every word.

“You’d really be okay with this?” I asked.

“More than okay,” Anna said. “We want it. Not because we’re trying to prove something. We want it because we care about her. And because we think she’d fit.”

Rosie’s thumb moved in small circles against my leg. “We’re not asking you to decide tonight. Take your time.”

I thought about Eva behind the bar at The Sandbar. The way she made everyone feel special. The way her smile reached her eyes when she laughed but faded the moment she thought no one was looking.

I thought about the confidence in her voice when she’d mentioned the condo. The hope underneath the flirtation. The same hope I’d heard in Anna’s voice the first time we’d had coffee. In Rosie’s voice when she’d opened up about what happened in New Orleans.

Anna and Rosie weren’t just okay with bringing Eva in. They wanted it. They saw something in her worth protecting.

I didn’t know if I was ready. But I trusted these women. If they thought Eva belonged with us, maybe she did.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

Anna leaned in and kissed my shoulder. “That’s all we’re asking.”

The water bubbled. The night air cooled my face while the heat soaked into everything below. Anna’s breast pressed against my ribs. Rosie’s leg tangled with mine.

I closed my eyes and let the moment settle.

Four people instead of three.

The idea was enormous and impossible and somehow right.

I didn’t have answers yet. But I had time.


Chapter Nineteen




We finished sanding the console around eight thirty. The fiberglass dust hung in the still evening air and coated everything within ten feet of the boat. My arms burned from holding the orbital sander at awkward angles for three hours. Rosie had done most of the detail work around the gauges while I’d handled the broader sections.

Anna locked up the shop and walked back to where Rosie and I were coiling extension cords. She checked her watch and looked at us.

“We should get drinks,” she said.

I glanced up. “Yeah?”

“The Sandbar,” Rosie added. She brushed dust off her shorts. “Eva’s working tonight.”

I set the coiled cord in Tib’s toolbox and stood. I looked between them.

Anna smiled in that way she did when she knew I’d caught on to something. “She had to work tonight so she couldn’t bring dinner. Feels weird not seeing her after we’ve gotten so used to having her around.”

“Right,” I said.

Rosie’s mouth twitched. She looked away but I’d already seen the smile.

They weren’t even trying to be subtle.

“Let’s go then,” I said.

We loaded the last of the tools and wiped down what we could with shop rags. I was still covered in fiberglass dust. It clung to the sweat on my arms and made my skin itch. Anna and Rosie looked the same. None of us suggested stopping at the condo to shower. That would ruin whatever momentum they were building.

We took my truck. Anna sat in the middle with Rosie by the window. The drive took less than ten minutes. I found a spot near the back of the lot and killed the engine.

The bar was packed. Even from outside I could hear the noise. Music blared from the jukebox and voices competed over it. Through the windows I saw bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder. Every table was full.

“Busy night,” Rosie said.

We climbed out and walked to the entrance. The noise hit hard. Heat from too many bodies mixed with the smell of beer and fried food. I spotted one open table in the far corner near the bathrooms.

“I’ll grab that,” I said.

Anna and Rosie followed. It was small and wobbled when I touched it, but available. We claimed the table and Anna pulled out her phone while Rosie looked toward the bar. Eva was there behind the taps. Her copper hair stood out even in the dim room. She moved fast between customers and filled pint glasses. Her smile stayed bright despite the chaos.

“You should get us beers,” Anna said. She looked up from her phone. “We’ll hold the table.”

I pushed back and made my way through the crowd. Bodies shifted to let me pass. The bar was three deep at some points. I found a gap near the end and wedged in.

Eva spotted me almost immediately. She raised one finger to signal she’d be right there. She finished pouring a vodka tonic for the woman next to me and slid it across the bar. Then she leaned in close so I could hear her.

“Hey.” Her voice was warm despite the obvious exhaustion behind it. “You look like you’ve been working hard.”

“Sanding fiberglass all night.”

She wrinkled her nose. “What can I get you?”

“Three Modelos.”

She grabbed three bottles from the cooler and popped the caps in one smooth motion. She set them on the bar and I handed her a twenty. She made change and pushed it back. I left five on the bar and picked up the beers.

“Thanks, Eva.”

“Of course.” Her eyes held mine a second longer than necessary. Then someone called her name from the other end and she turned away.

I carried the beers back to the table. Anna and Rosie took theirs and we drank in silence. The cold cut through the dust in my throat.

The whole evening had been orchestrated. The suggestion to come here, and sending me to the bar alone was all part of it. They wanted to push Eva and me together. The fact that they were attracted to her too made it feel less like a setup and more like an invitation. I’d been careful not to do anything that might spark jealousy, but sitting here with both of them, I saw no tension. They looked pleased with themselves.

The problem was the bar itself. Too many people. Too much noise. Eva barely had time to breathe between orders. This wasn’t like the other night when I’d been here with Tib and the place was nearly empty. Then, she’d had time to talk. Now she was slammed.

I watched her work for the next hour. She moved behind the bar with the same grace she brought to everything. Her smile never wavered. She remembered orders without writing them down and made small talk with every customer like they were the only person in the room. She cared about making people feel good.

Around ten fifteen, Eva stepped out from behind the bar and headed toward the back door. She moved quickly and didn’t look at anyone.

Rosie leaned forward. “She’s going on break.”

I looked at her. “How do you know?”

“Because I’ve been here enough times to know her schedule.” Rosie’s eyes held mine. “You should go talk to her.”

Anna nodded. “We’ll be here.”

I took a long pull from my beer and set the bottle down. I looked between them.

“You two are really committed to this.”

“We are.” Anna wasn’t smiling now. “Go.”

I pushed my chair back and stood. The noise faded as I made my way toward the rear exit. I stepped outside into the humid night air.
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The back door led to a parking lot behind the bar. A single floodlight cast weak yellow light across the gravel. Eva stood near the building with a bottle of water pressed to her forehead. Her hair was damp at the temples. She’d rolled her sleeves up and sweat darkened the fabric between her shoulder blades.

She saw me and lowered the bottle. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

She twisted the cap off and took a long drink. When she finished, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you guys much attention in there. It’s insane tonight.”

“We know you’re busy,” I said. “We came because we wanted to see you, anyway.”

She smiled but the exhaustion behind it was clear. She took another drink and capped the bottle. “Well, you’re seeing me at my best.”

“Can I spend your break with you?”

“Of course.” She leaned back against the wall and exhaled slowly. The motion pushed her breasts forward against her shirt. I forced my eyes back to her face.

The noise from inside the bar was muffled out here. Cicadas buzzed in the trees beyond the lot. The summer air was thick and still.

Eva turned the water bottle in her hands. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s going on with you and Anna and Rosie?”

I waited.

“I’ve felt the energy,” she continued. “Watching the three of you work on the boat together. The way you move around each other. The looks.” She paused. “I’ve been trying to figure out which one you’re sleeping with, but I can’t tell.”

I smirked. I couldn’t help it.

Her eyes narrowed. “Come on. Just tell me.”

I kept smirking.

“Jack.” Her voice took on a teasing edge. “Please. I give up.”

I let the silence stretch another beat. She stared at me with mock frustration that was half real.

Her eyes went wide. “Wait. It’s both of them, isn’t it?”

I laughed.

Eva’s mouth fell open. She shook her head slowly. “No. Are you serious?”

“Yeah.”

“Both of them.” She said it like she was testing the words. “At the same time.”

She stared at me another second, then laughed. “I briefly considered that when I couldn’t figure it out, but then decided that couldn’t possibly be true. I’m usually really good at telling when two people are hooking up.” She looked at me again. “Do they both know?”

“Of course. We have an arrangement.”

She studied me like she was recalibrating everything she thought she knew. Then she shrugged. “More power to you, and them. I met plenty of people in New York with way more bizarre arrangements than that.”

Eva took another drink from her water bottle and looked out at the parking lot.

“You were interested in coming over to check out the condo,” I said.

She turned back. Her smile went softer, more knowing. She understood what I was really saying.

Then she shook her head. “I went twenty years of almost-making-it. Always in the chorus, never the principal. I’ve always been the guest star, not a lead. I don’t know how much more of that I can take.”

I looked at her. “I understand.”

“Good.” She met my eyes.

The silence was honest. She’d drawn a line and I respected it.

Eva pushed off the wall and turned toward the door. “I need to get back to work.”

“By the way,” I said. “Coming to the bar tonight wasn’t my idea. It was theirs.”

She paused and looked back. Her eyes searched my face. “So?”

“So I’m not just collecting women, if that’s what you think. We’re building something carefully. Together.”

Eva stood there a few seconds. She chewed on the inside of her cheek. Then she turned and walked back inside without another word.

The door closed behind her. The muffled noise from the bar resumed. I looked up at the stars, barely visible through the humidity.

After another minute, I followed her back inside.

[image: ]


I found Anna and Rosie at the table where I’d left them. Their beers were empty. They watched me approach with expectant expressions.

I sat down and took a long drink from my bottle. The beer had gone warm.

“Well?” Anna asked.

“She asked about the three of us. She’d noticed something but couldn’t figure out exactly what.”

Rosie leaned forward. “What did you tell her?”

“The truth.”

Anna’s eyebrows rose. “All of it?”

“Enough. She took it fine. Said she’d seen stranger arrangements in New York.”

“And?” Rosie pressed.

I set the bottle down and shook my head. “She’s not interested.”

Anna tilted her head. “She said that?”

“Pretty much.” I looked between them. “So it’s a no.”

Anna and Rosie exchanged a glance.

“What?” I asked.

Rosie’s mouth curved slightly. “I don’t think it’s a full and final no.”

“It sounded like a no.”

“It sounds more like a ‘not yet.’ ”

I looked at them. They both wore the same quiet certainty.

“Do you two see something I’m missing?”

“Give it time,” Rosie said.

I didn’t argue. They knew Eva better than I did. If they thought there was still a chance, I’d trust their read.

We left cash on the table on our way out. The crowd had thinned slightly but Eva was still slammed behind the bar. She didn’t look up as we walked out.


Chapter Twenty




The primer had dried overnight. We started rolling on the first coat of gel coat around six. The console looked better already—smooth white surface covering the patches and repairs. This part was easier than the sanding. We took turns with the foam roller while the other kept watch for drips or uneven coverage.

Tib walked a slow circle around the boat and nodded his approval. “Looking good. It’ll need at least two more coats.”

“Three,” Rosie said from the other side of the console. “Maybe four.”

Tib grunted agreement.

Anna finished her section and stepped back to examine it. “This is satisfying work.”

We kept at it. The gel coat went on thick and had to be worked quickly before it started to set. By seven fifteen we’d finished the first coat. The console gleamed wet and white.

I heard footsteps on the gravel outside. Eva appeared in the doorway with three plastic bags hanging from her arms. She wore cutoff shorts and a loose tank top that showed her freckled shoulders. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail.

“Dinner delivery,” she announced.

“Perfect timing,” Anna said. She set her roller in the tray and wiped her hands on a rag.

Eva walked to the workbench and started unpacking containers. The smell of fried fish and hush puppies filled the shop. My stomach tightened with hunger. I’d only eaten a sandwich around two.

Rosie helped her distribute plates while Anna grabbed cold water bottles from the small fridge in the corner. We gathered around the workbench.

Eva handed out plastic forks and napkins. Her energy was completely different from last night. No exhaustion, no guarded distance. She laughed at something Rosie said and bumped shoulders with Anna.

I watched her while I ate. She caught my eye once and smiled before turning back to whatever Anna was saying. The ease between us felt natural. We’d acknowledged something and moved on without awkwardness or unfinished tension.

It seemed the conversation the night before might as well have never happened.

We finished eating and cleaned up the containers. Eva collected the trash and tied off the bag. Tib thanked her for bringing food and she waved him off.

“Anytime,” she said.

Rosie moved to rinse the paint tray in the utility sink. Anna followed to help. Eva joined them. The three women clustered together on the far side of the shop. Their voices dropped to a murmur I couldn’t make out over the running water.

Tib stood next to me near the boat. He pulled out a rag and wiped down a spot on the gunwale that didn’t need wiping. His eyes tracked toward the women, then back to the boat.

“Hard to focus with three beautiful women around here every night,” he said.

I glanced at him. “Yeah.”

He kept his attention on the gunwale. “Never seen anything like it in forty years of running this place.”

Tib folded the rag and tucked it in his back pocket. He looked toward the women again. They stood close together. Eva said something that made Anna laugh. Rosie’s hand rested on Eva’s shoulder.

“I’ve got a feeling they have a crush on you,” Tib said. His tone was conversational. “Can’t figure out which ones though.”

I kept my expression neutral. I looked at the boat instead of at him.

Tib waited. When I didn’t answer, he nodded slowly to himself. “Well. None of my business anyway.”

The women kept talking. Anna gestured with her hands while she spoke. Rosie listened with her arms crossed. Eva looked between them and nodded.

I knew what they were discussing.

The proposition. The invitation.

The careful dance of bringing someone new into something that already worked.

I was glad it was coming from them. These conversations were better woman to woman. They could speak to Eva in ways I couldn’t. They could respond to questions with answers that sounded better coming from them.

Eva’s expression was serious now. She listened more than she spoke.

The women glanced toward me one more time, then went back to their conversation.
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We worked on cleanup. The paint trays and rollers went into the sink. The drop cloths got folded and stacked in the corner. By eight thirty everything looked the way Tib liked it—organized, ready for the next day’s work.

Tib grabbed his keys from the workbench and headed for the door. “See you all tomorrow,” he said.

“Night, Tib,” Anna called.

Eva lingered near the doorway. She looked at each of us. “I should get going too.”

“Thanks again for dinner,” Rosie said.

“Anytime.” Eva smiled and followed Tib out into the parking lot.

The sound of car engines carried through the open door. Headlights swept across the shop walls as they pulled away. Then silence settled back in.

I turned to Anna and Rosie. They stood together near the workbench. Both women watched me with expressions that were a little too innocent.

“What were you three talking about earlier?” I asked.

Anna’s mouth curved into a small smile. “Girl talk.”

“That’s all?” I looked at Rosie.

She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

I waited. Neither of them offered anything else. The silence stretched between us.

I smiled and shook my head. “Alright.”

Anna walked over and kissed my cheek. “You’ll find out soon enough. Maybe.”

“I figured.”

I locked the door behind us. We walked out to the parking lot together.

I knew they’d had the conversation with Eva. I knew Eva had listened. Whatever came next would happen when it was ready to happen.

For now, I was content to wait.


Chapter Twenty-One




We’d finished the boat the night before.

Miss Lucille sat on her trailer in the shop, gleaming under the overhead lights—fresh gel coat, new hardware, systems restored. Tib had run his hand along the gunwale and said nothing for a solid minute. Then he’d cleared his throat and told us we’d get her launched tomorrow evening.

That was tonight.

I locked the marina office and walked down to the ramp. The sun hung low over the waterway, turning everything gold. Tib stood next to his truck with the trailer already hitched. He wore pressed khakis and a clean button-down with the marina logo. I’d never seen him dress up for anything before.

Anna pulled into the lot first. She climbed out wearing white jeans and a coral linen shirt that showed off her tanned arms. She walked over and stood next to me, shoulder to shoulder, both of us watching Tib inspect the trailer hitch for the third time.

“He’s nervous,” I said quietly.

“I understand why.”

Rosie’s car appeared a few minutes later. She parked near the shop and walked down in cutoff shorts and a dark tank top, her hair pulled back. She nodded at me and stood on my other side.

We waited. Tib finished his inspection and looked up at the three of us. “Let’s get her in the water.”

I climbed into the truck bed to guide the launch. Tib backed down the ramp slowly. The trailer wheels hit the water and the boat began to float. I unhooked the winch strap and pushed Miss Lucille off. She drifted free, her white hull glowing amber in the low sun.

Rosie grabbed the bow line and walked the boat to the dock. Anna and I secured the stern. Tib parked the truck and trailer, then walked back down to where we stood.

He looked at the boat. His throat worked. Then he climbed aboard and moved toward the helm.

Anna and Rosie boarded next. I followed and cast off the lines. Tib turned the key.

The engine caught on the first try. It idled smooth and low, a deep rumble that sounded healthy. Tib gave it a little throttle. The RPMs climbed evenly.

Another car pulled into the lot. Eva’s sedan parked near Anna’s SUV. She climbed out wearing a sundress that tied behind her neck, showing her freckled shoulders and back. Her copper hair bounced against her shoulders as she hurried down to the dock.

“Wait for me,” she called.

Rosie reached down and helped her aboard. Eva stepped onto the deck and steadied herself against the console.

“Wouldn’t miss this,” she said.

Tib nodded. He didn’t smile but his eyes softened.

He eased the throttle forward. Miss Lucille pulled away from the dock. We motored slowly through the marina, past the other boats. Tib kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the throttle. His posture was rigid.

The channel opened up ahead. Tib increased speed. The boat responded and the bow lifted slightly. We cleared the last marker and entered the main waterway.

The wheel moved too freely in Tib’s hands. His corrections were larger than they should’ve been. The boat’s response lagged a half-second behind the helm.

Tib’s jaw tightened. He turned the wheel harder to port. Miss Lucille swung wide and overcompensated.

“Something’s wrong,” he said.

I moved to the helm. “Steering?”

“It’s loose. Won’t hold the line.”

Anna stepped closer. “What does that mean?”

“The cable,” I said. “It hasn’t seated properly.”

Rosie looked toward the stern where the steering assembly connected to the engine. “Can you fix it?”

“Maybe. I need to get below and adjust the tension manually while Tib compensates up here.”

Tib kept both hands on the wheel. His knuckles were white. “Do it fast.”

I climbed down the ladder into the cabin. The space was tight and hot. I pulled the access panel off the steering linkage and shone my phone’s flashlight into the compartment. The cable housing was visible but the angle was bad. I had to lie on my back and reach up into the narrow gap.

The boat swayed. My shoulder pressed against something hard. I ignored it and focused on the cable tensioner. The adjustment nut was barely finger-tight. I pulled a wrench from my pocket and started working it clockwise.

“How’s it feel?” I called up.

Tib’s voice came back. “Still loose.”

I tightened another quarter turn. Sweat ran down my temple. The wrench slipped and I barked my knuckles against the housing.

“Now?” I called.

“Better. Keep going.”

I gave it another full turn. My hand cramped from the angle. I adjusted my grip and tightened it more.

“That’s it,” Tib said. His voice had changed. “She’s responding.”

I gave it one more turn for safety, then backed out of the compartment. I replaced the access panel and climbed up to the deck. The evening air hit my face and cooled the sweat on my neck.

Tib’s posture had relaxed at the helm. He turned the helm to starboard and Miss Lucille responded cleanly. He straightened her out and the boat held the line without correction.

“There,” he said quietly.

Anna exhaled. She’d been holding her breath.

Rosie moved to the starboard rail and looked out at the water. “She’s running smooth now.”

Eva stood near the console. She pressed one hand to her chest. “I thought for a second this whole thing was going to fall apart.”

“It almost did,” I said.

Tib increased throttle. Miss Lucille surged forward and the bow lifted higher. The engine’s rumble deepened. We cut through the water cleanly now, no wobble, no lag. The steering was tight and responsive.

Tib pushed her faster. Wind whipped across the deck. Anna’s hair streamed behind her. Rosie braced against the rail with a wide smile. Eva laughed and grabbed the console to steady herself.

We ran south down the waterway for ten minutes. The sun dropped lower and turned the water orange. Tib finally eased back on the throttle. Miss Lucille settled into a gentle forward drift. He killed the engine.

Silence dropped over us. The boat rocked gently in the current. Water lapped against the hull. No one spoke for a long moment.

Tib stood at the helm with both hands still on the wheel, staring forward. Then he let go and walked toward the bow. He moved slowly, like a man in a dream. He reached the forward rail and stopped there, facing the sunset. His shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath.

Anna watched him from the stern. She didn’t move toward him. Neither did Rosie. They both seemed to understand that he needed the moment alone.

I looked at the women. Anna stood near the port side with her arms crossed loosely. Rosie leaned against the starboard rail. Both of them were quiet, their expressions soft.

Eva moved to stand beside me at the midship rail. She rested her forearms on the metal and looked out at the water. She didn’t say anything at first.

I stood next to her and watched the light fade.

“Y’all did it,” Eva said quietly.

“Yeah.”

She turned her head to look at me. “I don’t think Tib could have, or would have, done this without you.”

I didn’t answer. The truth was more complicated. Tib had trusted me with his father’s legacy. Anna and Rosie had shown up every night to help. Even Eva’s dinner deliveries had played their part. It had never been just me.

Eva turned back to the water. She was quiet for a long stretch. Then she spoke again.

“When you told me about Anna and Rosie the other night, I assumed you were collecting women.” She kept her eyes on the sunset. “I’ve known a lot of men like that. In New York, especially. They collect beautiful women like trophies. It’s an ego thing. And status. And they’re always so obvious about it.” She paused. “That’s what I thought you were doing. I apologize.”

I waited.

“But then I remembered how the three of you worked on this boat,” she continued. “Every night since y’all started. You’re not just sleeping with them—you’re a team. They’re not your bimbos. You’re theirs as much as they’re yours.”

Her voice was thoughtful. She wasn’t looking for me to reassure her.

“And I know both of them,” she added. “Anna’s one of the smartest, most capable people I’ve ever met. Rosie’s brilliant and tough as hell. They wouldn’t involve themselves with a man who’s a dumbass. They wouldn’t stay with someone who wasn’t worth it.” She glanced at me. “So I was wrong. And I wanted to tell you that.”

I looked at her profile against the fading light. The freckles on her shoulders. The way her hair curled at the nape of her neck. She’d thought about this. She’d paid attention. And now she was telling me the truth.

“I appreciate you saying that,” I said.

Eva nodded. She turned back to the water. The silence between us felt settled.

At the bow, Tib still stood alone. Anna and Rosie stayed near the stern, giving him space.

Eva shifted beside me. She adjusted her grip on the rail. Her arm brushed against mine. She didn’t move away.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

I waited.

“I wouldn’t mind a tour of the condo after all.” She said it quietly. Her eyes stayed on the sunset. “If the offer’s still open.”

I looked at her. She glanced at me and a small smile curved her mouth.

“It is,” I said.

She held my eyes for another moment. Then she turned back to the water. The sunset turned her hair a deeper shade of red.

The sun touched the horizon. The sky blazed red and gold. Miss Lucille drifted quietly beneath us, whole again after decades of waiting.


Chapter Twenty-Two




We stayed out until full dark. The stars emerged overhead and the temperature dropped just enough to feel good. Nobody suggested heading back, so we didn’t. Finally Tib glanced at his watch and said it was time.

The ride back was quiet. Tib piloted the boat with steady hands, the steering holding true. Anna and Rosie stood near the stern and watched the shoreline lights draw closer. Eva stayed at the midship rail.

We docked at the marina around nine. I jumped onto the pier and tied off the bow line while Rosie secured the stern. Tib killed the engine and the sudden silence felt louder than the motor had been.

Everyone climbed off. Tib moved along the dock and checked each line twice. His movements were methodical, unhurried, the ritual of a man putting something precious to bed.

Anna glanced at Rosie. Rosie gave a small nod. Then Anna turned to Tib and said, “We’re going to give you a hand closing up.”

It was a thin excuse. The marina didn’t need closing. Tib could lock the gate in thirty seconds. But Tib just nodded like it made perfect sense.

Eva looked at Anna, then at me. Her expression stayed neutral but understanding flickered in her eyes. She knew what Anna was doing. She appreciated it.

“I’ll head out then,” I said.

“Me too,” Eva said.

Rosie smiled. “See you both tomorrow.”

I walked to my truck and climbed in. Eva got into her sedan and pulled out behind me.
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I turned into the Azure Towers lot and parked near the entrance. Eva pulled in beside me. We got out at the same time. The lobby doors reflected our silhouettes back at us as we walked in.

The elevator ride was quiet. Eva stood next to me and watched the floor numbers climb. She didn’t fidget. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the key card. Near the twelfth floor she reached over and took my other hand. She didn’t squeeze it. She just held it.

We stepped off on the twenty-second floor. I led the way to the unit at the end. The lock clicked when I swiped the card. I pushed the door open and held it for her.

Eva walked in ahead of me. She stopped a few steps inside. The floor-to-ceiling windows showed the Gulf stretching dark and endless under the moonlight.

“This is nice,” she said.

Her tone was even, not overly impressed, not faking enthusiasm. She walked farther into the unit, taking in the kitchen and the open living area.

She slid open the balcony doors. Salt air drifted in. She stepped out and moved to the railing. The hot tub sat off to the right. The outdoor kitchen looked pristine.

I followed her out. The balcony was wide and deep, the view stretching for miles. Down below, the beach lay empty except for a few distant figures.

Eva leaned against the railing and looked out at the water. The breeze lifted her hair. She didn’t say anything for a long moment.

This was the moment to close the distance, put a hand on her lower back, and turn her toward me.

But Eva turned toward me before I could move. She looked at my face, then back toward the beach.

“Can we go down there?” she asked.

I paused. “To the beach?”

“Yeah.” She smiled a little. “I haven’t been on the sand in months.”

I looked at her. The balcony was private and intimate, the easier choice.

But she wanted the beach.

“Sure,” I said.

I wondered for a moment if she was changing her mind, if the reality of being alone with me had hit differently than the idea of it.

But I wouldn’t push.

If she wanted the beach, we’d walk on the beach. If she wanted to go home after that, I’d walk her to her car and say goodnight.

We took the elevator back down, then walked through the side exit that led to the beach access.

The wooden walkway stretched out over the dunes. Eva kicked off her sandals and carried them in one hand. I pulled off my boots and left them near the base of the walkway.

We stepped onto the sand. It was still warm from the day’s heat. The Gulf rolled in with soft, rhythmic waves. The moon hung low and bright over the Gulf.

Eva went toward the shoreline and I walked beside her. The sand gave way under our feet. She stopped where the water just barely reached and let the foam lap over her toes. She looked out at the horizon.

I stood next to her and waited. The waves came in. The breeze carried the smell of salt and seaweed.

Eva turned to face me. The moonlight caught the edges of her hair and the curve of her cheek. She didn’t say anything. She just looked at me and waited.

I closed the distance between us. My hand found the small of her back. She tilted her chin up and I kissed her. Her lips were warm and tasted faintly of salt. She leaned into me and her fingers curled against my chest.

We stood there at the edge of the Gulf with the waves lapping over our feet. Her mouth opened under mine and her tongue found my own, slow at first, then less slow.

And I felt the fire within her growing hotter.

When we broke apart, her breathing had gone uneven. She didn’t step back. She kept one hand on my chest and the other at my jaw and her forehead rested against mine.

“Where?” she asked.
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I took her hand and we walked farther down the beach. The sand stretched empty in both directions, no voices, no movement, just the roll of the surf and the distant lights of the condos above. A private cabana section sat off to the right, cordoned off with low rope fencing where cushioned loungers were arranged in rows. No one was using them at this hour.

Eva followed my gaze. “What’s over here?”

“Building amenities and a private beach section for residents.”

I stepped over the low rope and offered her my hand. She took it and followed me onto the private section of sand. The loungers had thick cushions, the expensive kind that could handle salt air. I pulled two of them off their frames and laid them side by side in the sand, creating a makeshift surface wide enough for two.

Eva watched me work. When I straightened up, she was already reaching behind her neck to untie her sundress.

The fabric loosened and fell. She caught it at her waist and held it there for a moment, watching my face. Her breasts were full and heavy, pale where the sun hadn’t reached, her nipples a dusky pink. Freckles scattered across her chest.

She let the dress drop. It pooled around her ankles and she stepped out of it. She wore simple white panties underneath, the cotton bright against her skin in the moonlight.

I crossed the distance between us. My hands found her waist and the warmth of her skin surprised me. She tilted her face up and I kissed her again, slower this time, tasting the salt on her lips.

Her fingers worked the buttons of my shirt. She pushed the fabric off my shoulders and her palms flattened against my chest. Her touch was deliberate, unhurried, mapping the terrain like she wanted to memorize it.

“Lie down,” she said.

I lowered myself onto the cushions. The sand shifted beneath them but held. Eva stood over me for a moment, silhouetted against the stars. Then she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her panties and slid them down her legs.

She was beautiful in the way that old Hollywood stars were beautiful, all curves and softness, nothing sharp or angular. The swell of her hips, the dip of her waist, the copper hair between her thighs darker than the hair on her head.

Then she knelt beside me and reached for my belt.

She undid the buckle with steady fingers. I lifted my hips and she pulled my shorts and boxers down together, freeing me. Her hand wrapped around my length and she stroked slowly, base to tip, her grip confident.

I reached for her but she pressed her other hand against my chest.

“Not yet,” she said. “Let me.”

She shifted position, swinging one leg over my hips until she straddled me. The heat of her pressed against my cock but she didn’t take me inside. She rocked her hips slowly, sliding her wetness along my length, and watched my face the whole time.

The sensation was maddening. I gripped her thighs and she smiled, a slow satisfied curve of her lips.

“Eva,” I said. My voice came out rough.

“I know.” She lifted her hips and reached between us. Her fingers wrapped around me and guided me to her entrance. She paused there, the tip of me just barely inside her, and held my eyes.

Then she sank down.

The heat of her surrounded me, tight and slick and overwhelming. She took me slowly, inch by inch, her lips parting as she adjusted to the stretch. When she finally settled against my hips with all of me inside her, she exhaled a shaky breath.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That’s⁠—”

She braced her hands on my chest and started to move.

Her rhythm was unhurried at first, long rolling motions that lifted her almost off me before she sank back down. Her breasts swayed with each movement. Moonlight painted her skin silver and shadow. The waves crashed behind us in a rhythm that almost matched hers.

I watched her face. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted, her expression raw and unguarded. This wasn’t a performance. There was no audience here, no one to impress. Just the two of us on a dark beach with the Gulf spread out behind her.

She picked up the pace. The sound of our bodies meeting grew louder, mixing with her breathing and the surf. I slid my hands up her thighs to her hips and guided her movements, pulling her down harder onto me.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Like that.”

I sat up without breaking our connection. The change in angle made her gasp. I wrapped one arm around her waist to hold her steady and cupped her breast with my other hand. I took her nipple in my mouth and she cried out, her hands flying to my shoulders.

She rode me harder now, her hips working in tight circles. I sucked and licked and felt her body respond, felt the tremors building in her thighs. I released her breast and kissed up her neck, along her jaw, found her mouth and swallowed her moans.

“Jack.” My name came out broken. “I’m close.”

I slid my hand between us and found her clit. She jerked against me and her rhythm faltered. I rubbed in slow circles, matching the pace of her hips, and felt her start to unravel.

Her body tightened around me. Her breathing turned to sharp gasps. I increased the pressure on her clit and whispered against her ear.

“Let go.”

Her whole body seized. Her back arched and her nails dug into my shoulders and she cried out, the sound raw and unrestrained. Her body clenched and pulsed around me in waves. I held her through it, my arm tight around her waist, my fingers gentling as the tremors subsided.

She sagged against my chest, breathing hard. I kissed her temple, her cheek, the corner of her mouth. She turned her head and kissed me back, slow and deep.

“Your turn,” she murmured against my lips.

I wrapped both arms around her and shifted our weight. She made a surprised sound as I rolled us over, pressing her back into the cushions without slipping out of her. The sand shifted beneath us and she laughed, a breathless genuine sound that made something warm spread through my chest.

I braced myself above her and started to move.

The angle was different now, deeper. She gasped and her legs wrapped around my waist. I set a steady rhythm, long strokes that made her moan with each thrust. Her hands roamed my back, my shoulders, tangled in my hair.

“You feel incredible,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. “I forgot it could feel like this.”

I kissed her and drove deeper. The cushions shifted in the sand and I adjusted my grip, pulling her hips up to meet mine. The new angle hit something inside her that made her whole body arch.

“There,” she gasped. “Right there.”

I gave her what she needed. Steady, relentless strokes that hit that spot over and over. Her moans climbed higher and I felt her starting to tighten again.

“Come with me,” I said.

She nodded. I reached between us and found her clit again.

“Inside me,” she gasped. “It’s okay. I want to feel you.”

Three strokes was all it took. Her body locked up around me and I let myself follow. I buried myself deep and the release rolled through me in waves, intense and consuming. I groaned her name and felt myself pulse inside her while her body milked every last drop.

I collapsed onto my forearms, careful not to crush her. We lay there tangled together on the cushions, both of us breathing hard. The sand was cool beneath the fabric. The waves rolled in somewhere behind us. The stars wheeled overhead, indifferent and eternal.

Eva’s fingers traced lazy patterns on my back. I could feel her heartbeat where our chests pressed together, still racing but slowing.

I pulled out carefully and rolled to my side, gathering her against me. She came willingly, fitting herself into the curve of my body. Her head rested on my shoulder and her hand lay flat against my chest.

We lay there in silence. The Gulf was dark and endless in front of us. The moon had climbed higher and cast long shadows across the empty beach. Somewhere in the distance, a boat engine hummed and faded.

Eva stirred against me. Her fingers traced circles on my skin.

“I haven’t done that on a beach since I was twenty-two,” she said. Her voice was soft, almost wondering.

“Any complaints?”

She laughed quietly. “None whatsoever.”

I pulled her closer and pressed a kiss to her hair. The copper strands were tangled and windblown and smelled like salt.

She tilted her head back to look at me. Her makeup was smudged, her lipstick kissed away, her eyes soft and unguarded.

She looked more beautiful than she had all night.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Ichecked the beach in both directions. Empty. The private section kept most people away, and the late hour did the rest. I settled back against the cushions and pulled Eva closer. She rested her head on my chest and her leg draped over mine. The breeze off the Gulf felt good against our skin.

Eva traced small circles on my ribs with one finger. The motion was absentminded.

“I was married to a gay man for years,” she said. “I didn’t know it at the time. Neither did he, really. Or maybe he did and couldn’t admit it.” Her voice was calm, matter-of-fact. “We met in New York. He was directing a show I was in. He was smart and funny and we got along really well. The sex was… fine. Not amazing, but fine. I figured that’s just how it was after the honeymoon phase.”

She paused. Her fingers kept moving across my ribs.

“Then he stopped initiating. When I tried, he always had an excuse. Too tired, or too stressed, or too focused on work.” She exhaled slowly. “I thought it was me. I thought I’d gotten less attractive. I started obsessing over it. Was I too old? Too fat? Not interesting enough in bed? I tried everything. New lingerie, different positions, being more aggressive, being less aggressive. Nothing worked.”

I put my hand on her back and held her closer.

“Finally he told me the truth. He’d been sleeping with his male assistant. They’d been together for almost a year.” Her voice stayed even. “He cried when he told me. Said he was sorry, said he’d been fighting it his whole life and couldn’t anymore. He packed his stuff and moved in with the guy that same week.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I was relieved when he told me,” she continued. “That’s the messed up part. I was relieved that it wasn’t about me, that there was nothing I could have done differently. But the damage was already done, you know? I spent two years thinking I was undesirable. Thinking something was wrong with me. And even after I knew the truth, those feelings didn’t just disappear.”

I ran my hand up and down her spine. The motion seemed to help.

“I decided I was done after that. No more relationships. No more trying to make someone want me. I’d focus on my career, on my friends, on myself. And I stuck to that for twenty years.” She lifted her head and looked at me. “Until tonight.”

I met her eyes.

“This isn’t a relationship in the traditional sense, though,” she said. “You’re involved with Anna and Rosie. Whatever this is, it’s not what I swore off. It’s something else entirely.”

“That’s true,” I said.

She laid her head back on my chest. “Society tells us relationships have to look a certain way. But how often does that actually work? Most people I know who followed that script are miserable or divorced or both. Maybe the script is the problem.”

“Maybe it is,” I said.

“This thing with you and Anna and Rosie… so far it seems to be working. You’re all happy. They’re not competing or jealous. You’re not juggling or lying. It’s just… different. And honest.”

“Yeah.”

“I want to explore it,” she said. “I want to see what this could be. With all of you.”

I looked down at her. She lifted her head again and her eyes searched mine. I kissed her. She kissed me back with the same warmth and openness she’d shown all night. When we pulled apart, she smiled.

“Thank you for tonight,” she said.

I kissed her forehead. “Anytime.”

She settled back against my chest. We lay there under the stars and listened to the Gulf roll in. No one came down the beach. The private section seemingly kept us safe from the world.

Eva’s breathing slowed and evened out. Her body relaxed completely against mine. The waves kept their rhythm.

We stayed there until the chill finally drove us back inside.
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Eva left around midnight.

I walked her to her car in the parking lot and kissed her goodnight. She smiled against my lips and touched my chest, then got behind the wheel and drove off. I watched her taillights disappear before I headed back inside.

The elevator ride up felt longer than it had earlier. The air conditioning hummed in the empty hallway. I let myself back into the unit and locked the door behind me.

I pulled out my phone and started a three-way video call. Anna answered first, her face filling the screen. She was in bed, propped up against pillows. A lamp glowed softly on her nightstand.

“Hey,” she said. Her smile was warm and knowing.

Rosie’s face appeared in the second window a moment later. She sat on her outside deck. She wore a tank top and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

“Hey,” Rosie said. “How’d it go?”

Both of them looked eager, expectant. They’d been waiting to hear from me.

“It went well,” I said.

Anna leaned forward slightly. “Tell us.”

I gave them the broad strokes. The beach, the conversation, the way Eva had opened up about her past. I kept the intimate details to myself.

“She talked about her marriage,” I said. “Her ex-husband. She’s carrying some stuff from that, but she’s aware of it. She’s not running from it.”

“That’s good,” Anna said.

“How did she seem after?” Rosie asked. “Was she happy?”

“Yeah.” I thought about Eva’s face in the moonlight, the way she’d smiled when she kissed me goodnight. “She seemed happy. Almost light, like she’d let something go.”

Anna’s expression softened. “I’m glad. She deserves that.”

“We all do,” Rosie added quietly.

“She said she wants to explore this,” I continued. “With all of us. She gets that it’s different, and she’s okay with that.”

“I think she’ll be a great addition,” Anna said. “She’s got that spark, you know? That energy. She’ll bring something fun to the group.”

Rosie nodded. “I like her. She’s real and authentic.”

“She is,” I said.

“You did good,” Anna said. Her voice carried warmth and pride.

“Get some sleep,” Rosie added. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Goodnight,” I said.

They both said goodnight and the call ended. I stared at my reflection in the darkened glass.

I set the phone on the nightstand and stripped down to my boxers. The condo was quiet, the kind of silence that felt heavy after a night full of voices and laughter and connection.

I climbed into bed and pulled the covers up. I lay there and stared at the ceiling as the moonlight filtered through the balcony doors and cast pale rectangles across the floor. Somewhere far below, the Gulf rolled in and out, the rhythm constant and unchanging.

The mattress stretched out on either side of me, wide and empty. The bed felt enormous when I was in it alone.


Chapter Twenty-Four




The Gulf Shores Public Marina conference room smelled like coffee and fish, with undertones of diesel and salt air that no amount of air conditioning could scrub out. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Folding chairs filled the room in rows, most of them already occupied by the time we arrived. Framed photos from past rodeos covered the walls, alongside yellowed newspaper clippings and a mounted sailfish that looked like it had seen better decades.

Tib paused in the doorway. His hand gripped the registration packet from the volunteers outside. I caught the boat number printed on the front: 1998.

The year his father won.

Coincidence, or someone at the tournament office remembered. Either way, it landed.

Tib’s shoulders were tight under his Bordelon’s Marina shirt as he scanned the room.

Anna touched his elbow. “You good?”

“Fine,” Tib said. He stepped inside.

We followed him in. Rosie stayed close on my left, her arms crossed over her chest. She’d pulled her hair back in a tight ponytail and wore a faded Rougarou Charters t-shirt that had been washed a thousand times.

Anna had come for moral support, even though she didn’t need to be here. She stood out in a room full of sun-damaged men in fishing shirts and cargo shorts. Men turned to look when she walked in.

We found seats near the middle of the room. Tib sat on the aisle. I took the chair next to him, then Rosie, then Anna.

The room filled up around us. Captains and their crews filtered in, greeting each other with handshakes and backslaps, trading updates on boats and catches and weather forecasts.

An older man with a white beard and a turtle-print shirt stopped in the aisle next to us. He looked at Tib for a long moment, then his face split into a grin.

“Tib Bordelon,” he said. “I’ll be damned.”

Tib stood up and shook his hand. “Jimmy.”

“Good to see you back in it. We need some real competition around here. These corporate boys with their fancy boats and matching shirts don’t know what fishing used to be.” Jimmy clapped Tib on the shoulder and moved on to greet someone else.

Tib sat back down. His expression hadn’t changed, but his jaw relaxed slightly.

Two more old-timers stopped by in the next five minutes. Both of them said some version of the same thing. One of them asked about the boat, said he’d heard we’d been working on her, asked if she was running strong. Tib answered in his economical way, confirming facts without elaborating. The man nodded like he understood everything Tib wasn’t saying and wished us luck.

A younger captain in a crisp performance shirt glanced at Tib, said something to the guy next to him, and they both smirked. Another man looked at Tib and then away quickly, like he didn’t want to get pulled into a conversation. The skepticism hung in those glances. We were the underdog story some people wanted to root for and others wanted to see fail.

The room continued to fill. I counted at least sixty captains, maybe more, plus crew members scattered throughout the chairs. The noise level climbed.

Then Clark Goddard walked in.

He came through the door like a man who owned the building. Six feet tall, thick through the chest and shoulders, his silver hair slicked back and gleaming. He wore an expensive fishing shirt with sponsor logos stitched across the chest and back, the Goddard Charters name prominent in gold thread. His crew followed behind him—four younger guys, all in matching shirts, all looking like they spent their off days at the gym. They moved as a unit, confident and loud.

Clark stopped just inside the doorway and surveyed the room. His gaze swept across the crowd, acknowledging nods and waves with a smile. He spotted someone he knew near the front and called out a greeting. The man stood up and they shook hands. Clark said something that made the whole front row laugh.

His gaze found Tib.

The smile widened.

He said something to his crew, then started making his way down the aisle toward us. People shifted in their seats to let him pass. He stopped next to Tib’s chair and Tib’s hand tightened on the armrest.

“Tib!” Clark’s voice carried across half the room. “Been hearing about you getting that old boat of your daddy’s back in the water. That’s real ambitious for a man your age.”

Tib stood up slowly and met Clark’s eyes. “Clark.”

“How’s she running? That boat must be, what, forty years old now? Fifty? Hell, I can’t even remember.”

Several nearby conversations had stopped. People were listening now.

“She’s running fine,” Tib said.

“That’s really great.” Clark nodded like he was genuinely pleased. “It’s good to see the old guard represented. Keeps things traditional, you know? Reminds us where we came from. Just don’t push yourself too hard out there. The Gulf can be rough this time of year. A man your age needs to be careful.”

Tib’s voice stayed level. “We’ll be fine.”

“I’m sure you will.” Clark’s gaze slid to me, then to Rosie. “This your crew? Little light on experience, aren’t you? I mean, I’m sure they’re great at their jobs, but tournament fishing’s a different animal. Takes years to learn these waters. Hell, I’ve been running this coast for decades and I still learn something new every season.”

“They know what they’re doing,” Tib said.

Clark’s smile never wavered. “Anyway, I just wanted to come over and wish you luck. Really. It’s good to see you back in it. Your daddy would be proud.”

Tib’s expression didn’t change, but the muscle in his jaw twitched.

Clark moved on. His crew followed him toward the front of the room, where they claimed an entire row of seats. Clark settled into the center chair and stretched his legs out. One of his crew handed him a bottle of water. He unscrewed the cap and took a long drink, then said something that made the whole row laugh.

Tib sat back down. He stared straight ahead at the podium where the tournament officials were setting up a microphone and projector.

Anna leaned forward and looked past Rosie and me to catch Tib’s eye. “You handled that perfectly.”

“He’s scared of you,” Rosie said quietly. “That’s why he came over. He wanted to shake you before we even get out on the water.”

“Doesn’t matter what he wants,” Tib said. “All that matters is what we do.”

One of the tournament officials stepped up to the microphone and tapped it. The feedback squeal cut through the room’s noise. Conversations died down. People turned their attention to the front.

The official was a woman in her fifties, deeply tanned, with sun-bleached hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a tournament staff shirt and had a clipboard tucked under one arm. She adjusted the microphone and waited for the room to quiet completely.

“Welcome to the sixty-ninth annual Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo,” she said. Her voice was clear and carried authority. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Linda Pierce, tournament director. We’re glad to have you all here.”

She thanked the sponsors and volunteers, then moved into the tournament structure. She covered the divisions, the species categories, the cumulative weight scoring system.

Most of it was familiar from the registration materials, but hearing it out loud made it real. She emphasized the boundaries—twenty miles into the Gulf, designated sections of the Intracoastal Waterway, everything clearly marked on the maps in our registration packets.

“Weather forecast is typical July,” she continued. “Highs in the low nineties, heat index probably hitting triple digits by midday. Afternoon thunderstorms likely, especially Saturday and Sunday. If you see lightning, get off the water. We’re not running this tournament so somebody can get struck by lightning and sue us.”

That got a few scattered laughs.

“Weigh-ins are here at the public marina, five to seven PM each evening. You miss that window, your catch doesn’t count. I don’t care if you’re five minutes late, if you’re not through that gate by seven PM, you’re out of luck.”

Linda talked about verification procedures, the process for disputes, the penalties for rule violations. Anyone caught cheating would be disqualified immediately and banned from future tournaments.

“One more thing,” she said. “This tournament’s been running since 1958. A lot of you have family history here. A lot of boats in this room have been fishing this rodeo for decades. But tradition doesn’t mean we tolerate bad sportsmanship. Treat your fellow captains, the tournament staff, and these waters with respect. If you’ve got a problem with someone, you handle it like adults when you get back on shore, not out on the Gulf where somebody could get hurt.”

She wrapped up with logistical details about the Blessing of the Fleet in the morning, parking arrangements, and where to pick up additional ice if needed. Then she opened the floor for questions.

A captain near the front asked about the boundaries on the eastern edge of the tournament zone. Another wanted clarification on the minimum size for flounder. Linda answered each question with the patience of someone who’d done this many times before.

A few more questions were asked and answered. Then Linda wrapped things up, reminded everyone that lines went in at six-thirty AM, and wished us all good luck.

The meeting broke up. People stood and conversations resumed at full volume. Crews gathered around their captains to go over plans. The room filled with the sound of scraping chairs and overlapping voices.

Tib stood and picked up his registration packet. He didn’t say anything. He just headed for the door. We followed him out.

We walked to Tib’s truck in silence. Anna stayed close to him. Rosie walked on my other side, her hands shoved in her pockets. None of us said anything until we reached the parking lot.

Tib unlocked the truck and stood there for a moment with his hand on the door handle. He stared at nothing in particular.

“You okay?” I asked.

Tib pulled the door open. He climbed into the driver’s seat and sat there, both hands on the steering wheel. He looked out through the windshield at the rows of parked trucks and boat trailers.

“Just a little nervous,” he said. “This is getting real.”

“You got this,” I told him.

“And we’re with you,” Rosie said. “You don’t have to do it alone.”

Tib nodded, although he seemed unconvinced. “Yeah. Let’s just go home and get some sleep. Early start tomorrow.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




Ipulled into the Bordelon’s Marina parking lot at 3:58 AM. The air was thick, warm, already humid even in the dark, the kind of pre-dawn heat that told you the day was going to be brutal by noon.

The marina lights cast yellow pools across the dock. Insects swarmed in the glow. The water beyond lay black and still, no wind yet to stir it. Somewhere out on the Intracoastal a boat motor rumbled, another early crew getting a jump on the day.

Tib’s truck was already there, parked near the dock gate. I grabbed my gear bag from the passenger seat and headed down.

Rosie stood on Miss Lucille’s deck with a flashlight, checking the rod rigging. She’d beaten both of us here. Her ponytail swung as she worked her way down the line, testing each reel, checking each guide for wear. She wore cutoff shorts and a tank top, her feet bare on the deck. Her face was set in concentration.

She glanced up when my footsteps hit the dock. “Morning.”

“Morning,” I said. “How’s she looking?”

“Good. Everything’s tight.” She moved to the next rod and gave the reel a spin. The drag clicked smoothly. “Tib’s inside grabbing the last of the bait.”

I stepped aboard and set my bag down in the forward cabin. The boat rocked gently under my weight. The deck smelled of fresh wax, WD-40 from the reels, the bilge pump’s mineral odor from below. She smelled like a working boat again, not a museum piece.

Tib came down the dock a few minutes later. He carried two coolers, one stacked on top of the other. I met him at the stern and took the top one. Ice sloshed inside.

“Bait’s in the bottom one,” Tib said. “Live shrimp, couple dozen pogies. Should be enough to get us started.”

We loaded the coolers into the bait well. Rosie finished with the rods and moved to the helm to check the electronics. The GPS flickered to life, the screen glowing green in the darkness. The depth finder beeped once as it initialized.

Tib stood on the dock and looked at the boat. He had his hands on his hips, his cap pushed back. The dock lights threw shadows across his face.

“She looks good,” I said.

“She does,” Tib agreed. He sounded surprised, like he still couldn’t quite believe we’d gotten her this far.

Headlights swept across the parking lot. A car pulled in and parked next to my truck. The engine cut off and Anna climbed out. She wore jeans and a Bordelon’s Marina t-shirt, her hair pulled back in a low ponytail. She carried a cardboard tray with four coffee cups and a paper bag that smelled like bacon.

She walked down the dock and handed me the tray. “Figured you might need this.”

“You’re a saint,” I said.

“I know.” She passed the bag to Rosie, who’d come up from below. “Breakfast sandwiches. Eat them before you leave or they’ll get cold.”

Rosie opened the bag and the smell of eggs and bacon and cheese filled the air. She pulled out a sandwich wrapped in foil and handed it to Tib, then passed one to me. Anna kept the last two for herself.

We stood on the dock and ate in the pre-dawn quiet. The coffee was strong. The sandwich was perfect, greasy and satisfying in the way only early morning food could be.

“Dean Fields is supposed to be here at five,” Anna said between bites. “We’ll man the fuel dock together. It’s going to be a zoo today.”

“Appreciate you doing that,” Tib said.

“Of course.” Anna finished her sandwich and wadded up the foil. “You three focus on fishing. We’ll handle everything here.”

She looked at Tib for a long moment. Something soft crossed her face, almost maternal. She put her hand on his arm.

“Your father would be so proud of you,” she said quietly. “You know that, right?”

Tib looked away, out toward the dark water, and didn’t say anything. But his eyes were bright when he looked back at her. He nodded.

Anna hugged him. Tib stood stiff for a moment, then his arms came up and he hugged her back. She held him for several seconds before she let go.

“Go catch some fish,” she said.

She turned to me next. I set my coffee down on the gunwale and she stepped into my arms. She smelled like coffee and jasmine. Her body fit against mine in that easy way it always did, like we’d been doing this for years instead of weeks. She kissed me, quick and soft, then smiled.

“Be safe out there,” she said.

“Always am.”

“I know. Just reminding you.” She looked at Rosie. “Both of you.”

Rosie gave a small smile. “We’ll bring him back in one piece.”

Anna picked up the empty coffee cups and sandwich wrappers. She kissed me one more time, then headed back up the dock.

Tib finished his coffee and tossed the cup in the trash. “We should get moving. The blessing starts at six.”

I untied the stern line while Rosie got the bow. Tib climbed aboard and moved to the helm. The engine turned over on the first try, settled into a smooth idle. Tib let her warm up for a minute, watching the gauges, then eased the throttle forward.

Miss Lucille pulled away from the dock. The water slid past in the darkness, black and smooth as oil. The marina lights faded behind us as we motored out into the Intracoastal Waterway. The channel markers blinked red and green in the distance. Motors rumbled somewhere ahead, other crews making their way toward the public marina.

The sky to the east was starting to lighten, a pale gray line along the horizon. Stars still showed overhead, fading.

Rosie stood near the stern, one hand resting on the gunwale. She stared out at the water with that far-off look she got sometimes. I moved up next to her and put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She leaned into me and we stood there together while Tib piloted us through the pre-dawn darkness.

The public marina came into view twenty minutes later. Boats were already gathering, a loose procession forming in the channel. I counted at least forty, maybe more. Everything from small bay boats to massive sportfishing yachts with tournament towers and enough electronics to run a small airport. Navigation lights blinked red and green across the water. Engines rumbled in the darkness.

The blessing dock sat at the far end of the marina, lit by temporary flood lights someone had set up. A small crowd had gathered on the dock itself. The pastor stood at a podium with a microphone. Tournament officials in matching shirts moved through the crowd. A few spectators had shown up despite the early hour.

Tib throttled back and we joined the end of the procession. The boats ahead of us moved at idle speed, single file, past the blessing dock. Some captains and crews stood at attention. Others waved to the crowd. A few had their running lights on full, making a show of it.

I spotted Clark’s boat about ten positions ahead of us. Goddard’s Revenge was impossible to miss, gleaming white even in the dim light, her tournament tower bristling with radar and GPS antennas and communication arrays. She sat high in the water, her twin diesels rumbling with a deep, confident growl. Clark stood at the helm with his crew arrayed on the deck around him, all five of them wearing matching performance shirts. They looked professional, polished, and intimidating.

I looked down at Miss Lucille’s deck. We had good rods, good electronics, a solid engine. But we looked like what we were—a forty-year-old boat held together by two weeks of desperate work.

The procession moved forward. Goddard’s Revenge passed the blessing dock. Clark raised one hand in acknowledgment but didn’t slow down, didn’t bow his head, just kept moving like the whole ceremony was a formality he was obligated to observe.

More boats passed. A few captains cut their engines and drifted through under momentum. Others kept idling at bare steerage speed. The pastor’s voice carried across the water through the speaker system, words about safe passage and full nets and the blessing of the sea. The tone was solemn, hopeful, a little bit performative in the way these public ceremonies always were.

Our turn came. Tib throttled back to the minimum and Miss Lucille crept forward. The pastor’s voice grew clearer as we approached. He was an older man in a simple white robe, his face lined and kind in the flood lights. He held a microphone in one hand and gestured with the other as he spoke about the tradition of the rodeo, the community it brought together, the respect owed to the Gulf and the creatures within it.

Tib took off his cap. He held it against his chest and stared straight ahead at the blessing dock. He didn’t bow his head the way some of the other captains had, but something in his posture changed. His shoulders came back. His spine straightened.

The pastor’s blessing washed over us. I caught phrases about courage and skill and safe return. About honoring those who came before. About the sea giving and the sea taking away and the wisdom to know the difference.

I’d never been religious, but I didn’t need to be in order to appreciate the spirit of the moment.

Tib’s eyes were bright in the flood lights. He blinked once, twice, then put his cap back on and eased the throttle forward.

Miss Lucille moved past the blessing dock and back into the darkness beyond. The procession continued behind us. More boats queued up, more crews stood for their moment in the light.

Tib turned the wheel and pointed us south toward the Gulf. The other boats began to peel off, some heading east toward Perdido Pass, others west toward Fort Morgan, each crew making for their preferred fishing grounds.

The sky to the east was fully gray now, the stars gone. The first hint of orange touched the horizon. Dawn was maybe twenty minutes away.

Tib checked the GPS and plotted a course. Rosie moved to the stern to prep the outriggers. I stayed at the helm with Tib and watched the dark water ahead.

Tib glanced at the clock on the dash.

6:19 AM.

“Lines in at six-thirty,” he said.

“We’ll make it,” I said.

He pushed the throttle forward and Miss Lucille’s engine opened up. The bow lifted slightly as we picked up speed. The water rushed past and the warm air hit our faces.

The Gulf lay ahead, vast and waiting.


Chapter Twenty-Six




The orange line on the horizon widened and lightened as we cleared the protected waters of the Intracoastal. The Gulf opened before us, the surface rolling in long, lazy swells. The air smelled different out here—cleaner, saltier, without the brackish mud smell of the channels. The engine’s rumble settled into a steady drone as Tib held our course south.

Rosie stood at the stern and watched the GPS. She had the coordinates for Tib’s father’s spot programmed in. Her hair whipped in the wind and she squinted against the spray kicking up over the transom.

Tib checked the clock again.

6:24 AM.

“Almost there,” he said. His voice was tense, perhaps even excited, like a man returning to a place he hadn’t visited in decades.

The sun broke the horizon and light spilled across the water. The Gulf turned from black to deep blue-green, the color shifting as dawn spread west across the surface. Sweat gathered at my hairline.

Tib throttled back as we approached the coordinates. The engine dropped to an idle and Miss Lucille settled into the swells. The GPS showed a small icon marking the artificial reef eight miles offshore.

“This is it,” he said quietly. “My daddy used to fish this reef every tournament. He said the kings stacked up here because the current pushes baitfish through. Nobody comes here much anymore. But this one always produced.”

“Lines in,” Rosie said at precisely 6:30 AM.

Tib nodded. “Let’s get to work.”

Rosie and I rigged the trolling rods while Tib adjusted our position over the reef. We used live bait on two rods and lures on the other four, a mix that gave us options depending on what the fish wanted. Rosie attached the lines to the outriggers and clipped them into place. The rods bent slightly as the lures caught the water and began to track behind us.

Tib pushed the throttle forward and we started our first pass. Four knots, slow and steady, following the contour of the reef. The depth finder showed the structure below—concrete culverts and steel beams dropped here twenty years ago. The reef rose from sixty feet to forty feet, a ridge that broke the current and created eddies where baitfish gathered.

We made the first pass.

Nothing.

Tib turned and we ran parallel to the reef on a slightly different angle. Rosie stayed at the stern and watched the lines. I moved between the rods and checked the action, made sure the lures ran true and the bait stayed lively.

Second pass.

Nothing.

Tib adjusted the trolling speed. Five knots now, a little faster. The lures kicked harder in the water. Rosie changed out one of the baits that had gone slack.

Third pass.

Still nothing.

Tib’s jaw tightened. He didn’t say anything but I could see the tension building in his shoulders. He’d been so sure about his father’s spot, the place that always produced.

We kept working. Rosie suggested we troll deeper, closer to the bottom of the reef where larger fish might be holding in the cooler water. Tib agreed and adjusted our depth. We switched out some of the surface lures for diving plugs that would track eight to ten feet down.

The heat became brutal as the sun climbed higher. I drained half a water bottle. My shirt was already soaked through. Rosie wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand and kept watching the lines.

8:30 AM.

Two hours in and we had nothing.

Tib circled the reef again. He studied the depth finder, the GPS, the way the current moved across the surface. He was thinking, calculating, trying to figure out what he was missing.

Rosie moved up to the helm. She leaned over the electronics and studied the screen.

“The bait’s here,” she said. “Look at that.” She pointed to the depth finder. Small marks clustered near the bottom of the reef, clouds of tiny fish that showed up as gray smudges on the screen. “They’re holding deep. The kings will be below them, waiting to push them up.”

“So we need to get deeper,” Tib said.

“Or we wait,” Rosie said. “The sun’s getting higher. The baitfish will start to rise as the water warms. The kings will follow.”

Tib considered this. He nodded slowly.

“We keep working the edges,” he said. “Stay patient.”

We made another pass. The rods stayed quiet. The outrigger lines hissed through the water behind us.

I watched Rosie. She stood at the stern with one hand resting on the gunwale. Her eyes moved constantly as she checked the lines, watched the water, and glanced at the depth finder. She read everything, processed it, and adjusted her mental map of where the fish should be.

She caught me looking and gave a small smile.

“It’s coming,” she said. “I can feel it.”

Another pass.

Then the port outrigger rod bent.

Rosie was on it before I could move. She grabbed the rod from the holder and set the hook with a sharp upward jerk. The reel screamed as line peeled off. The rod bent nearly double.

“Fish on!” she yelled.

Tib throttled back and put the engine in neutral. I reeled in the other lines to get them out of the way. Rosie braced against the gunwale and worked the fish. The rod bucked in her hands.

Line kept running out, fifty yards, seventy-five, a hundred.

“Big king,” she said through gritted teeth. Her arms flexed as she fought to gain line back.

The fish ran hard to starboard. Rosie turned with it and kept the rod tip up. The drag screamed. She gained a few yards, then the fish surged and took it all back plus more.

“Let him run,” Tib called from the helm. “Don’t force it.”

Rosie nodded. She let the fish tire itself out. Three more runs, each one shorter than the last. Slowly she gained line. It showed thirty yards out, a dark shape cutting through the water just below the surface.

“Net,” Rosie said.

I grabbed the landing net and moved to the transom. The fish surfaced, rolled, showed its silver-blue flank. A king mackerel, good size, maybe fifteen pounds.

Rosie brought it alongside. I scooped the net under it and lifted. The fish thrashed once, twice, then went still. I swung it aboard and dropped it on the deck.

Rosie set the rod down and bent over, hands on her knees, breathing hard. Sweat dripped from her face onto the deck. She looked up at me and grinned.

“Told you,” she said.

Tib came down from the helm. He knelt next to the fish and ran his hand along its flank. The king was beautiful, sleek and powerful, its scales flashing silver.

I grabbed the priest and dispatched it quickly. Tib made a small slit under the pectoral fin and we bled it over the side. A few drops ran down the hull and streaked the white gel coat before the Gulf took the rest.

Rosie reached into the gunwale locker. She pulled out a handheld scale—a scuffed Boga-Grip that looked like it had been on this boat longer than I had—and tossed it underhand to Tib. He caught it without looking. He clipped the scale through the king's jaw and lifted.

“Fifteen pounds,” Tib said. “Good start.”

The fish went into the cooler, buried under a layer of crushed ice. I grabbed the hose and rinsed the hull clean.

Rosie rigged a fresh bait and we put the lines back out.

Two more passes and the starboard mid rod bent. It was like the first fish broke something open.

I grabbed it this time. The fish felt lighter than Rosie’s king but it fought differently, more aerial. It broke the surface twice, tail-walking across the water.

“Another king,” Tib called.

I brought it in. Twelve pounds, smaller than the first but still solid.

An hour later we hooked two more in quick succession. Rosie took one rod and I took the other. We fought them simultaneously, careful not to let the lines tangle. Both fish came in clean. Eighteen pounds and twenty-two pounds. The twenty-two was our biggest so far.

By eleven o’clock we had four king mackerel in the cooler and our confidence was building. The reef was producing exactly the way Tib’s father had promised it would.

Rosie suggested we switch tactics and try for something other than kings. The species category prizes meant we needed variety. A good cobia or a big red drum would be worth more to our cumulative score than another mid-weight king.

Tib agreed. We switched out some of the trolling gear for live bait rigs. Rosie baited a hook with a live eel and cast it near the edge of the reef. She let it sink and worked it slowly back toward the boat.

Twenty minutes later her rod doubled over.

This fish fought different. Heavy and powerful, it pulled straight down instead of running. Rosie braced her feet and leaned back. The rod bent so far I thought it might snap.

“Cobia,” she said.

The fight took ten minutes. The fish pulled hard and deep, taking line in short, brutal surges. Rosie gained it back inch by inch.

When it finally surfaced, we knew. Brown body, white lateral stripe, broad flat head. A cobia, and a big one.

I netted it and hauled it aboard. The fish thrashed on the deck. Its weight surprised me. Rosie knelt next to it and grinned like a kid on Christmas morning.

“That’s our first species category fish,” she said. “This could place.”

We bled it and iced it carefully, then Tib weighed it. Thirty-one pounds. The cobia went into its own section of the cooler, protected by extra ice.

Noon arrived. The temperature had climbed into the mid-nineties and the humidity made it feel worse. There was no shade on the boat, no escape. The sun beat down on the deck and reflected off the water in blinding sheets of white light.

We stopped fishing and focused on hydration. Tib opened the second cooler and passed around water bottles. We drank them fast and opened more. Rosie poured water over her head and let it run down her face and neck. I did the same.

Tib checked the fuel gauge and the engine temperature. Everything looked good. He glanced at the cooler where our catch lay buried in ice.

“That’s not bad for a morning,” he said.

“Not bad at all,” Rosie said. “But we need more. The captains who are hitting the offshore wrecks are probably pulling bigger kings. We need to keep adding weight.”

Tib nodded. We rested for another fifteen minutes, then put the lines back out.

One o’clock came and went. We hooked a small king that we released because it wouldn’t help our total. The reef’s productivity had slowed. The fish were either full or the afternoon heat had pushed them deeper.

The bilge pump cycled. The soft hum of the motor kicked on, ran for about ten seconds, then stopped.

I didn’t think much of it at first. Bilge pumps ran periodically to clear any water that collected in the hull, such as spray coming over the sides, condensation, and normal accumulation. But five minutes later it cycled again. And five minutes after that.

That wasn’t normal.

We had a problem.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Icaught Tib’s eye and pointed down toward the engine compartment.

“Bilge pump’s running a lot,” I said.

Tib frowned. He throttled back and put the engine in neutral. “Go check it.”

Below, the cabin was stifling. I opened the engine compartment hatch and the smell of diesel and hot metal hit me. I grabbed a flashlight from the tool bag and shone it into the bilge.

Water.

Not a lot, but more than there should be. Maybe three inches pooled at the lowest point, sloshing with the boat’s motion. The level rose slowly as I watched.

I traced the water back. It wasn’t coming from the hull seams or any obvious breach. I followed the bilge forward and spotted the problem. The raw water intake hose—the line that fed cooling water to the engine—had a loose hose clamp. Water dripped from the connection, a slow but steady leak.

I climbed back up and found Tib at the helm.

“We’ve got a leak,” I said. “Raw water intake hose. The clamp’s loose.”

Tib’s face tightened. “How bad?”

“Slow. But it’ll get worse if we don’t fix it. I need to tighten the clamp.”

“Can we keep fishing?”

I thought about it. The bilge pump would keep up for a while, but if the clamp failed completely the leak would go from manageable to serious in a hurry. We’d have to stop anyway, and we’d be farther behind.

“We should fix it now,” I said. “Thirty minutes, maybe less.”

Tib looked at the cooler, then at the water, then back at me, calculating. Thirty minutes out of the water meant thirty minutes another crew was fishing. It meant potentially losing ground in the standings.

But it also meant we’d have a sound boat for the rest of the tournament.

“Do it,” he said.

I went back below and opened the engine compartment wider. The heat inside was brutal. The engine radiated warmth like an oven and the confined space trapped it. I stripped off my shirt and tossed it aside. Sweat beaded across my chest and back.

Rosie appeared at the top of the ladder.

“What do you need?” she asked.

“Socket wrench. Three-quarter inch.”

She disappeared and came back with the wrench. I leaned into the engine compartment and reached for the hose clamp. The angle was awkward. I had to wedge myself between the engine block and the hull to get my arm down far enough.

The metal was hot. I pulled my hand back and grabbed a rag to wrap around my palm. I tried again. This time I got the wrench on the clamp and started to turn it. The bolt resisted. Corrosion had locked it in place.

I put more pressure on the wrench. The bolt turned, grudgingly, a quarter turn at a time. Sweat ran into my eyes. I blinked it away and kept working.

“How’s it going?” Rosie asked from above.

“Slow,” I said. “Clamp’s corroded.”

“Need help?”

“Just keep an eye on the bilge. Tell me if the water level rises.”

I worked the bolt for another five minutes. My shoulders ached from the cramped position. My back screamed from being bent double in the confined space. The heat made it hard to breathe.

The bolt finally came free. I backed it off and repositioned the clamp over the hose connection. I tightened it carefully, not too much or I’d strip the threads, just enough to compress the hose and seal the leak.

I tested it with my fingers. Dry.

I watched it for another minute. No drips. The leak had stopped.

“Got it,” I called up.

“Good,” Rosie said. “Because you look like you’re about to pass out.”

I climbed out of the engine compartment. The cabin air felt cool by comparison. I grabbed my shirt and wiped my face. My hands were black with grease and bilge water. I washed them and dried them on a towel.

When I came back on deck, Tib handed me a water bottle. I drank the whole thing without stopping. He handed me another and I drank half of that too.

“All good?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Clamp’s tight. Leak’s stopped.”

Tib nodded. He checked his watch. “Lost thirty-five minutes.”

“Could have lost the whole day if that clamp failed,” I said.

“I know.” He looked at me and gratitude passed across his face. “Good work, Jack.”

Rosie came over and stood close. She glanced toward Tib, saw that he was focused on the GPS, and leaned in. Her lips brushed mine, quick and soft.

“My hero,” she said quietly.

I grinned. “Just doing my job.”

“Keep doing it,” she said.

Tib started the engine. The rumble filled the air and Miss Lucille settled back into her rhythm. He eased the throttle forward and we began another pass over the reef.

The afternoon stretched ahead of us, hot and bright. We had fish in the cooler and a boat that was running sound. The lost time stung, but we were still in the fight.

Rosie moved back to the stern and picked up a rod. She checked the drag, tested the line, and cast out toward the edge of the reef. The bait arced through the air and splashed down thirty yards out.

She looked back at me and smiled.

“Come on,” she said. “We’ve got work to do.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




The sky to the west began to darken around three o’clock.

At first it was just a smudge on the horizon, a gray shadow that thickened and spread as we watched. The temperature hadn’t dropped yet but the quality of the light changed. Everything turned yellow-green, the water metallic.

Tib stood at the helm. He’d been watching the western sky every ten minutes for the past hour. The darkness stretched wider now, a wall of cloud that extended from the horizon halfway up to the zenith. Lightning flickered inside the mass.

I moved up beside him. “How far out do you think it is?”

“Ten miles, maybe twelve,” he said. “Moving east. We’re right in its path.”

Rosie came up from the stern. She’d been watching the sky too.

“How long do we have?” she asked.

“Thirty minutes,” Tib said. “Maybe forty if it slows down.”

Thunder reached us, a low rumble that carried across the water. Still distant but getting closer.

I checked our position on the GPS. Eight miles offshore. At cruising speed we could make the marina in fifteen or twenty minutes. But that meant pulling the lines now and abandoning the reef while the afternoon bite was just starting.

Tib watched the horizon. The storm advanced steadily. The lightning flashed more frequently. The wind picked up, coming from the west now, warm and humid, carrying the smell of rain.

“We can keep fishing,” Rosie said. She said it carefully, as a suggestion rather than a push. “The storm’s still a ways out. We could get another thirty minutes in.”

Tib turned and looked at her. He looked at me, his expression serious as he weighed the options and ran through scenarios.

Stay and fish and risk getting caught in dangerous water. Or run now and lose time we couldn’t get back.

The wind gusted harder. The swells picked up and Miss Lucille rocked in the chop.

Tib shook his head. “We run. I’m not risking us or this boat for a few more fish.”

Rosie nodded and moved to the stern to start pulling lines.

I helped her bring in the rods. We reeled them quickly and secured them in the holders. The lures came up and we stowed them in the tackle boxes. The wind kept building. Small whitecaps formed on the surface of the swells.

Tib turned Miss Lucille east and pushed the throttle forward. The engine opened up and the bow lifted. We picked up speed and the marina coordinates appeared on the GPS screen.

The storm pressed in behind us. The dark mass filled half the western sky now. Brilliant white forks split the clouds and reached toward the water. The thunder followed closer, deeper, a rolling boom that vibrated through the hull.

We covered the distance quickly. Miss Lucille ran smooth and strong. The repair held and the engine maintained its steady rhythm. The coastline appeared ahead, a thin line of white sand and green trees.

Tib checked over his shoulder. The storm had closed the distance but we were ahead of it. The wind blew harder now, whipping spray off the wave tops and sending it across the deck. I wiped salt water from my face and kept watching the horizon.

We passed through the mouth of Perdido Pass and entered the protected waters of the Intracoastal. The swells flattened and the ride smoothed. Tib throttled back slightly. The wind still gusted but the worst of it stayed offshore.

The marina came into view. Other boats moved through the channel ahead of us. They’d all made the same decision to flee the storm.

Tib guided us into the waterway as the first drops of rain began to fall, fat and warm, splashing on the deck. The sky overhead turned gray-black. Thunder cracked loud enough to make me flinch.

We reached the marina with maybe twenty minutes to spare. Tib swung Miss Lucille into her slip and I jumped to the dock with the bow line. Anna was already there in a rain jacket with the hood up, waiting to catch lines. Rosie tossed me the stern line and I secured both to the cleats. The rain picked up, drumming on the deck and the dock.

Tib killed the engine. The sudden silence rang after hours of steady noise. Rain soaked through my shirt in seconds.

I looked around the marina. Many boats had come in early. Their crews worked quickly to secure lines and cover gear. No one looked happy about losing fishing time but no one looked panicked either. This was the smart call.

I didn’t see Goddard’s Revenge.

Rosie came up beside me. Rain streamed down her face and plastered her hair to her head. She followed my gaze across the marina.

“Clark’s not here,” she said.

“I noticed too,” I said.

“Think he stayed out?”

“Probably. His boat can handle rougher water. I bet he’s gambling that he can fish through the edge of the storm.”

Tib joined us on the dock. He looked west toward the Gulf. The sky over the water had turned completely dark. Thunder came constantly now, overlapping crashes that rolled across the marina.

“Fool’s errand,” Tib said. “But that’s Clark. Always has to prove he’s tougher than the weather.”

The rain fell in thick curtains. The temperature dropped ten degrees in as many minutes.

We moved to cover under the overhang near the marina store, where Anna had a towel waiting for each of us. Water poured off the roof in streams. The dock shook as gusts of wind pushed against the pilings. A bolt struck somewhere close, the flash and the thunder simultaneous, a crack so loud it hurt my ears.

I stood with Tib and Rosie and watched the storm roll through. Our fish sat in the cooler on Miss Lucille’s deck, buried in ice. Five fish, just under a hundred pounds. It wasn’t enough to win but it was a solid start. We’d fished smart, stayed safe, and brought home good weight.

Clark Goddard was still out there somewhere, likely riding out the cell so he could be back on fish the second it passed. He’d squeeze every last minute out of the day.

Rosie leaned against the wall beside me. Water dripped from her hair and ran down her neck. She met my eyes and gave a small smile.

“Hell of a first day,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“You three get to the weigh-in when this lets up,” Anna said. “I’ll close up here.”

Thunder rolled across the marina and faded into the distance. The rain kept falling. We stood there together and waited for the storm to pass.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




The storm passed before five o’clock, dragging the temperature back up as it cleared. Humidity settled over the marina. Steam rose from the dock planks.

Tib backed the truck up to Miss Lucille’s slip and we loaded the cooler into the bed. Five fish didn’t sound like much, but a hundred pounds of iced fish made you work for it. I climbed into the truck bed and steadied the cooler as Tib pulled out and headed east toward the public dock. Anna waved as we drove away.

The weigh-in pavilion was at the Gulf Shores Public Marina, the same place we’d had the captain’s meeting the night before. Inside was only a concrete pier, a covered roof, a scale hanging from a steel frame. A crowd had already gathered by the time we arrived. We found a parking spot three rows back and hauled the cooler toward the dock. Other crews moved around us, coolers scraping on asphalt. The whole place smelled like fish and diesel and brackish water.

Rosie walked beside me as we carried the cooler between us. Sweat ran down her temple. She’d tied her hair back and changed into a clean shirt but the heat had already soaked through it.

“Big crowd,” she said.

We reached the pavilion and got in line behind six other crews. The tournament officials worked efficiently, weighing each fish individually, recording the weight and species, then returning them to the cooler. A volunteer posted results on a large whiteboard along the pavilion wall.

Our turn came twenty minutes later. We lifted our cooler onto the table and opened the lid. The ice had melted some but the fish were still cold and fresh.

The official pulled out the first king mackerel and hung it on the scale. Twenty-two pounds. He wrote it down and handed the fish to his assistant. The next three kings came in at eighteen, fifteen, and twelve pounds.

Then came the cobia. He hefted it onto the scale and waited for the needle to settle. Thirty-one pounds. A few people in the crowd nodded. Good fish.

The official tallied our total weight and recorded it on his sheet. Ninety-eight pounds across five fish. He handed Tib a receipt and moved on to the next crew.

We carried the cooler back to the truck and returned to the pavilion to check the board. The volunteer had already posted our results. I scanned the species categories first.

Our twenty-two pound king sat mid-pack, tenth or eleventh place. Not great but respectable. The cobia held third in its category behind a forty-seven pounder and a forty-three.

I moved down to the Captain’s Division standings. The board listed crews by cumulative weight, highest to lowest. I found our name five lines down.

Fifth place. Ninety-eight pounds.

Not bad for day one.

Clark Goddard’s name wasn’t on the board yet.

Rosie stood beside me and studied the board. Tib joined us a moment later. He looked at the standings for a long time.

“Fifth’s not bad,” Rosie said.

“Not yet it isn’t.” Tib’s eyes stayed on the board. “Clark’s not in yet.”

A commotion near the dock caught my attention. Clark Goddard walked toward the pavilion with his crew trailing behind him. Their foul-weather gear was still on, wet and streaked, the only crew at the pavilion who looked like they’d been out in the worst of it.

The crowd noticed. Heads turned. A few people near the dock started clapping. Someone whistled.

Clark’s crew offloaded their massive coolers onto dock carts and wheeled them toward the pavilion. The line of crews still waiting parted without anyone asking.

Clark walked behind the carts. He saw Tib and veered toward us, leaving his crew to handle the scale. His smile was broad, his voice carrying across the dock.

“Good showing for your first day back, Tib. Really. Keep it up and you might crack the top three by Sunday.”

Tib looked at Clark without speaking. His face stayed neutral. He didn’t take the bait.

Heat rose in my chest. Rosie touched my arm. I took a breath and kept my mouth shut.

Clark waited for a response that didn’t come. When Tib still didn’t react, Clark shrugged and turned back toward the scale. His crew had the first king up already.

The official called the weight. Thirty-eight pounds. A murmur went through the crowd.

The next king came in at thirty-two. Then twenty-eight. Then the cobia, forty-five pounds, the biggest of the day.

The volunteer at the whiteboard wrote fast. Clark’s name went up at the top of the Captain’s Division. One hundred forty-three pounds total. Our name slid down to sixth.

Forty-five pounds behind.

Tib watched the numbers go up. His face didn’t change.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said.
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The Sandbar was chaos.

Every table was full, every stool at the bar occupied. Fishermen crowded three deep along the back wall near the pool table. The jukebox blared Lynyrd Skynyrd and the noise level had climbed past conversation into full-throated shouting.

During rodeo weekend, The Sandbar became the “Liar’s Lounge.” Fishermen crowded in after weigh-ins to swap stories about the ones that got away, and the stories grew with every round of drinks.

Eva worked behind the bar at double speed. She filled pint glasses from the taps, uncapped bottles with practiced flicks of her wrist, and poured shots of well whiskey without measuring. Her face was flushed from the heat and the constant motion. She had no time to breathe, much less talk. Every time she set down a drink someone ordered another one.

I caught her eye as we came through the door. She smiled and mouthed something I couldn’t hear over the noise. I nodded and followed Tib toward the back of the room.

We found a corner table near the restrooms. The location was terrible for atmosphere but good for noise control. Tib dropped into the chair against the wall. Rosie took the seat beside him. Anna—who’d joined us after closing Bordelon’s—slid in next to me and pressed her knee against mine under the table.

A waitress I didn’t recognize appeared with four menus. Tib waved them off.

“Four Modelos and whatever fried appetizer special you’ve got,” he said.

The waitress nodded and disappeared into the crowd.

Tib leaned back in his chair. The lines around his eyes had deepened over the course of the day.

“Sixth place,” he said. “Two days to go. We can still do this.”

“We can,” Rosie said. “But we need bigger fish. The weight we brought in today was good but it’s not enough to close a forty-five pound gap.”

“I know where we can get bigger fish,” Tib said.

The waitress returned with our beers and a basket of fried shrimp. Tib took a long pull from his bottle and set it down carefully.

“There’s a wreck at fifteen miles,” he said. “My father swore by it. He fished it the year he won the rodeo. Big kings run that structure. Cobia too.”

Rosie frowned. “Fifteen miles is a long run. If the weather turns or something goes wrong with the boat we’ll be a long way from help.”

“I know the risk,” Tib said. “But we need big fish and that’s where they are.”

Anna spoke up. “What about inshore? There are plenty of reefs and structure inside ten miles that produce good weight. You could fish them all day and bring home steady catches without the risk.”

“Steady catches won’t beat Clark,” Rosie said. “He’s fishing the deep water. He’s going for trophies. If we fish inshore we’ll get consistent weight but we won’t close the gap.”

The wreck at fifteen miles offered high reward but high risk. Inshore fishing was safer but wouldn’t produce the big fish we needed. Both options had merit. Both had drawbacks.

“What if we do both?” I said.

They turned and looked at me.

“We run offshore in the morning while we’re fresh,” I said. “Hit the wreck, work it hard for three or four hours. If it produces, great. We stay out there and keep fishing. If it doesn’t, we move inshore in the afternoon and pick up steady weight. That way we’re not putting all our chips on one spot.”

Tib considered this. He picked up a shrimp and ate it slowly.

“Split the difference,” he said. “I like it.”

“It’s flexible,” Anna said. “You’re not locked into one strategy if conditions change.”

Rosie nodded. “We’d need to leave early. Six o’clock or earlier. The run out to fifteen miles will take forty-five minutes at cruising speed. We want to be fishing by lines in at 6:30.”

“We can do that,” Tib said. “Good thinking, Jack.”

We drank our beers and worked through the basket of shrimp. The noise in the bar continued unabated. Someone at the pool table shouted about a scratch. Laughter erupted near the jukebox.

A little later, Eva appeared beside the table. She carried a glass of ice water and looked like she’d just finished a marathon, but she was smiling.

“Mind if I sit?” she asked.

“Please,” Anna said.

Eva slid into the booth beside Rosie and took a long drink of water. She closed her eyes and let out a breath that was half laugh, half groan.

“I forgot how insane this weekend gets,” she said. “I’ve been pouring drinks for three hours straight.”

“You look like you’re holding up,” Tib said.

“Barely.” She set down her water and looked around the table. “So how’d it go out there? Catch anything worth bragging about?”

“Sixth place,” Rosie said. “Ninety-eight pounds.”

“That’s good, right?”

“It’s respectable,” Tib said. “But Clark’s in first place.”

Eva made a face. “Of course he is.”

“Tomorrow’s your day,” she said.

She smiled and let go of my hand. She finished her water and stood up.

“Break’s over,” she said. “Back to the trenches.”

She walked back toward the bar. I watched her go. Anna watched me watch her. She didn’t say anything but her hand tightened around mine under the table.

Tib pushed his empty bottle to the center of the table and stood up.

“We should head out,” he said. “Early start tomorrow.”


Chapter Thirty




On Saturday morning, we left at five o’clock.

Tib climbed aboard Miss Lucille and started the engine. I untied the lines and pushed us away from the dock. Rosie stood at the stern, already rigging rods by the light of the running lamps.

Anna appeared on the dock as we pulled out of the slip. She wore cutoff shorts over a red bikini, a loose white cover-up that hung open in front. She carried a small canvas bag and a water bottle.

Tib throttled back and I moved to the rail. Anna tossed me her bag and climbed aboard. She stepped from dock to deck without hesitation.

“Dean can handle the fuel dock,” she said. “I’m not missing another day of this.”

I grinned at her. “Glad you’re here.”

She moved to the bow and set her bag down on one of the storage lockers. She pulled off her cover-up and folded it neatly. The red bikini fit her perfectly, emphasizing the curves of her chest and hips, the tanned length of her legs. She caught me looking and gave me a knowing smile.

Tib pushed the throttle forward and Miss Lucille headed down the channel toward the pass. The running lights reflected off the dark water. The sky began to lighten behind us, a slow gradient from black to deep blue to purple along the horizon.

We cleared the jetties and entered open water. The Gulf spread out ahead of us, flat and calm in the early light. Tib brought the engine up to cruising speed and settled in. The bow lifted and the deck vibrated beneath my feet.

Rosie worked at the stern. She wore a navy blue athletic bikini top and board shorts. Her dark hair was pulled back tight. She moved efficiently, checking drags, testing knots, rigging fresh baits on the hooks.

Anna settled into a spot near the bow where she could stay out of the way but still see everything. She leaned back against the rail, her legs stretched out in front of her, and watched the sun rise over the water.

I stood beside Tib at the helm. He checked the GPS and adjusted our course slightly. The coordinates for the wreck sat locked in, a point fifteen miles offshore.

“Skipping the blessing today?” I asked.

Tib nodded. “Once is enough. The Lord’s got other things to worry about.”

The run out to the wreck took almost an hour. The small chop rolled under us but Miss Lucille handled it easily. The engine maintained its steady rhythm and the repair held without complaint.

The sun cleared the horizon behind us and light spread across the water. The temperature rose quickly. By the time we reached the GPS coordinates the heat had already settled over the deck.

Tib throttled back and we began our approach. The wreck sat in seventy feet of water, an old tugboat that had been sunk in the eighties to create artificial reef structure. The hull attracted baitfish, which attracted the predators we wanted to catch.

But we weren’t the only ones with that idea.

Another boat sat directly over the wreck, three lines already in the water. I recognized the name on the stern but couldn’t place which crew it belonged to. Not Clark, at least. Nobody moved around the deck with any urgency.

Tib circled at a distance. His jaw tightened as he watched the other boat. We couldn’t crowd them without tangling lines, and there wasn’t enough room on the structure for both crews to fish effectively.

Rosie came up beside him. She studied the water and the GPS, then looked east.

“There’s a second piece of structure about four hundred yards from here,” she said. “Not as big, but nobody’s on it. Your dad ever fish that?”

Tib’s eyes went distant for a moment, as if he were sorting through old memories.

“He mentioned it once,” he said. “Said it was hit or miss.”

Rosie shrugged. “Let’s try it.”

Tib nodded and turned Miss Lucille east. We covered the distance quickly. When the GPS showed we were close, Tib throttled back and let the boat drift. He watched the depth finder as the bottom rose and fell beneath us. The screen showed a small ridge of structure, maybe twenty feet high, surrounded by sandy bottom.

“That’s it,” he said.

We set up on the smaller structure. Rosie dropped lines while I helped Anna organize the cooler and prep the bait station. The sun climbed higher and the heat pressed down on the deck. I stripped off my shirt and stuffed it under one of the storage lockers.

Anna worked beside me. Sweat beaded on her collarbone. She caught me looking and gave me a slow smile.

“Keep your head in the game, Jack.”

The first hour produced results. Rosie landed a twenty-eight pound king mackerel that fought hard and ran deep before she brought it to the boat. I gaffed it and lifted it over the rail. Anna bled it and packed it in ice before the flesh could warm.

Thirty minutes later Tib hooked a cobia. The fish came up fast and broke the surface twice before Rosie got the gaff in. Thirty-five pounds. Another solid catch.

Anna kept the cooler organized. She packed each fish carefully in fresh ice, making sure they stayed cold and pristine for the weigh-in. She handed off fresh baits when needed, kept water bottles filled, and wiped down the deck after each catch. She worked without complaint, falling into the rhythm of the crew like she’d been doing it all her life.

The morning stretched into late morning. The sun reached its zenith and the heat became oppressive. We drank water constantly and stayed in whatever shade the boat’s small canopy provided.

Then, around eleven o’clock, Rosie’s rod nearly ripped out of the holder.

She lunged for it and grabbed the rod just before it went over the side. She set the hook hard, bracing her feet against the deck, and immediately the line screamed off the reel. Whatever she’d hooked was big and it was running fast.

“Clear the other rods,” Tib shouted.

I reeled in the nearest line and secured it in the holder. Anna grabbed another rod and did the same. Within seconds all the other lines were out of the water.

Rosie fought the fish. Her arms strained against the rod and the muscles in her shoulders stood out beneath her tan skin. Her face set in concentration. She gained line slowly, reeling in a few feet before the fish took it back with another hard run.

Tib maneuvered Miss Lucille to follow the fish. He kept the boat positioned so Rosie could fight without the line crossing under the hull. His hands stayed steady on the wheel.

“Big king,” Rosie said through clenched teeth. “Real big.”

Anna moved to her side. She held the gaff ready but stayed back, giving Rosie room to work.

“You’ve got this,” Anna said.

The fish ran again. Line peeled off the reel. Rosie let it go, trusting the drag, waiting for the run to stop. When the fish finally slowed she began reeling again. Her arms shook from the effort. Sweat ran down her face and dripped off her chin.

Ten minutes passed. The fish began to tire. The runs grew shorter. Rosie gained more line with each turn of the reel. The fish came closer to the boat, still deep but rising slowly.

“I see it,” Tib called from the helm. “A big king.”

Rosie kept reeling. The rod bent in a deep curve and the line cut through the water. Then the fish broke the surface thirty feet from the boat. It was massive, silver and blue-green in the sunlight, thick through the body. It thrashed once and dove again.

Rosie worked it back up. This time when the fish surfaced it stayed near the top. She brought it alongside the boat. Anna leaned over the rail with the gaff. She waited for the right moment, then sank the point into the fish’s shoulder. She lifted and I grabbed the gaff handle with her. Together we hauled the king mackerel over the rail.

The fish hit the deck with a heavy thud. It thrashed violently and I pinned it down while Rosie grabbed the priest and delivered a clean blow to the head. The fish went still.

We stood there, breathing hard, staring at what Rosie had brought in.

It was a monster. Easily the biggest king mackerel I’d ever seen. The body was thick and muscular, the tail broad and powerful. Anna knelt beside it and ran her hand along its flank.

“Now that’s a fish,” Tib said quietly.

Rosie set down her rod. Her hands shook. She wiped sweat from her face and looked at the king mackerel, then at Tib.

“Fifty pounds?” she asked.

“At least,” Tib said.

Rosie let out a long breath. Then she smiled.

Anna moved to the cooler. She pulled out bags of ice and began packing the king mackerel carefully. She arranged it so the body stayed straight, packed ice around the head and tail, and covered it completely. The fish had to stay pristine for the weigh-in. Every ounce counted.

I clapped Rosie on the back. “Hell of a catch.”

“Thanks,” she said. She was still shaking from the effort.

Tib came down from the helm. He looked at the fish in the cooler and then at Rosie. Gratitude and pride crossed his face.

“That’s a tournament winner,” he said.


Chapter Thirty-One




The fifty-pound king mackerel changed everything.

After Rosie brought it in, the tension that had been sitting on our shoulders all morning lifted. Tib started humming while he checked the lines. We fished with confidence instead of desperation.

We stayed on the structure and kept working. The lines went back in the water and the fish kept coming. Nothing as spectacular as the big king, but good solid catches that added weight to the cooler.

By one o’clock we had a cooler packed with ice and fish. Rosie sat on the stern rail and drank water from a bottle that had gone warm in the heat. Tib stayed at the helm but his shoulders had relaxed. Anna tidied the bait station while I checked the remaining rigs.

“Anybody hungry?” Anna asked.

“Starving,” I said.

She pulled a soft-sided cooler from under one of the storage lockers and opened it. She handed out sandwiches wrapped in wax paper, ham and cheese on Cuban bread. Nothing fancy, but when you’ve been on the water since dawn and the sun is cooking you from above, it tasted better than anything I’d eaten in weeks.

We ate in shifts. Tib took his sandwich to the helm and ate while he kept watch on the lines. Rosie finished hers quickly and went back to rigging fresh leaders. Anna sat beside me on the cooler and we ate without talking.

The heat had settled into the kind of oppressive afternoon weight that made every movement feel like effort. The water around us had gone glassy calm. No wind. No clouds except for a dark line building on the northern horizon.

Tib noticed it too. He pulled out his phone and checked the marine forecast. He studied the screen for a minute, then looked back at the distant storm.

“System’s building north,” he said. “Should pass well above us. Might get some chop when the wind shifts but nothing we can’t handle.”

“Keep fishing?” Rosie asked.

Tib nodded. “We’ve got good action here. No reason to run yet.”

We finished our sandwiches and went back to work. The sun climbed past its peak and started its slow descent toward the western horizon. The shade from the small canopy helped but the heat remained brutal.

Around three o’clock one of the rods nearly doubled over.

The tip bent so far I thought it would snap. The reel screamed as line peeled off. I grabbed the rod and set the hook hard. The weight on the other end was massive.

“Got something big,” I said.

Tib throttled the engine down to idle. Rosie cleared the other lines. Anna moved to the rail with the gaff.

The fish pulled hard and deep. It didn’t make the long sprinting runs the king mackerel had made. Instead it dove and shook its head, trying to throw the hook with short powerful surges. I kept pressure on it and reeled when I could, but this fish was heavy and it didn’t want to come up.

“What is it?” Anna asked.

“Not sure,” I said. “Fights like an amberjack but it’s bigger than any jack I’ve ever hooked.”

Tib came down from the helm and watched the angle of the line.

“Could be a big cobia,” he said.

My arms burned. The fish stayed deep and pulled with steady pressure. I gained a few feet of line and then lost it again when the fish surged. Sweat ran into my eyes. I blinked it away and kept working.

Ten minutes passed. Then fifteen. The fish finally started to tire. The surges came less frequently. I reeled steadily and brought it closer to the boat.

The fish rose slowly from the depths. A broad shadow appeared beneath the surface, dark brown on top with a lighter belly. Then it broke into the sunlight.

Cobia. A monster.

The body was thick and muscular, the head broad and flat. Sixty pounds, maybe more.

Bigger than anything currently on the tournament leaderboard.

“Holy shit,” Anna said quietly.

I kept the rod bent and brought the fish toward the rail. It stayed just below the surface, exhausted but still dangerous. Anna leaned over with the gaff ready.

The cobia came within reach. Anna positioned herself. The fish rolled slightly and its broad tail swept back and forth in the water.

Then it saw the boat.

The cobia made one last surge. It dove hard and the rod bent nearly double. I held on and kept pressure but something gave. The tension in the line went slack.

The rod straightened.

I reeled in. The line came back limp and empty. The leader had snapped.

I stood there and stared at the loose line in my hands. My arms still shook from the fight.

But the fish was gone.

Nobody spoke.

Rosie set down the rod she’d been holding. Anna lowered the gaff and turned away from the rail. Tib stood with his hands on his hips and looked at the empty water where the cobia had been moments before.

“That fish would’ve won this whole thing,” Rosie said quietly.

I wound the broken leader around my hand and examined it. The monofilament was old, sun-damaged, weakened from too many days in saltwater and heat. We should have replaced it, should have checked every piece of terminal tackle before we left the dock. But we hadn’t, and now the fish that could have put us in first place was swimming free somewhere beneath the boat.

Tib was silent for a long moment. He looked at the broken leader in my hand, then at the empty cooler space where that cobia should have been packed in ice.

“We check every piece of terminal tackle tonight,” he said. “Every leader, every swivel, every hook. Nothing old goes back in the water tomorrow.”

It wasn’t blame. It was a plan for moving forward. But the loss sat heavy on all of us.

I coiled the broken leader and stuffed it in my pocket. Anna moved back to the stern and started organizing the remaining rigs. Rosie went to the helm and stood beside Tib.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. The dark line of storms on the northern horizon had grown larger.
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The crowd at the weigh-in pavilion had grown since yesterday. We hauled our cooler through the parking lot and got in line behind four other crews. The air smelled like fish and diesel and the sweat of people who’d been on the water all day.

Clark had already weighed in. He stood near the whiteboard holding court with a small crowd of admirers.

When our turn came, we lifted the cooler onto the table and opened the lid. Anna helped me lift out the first king mackerel, the monster that Rosie had brought in that morning. Even lying on the prep table it looked massive.

The officials weighed the smaller catches first—a twelve-pound king, then a nine-pound. The volunteer recorded each one and moved on.

Then they lifted Rosie’s king mackerel.

Two officials carried it between them. The tail hung down and nearly touched the concrete. They hooked the certified scale through the lower jaw and stepped back. The needle swung and settled.

Fifty-two pounds.

A murmur ran through the crowd. The volunteer at the whiteboard looked up from his clipboard.

“Fifty-two pounds,” he called out. “That’s the largest king mackerel weighed in this tournament.”

The crowd erupted. People cheered and whistled. The king mackerel hung from the scale and rotated slowly in the evening light.

Rosie’s face had gone red. She stood rigid beside Tib and didn’t acknowledge the crowd. But I saw the corner of her mouth twitch upward for just a second before she caught herself.

Tib clapped her on the shoulder.

The officials lowered the king mackerel and recorded the weight. They moved through the rest of our catch quickly. Everything was weighed, verified, logged. Then they tallied our cumulative weight.

The volunteer walked to the whiteboard and updated our entry.

Two hundred thirty-four pounds. Third place.

More applause. Not as loud as it had been for the big king, but sustained and genuine. Third place was nothing to be ashamed of. We’d climbed from sixth to third in one day. We were back in this tournament.

But third place wasn’t first.

I scanned the whiteboard:

First Place: Goddard’s Revenge, Captain Clark Goddard, 269 pounds.

Second Place: Deep Blue, Captain Mike Carson, 243 pounds.

Third Place: Miss Lucille, Captain Thibodaux Bordelon, 234 pounds.

We’d had a good day, brought in excellent fish, and had even landed the tournament’s biggest king mackerel.

And we were still thirty-five pounds behind.

Anna came up beside me and looked at the whiteboard.

“You’re not out of it,” she said quietly.

“We needed that cobia.”

“You’ve got one more day.”

I nodded but didn’t answer. The math was simple. We’d need to land multiple trophy fish while Clark failed to do the same.

Possible, but the odds were steep.

We collected our empty cooler and started back toward the truck as the crowd began to disperse. Some people stopped us to congratulate Rosie on the big king. She accepted their praise with short nods and kept moving.

We reached Tib’s truck. I was about to set the cooler in the bed when I heard footsteps behind us.

Clark Goddard approached. He wore aviator sunglasses even though the sun had nearly set. He stopped a few feet away.

“Nice fish,” he said.

His tone was pleasant. His smile was tight.

“Thanks,” Rosie said.

Clark’s eyes moved from Rosie to Anna. His smile widened. His gaze lingered on Anna a beat too long.

“Good to see Bordelon’s Marina finally figured out how to attract some talent,” he said.

The words hung in the air. The innuendo was clear. He wasn’t complimenting their fishing skills.

Anna’s face went cold. Rosie’s expression could have cut through steel.

I stepped forward, hands clenched.

Clark saw it and his smirk deepened. He wanted this. He wanted me to take a swing at him in front of witnesses and tournament officials.

Tib caught my arm.

I stopped but didn’t step back. Clark and I stood three feet apart. Behind him, his crew shifted uncomfortably.

Clark held my stare for another second. Then he adjusted his sunglasses and turned away, walking back toward the pavilion.

Anna touched my elbow.

“Let it go,” she said.

I took a breath and let it out slowly. The anger didn’t disappear but I forced it down.

She was right. Tib was right. Getting into a fight with Clark at the tournament weigh-in would accomplish nothing except getting us disqualified.

Rosie stood at the tailgate. She stared at Clark’s retreating back. “We bury him tomorrow.”

Nobody argued with her.
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The Sandbar was packed again, every table full, every barstool taken. Eva moved behind the bar in controlled chaos, pouring beers and mixing drinks with the muscle memory of ten thousand shifts.

We claimed a corner table. Tib sat with his chair tilted against the wall, nursing a beer. Anna sat beside him and Rosie sat across from me.

A sunburned guy in a fishing shirt leaned over from the next table.

“Hell of a king, Captain. Fifty-one pounds?”

Word about the tournament spread fast.

“Fifty-two,” Rosie said.

“What’d you catch it on?”

“Live bait.”

Eva came over during a brief lull in the bar traffic. She set down a round of fresh drinks and leaned her forearms on the table.

“I heard about the cobia,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“And I heard about what Clark said at weigh-in.” Her voice hardened. “That man is a pig.”

“He’s a desperate pig,” Anna said. “He’s rattled. He knows we’re coming for him.”

Eva straightened and wiped the already-clean table with a bar towel. “You’ve still got a shot, right?”

“We do,” Tib said. “Not a great one, but it’s there.”

The math sat heavy on all of us. We climbed from sixth to third in one day, but we still trailed Clark by thirty-five pounds. One massive fish could close that gap. Two or three solid catches might do it. But we couldn’t just fish well tomorrow. We needed Clark to have a bad day, and men like Clark didn’t have bad days when it mattered most.

I took a drink and looked at Rosie. “Where do we fish tomorrow?”

“Same spot.” Rosie didn’t hesitate. “The fish are there. That structure is producing.”

Tib nodded. “We go back offshore. Hit the same GPS coordinates, set up on that small ridge, work it hard.”

Anna leaned forward and wrapped both hands around her beer bottle. “A lot of boats are going to head offshore tomorrow. Word’s out about the fishing. It’ll be crowded.”

“Then we get there first,” Tib said.

The plan was simple. The execution would be harder. Other captains noticed the offshore bite. They saw the catches coming in at weigh-in. Tomorrow morning the good structure would be contested. Boats would jostle for position. Lines would cross. Tempers might even flare.

We needed to arrive early, claim our spot, and defend it.

“What time are you launching?” Eva asked.

“Five-thirty,” Tib said.

Eva nodded. “I’ll be there.”

Anna and Rosie looked at each other.

“You will?” I asked.

“I got someone to cover my shift,” Eva said. “I’m not missing the last day.” She hesitated. “If there’s room.”

Tib studied her for a moment. His pale blue eyes moved from Eva’s face to the bar where customers gestured for her attention. Then he looked back at her.

“There’s room,” he said.

“Good.” Eva stood and grabbed the tray of empties.

She disappeared back into the crowd before we could respond. The noise of the bar swallowed her wake.

Rosie took a drink and set her bottle down. “Five people on that boat is going to be tight.”

“We’ll manage,” Tib said.

Anna smiled. “It’ll be cozy.”

Tomorrow all three women would be on the boat with me, and we’d either win this thing or go down fighting.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Iarrived at the marina at four in the morning. The sky held no light, just black water and the silhouette of boats against the docks.

Tib’s truck sat in the gravel lot beside Miss Lucille. The cabin lights were on. I climbed aboard and found him in the small pilothouse, bent over the electronics.

“You sleep?” I asked.

“Some,” he said.

He turned back to the GPS and punched in coordinates, checking them against a worn notebook.

I started the pre-flight checks. Fuel levels. Battery connections. Bilge pumps. Safety equipment. Everything we’d verified yesterday, but tournament day meant redundancy.

Rosie arrived fifteen minutes later. She came down the dock carrying her tackle bag and a thermos, wearing board shorts over a red athletic bikini, her dark hair pulled back tight.

“Morning,” she said, and her smile carried the quiet excitement of a tournament day. She set down her gear beside me and squeezed my arm. “We’re going to catch some good fish today.”

Then she settled in and started going through the terminal tackle, holding each leader up to the light, testing every swivel, running her thumb along each hook.

Footsteps sounded on the dock at four-thirty. Anna appeared at the rail carrying coffees and a paper bag that smelled like bacon. She wore white shorts and a seafoam bikini top.

“Breakfast,” she said.

Tib took a coffee and a sandwich. Some of the tension left his face. Rosie accepted hers without looking up from the tackle. I burned my tongue on the first sip.

Anna sat on the cooler and looked at the dark water around us. Most of the other tournament boats sat dark.

“We’re the first ones out?” she asked.

“That’s the plan,” Tib said.

Headlights swept across the lot five minutes later. Eva’s car pulled in beside Tib’s truck. She stepped out wearing a black bikini with a sheer cover-up, her copper hair down. She moved to the trunk and pulled out a large cooler.

I climbed off the boat and took it from her. Heavier than I expected.

“Lunch,” Eva said. “And snacks. And a lot of water. Five people in the heat are going to need supplies.”

She followed me aboard and looked around at the gear, the rods in their holders, the tackle boxes and bait bins. Her eyes moved from stern to bow.

“Tell me where to put myself,” she said.

I showed her the bench seat near the stern and explained the basics. Stay clear of the rods. Watch for signals. If a fish hit, she could help with icing, but it might be best to leave the fighting and gaffing to me, Rosie, and Tib.

“Time to go,” Tib said.

We cast off in darkness. The engine rumbled to life. Tib eased Miss Lucille away from the dock and turned toward the mouth of the waterway. Running lights came on, red and green cutting through the black.

The Intracoastal opened before us, flat and dark as oil. Tib brought the throttle up. The bow lifted and we settled into a plane. Wind hit my face.

Anna and Eva sat together on the port bench. Rosie stood at the rail beside me watching the GPS. Tib held the wheel with both hands, his face lit by the glow of the electronics.

We passed under the Highway 59 bridge and turned south toward the Gulf. No moon, no stars through the cloud cover. Just the engine and the slap of water against the hull.

The pass appeared ahead. Tib navigated through and we hit open water. The swells grew larger but stayed regular. The boat rose and fell in a rhythm that felt almost soothing.

Thirty minutes offshore, Tib throttled back. He checked the depth finder and GPS, then cut the engine to idle.

“We’re here,” he said.

Three boats already held position over the structure. I recognized Goddard’s Revenge among them. He’d anchored up on the best spot, right over the ridge where Rosie had hooked her king yesterday.

Tib circled wide and found a gap on the eastern edge. Not ideal, but workable.

We moved into position. Rosie and I took our rods. Anna positioned herself at the bait station. Eva stayed near the stern. Tib fired up the engine and began a slow troll.

At six-thirty, we dropped lines.

The rods went in one at a time. Live bait swam down into the blue at varying depths. The outriggers held two lines high and wide. Four rods covering the productive zone.

The boat trolled over the ridge. Everyone watched the rod tips.

Fifteen minutes. Twenty. The heat started to build.

At six-fifty, the starboard outrigger rod popped free.

“Fish on,” Rosie called.

I grabbed the rod and set the hook hard. Solid weight on the other end. The reel sang as line peeled off. Tib throttled back and turned to follow.

Rosie cleared the other rods. Anna moved to the rail with a gaff. Eva stayed back, watching.

Five minutes in, the fish broke the surface fifty feet out. King mackerel. I brought it closer. One jump, one short run, then it tired. Anna sank the gaff cleanly and we hauled the king over the rail.

Rosie delivered a quick blow with the priest.

“Eighteen pounds,” Tib said after weighing the catch. “Good start.”

Anna and Eva iced the fish. Eva worked carefully, deliberately, handling it without damaging it.

We reset the lines.

Seven-fifteen brought another strike. Port flat line. Rosie grabbed it and set the hook. The fish ran hard and deep. She fought it with the same intensity she’d shown yesterday.

Ten minutes later, a twenty-two pound king came to the rail. I gaffed it. Anna and Eva iced it immediately.

Two kings in the first hour. Good, but not enough.

At seven-forty, the center rod bent hard. I grabbed it. Something bigger than the kings was on the line. The fish dove straight down and shook its head.

“Cobia,” Rosie said.

Tib maneuvered the boat. The fish pulled with steady, stubborn force. I worked it slowly, gaining line in small increments.

Fifteen minutes in, the broad brown back rose near the surface. Sure enough, a cobia.

Anna stood ready. The fish circled, still strong but tiring. I brought it within range. She timed her strike and sank the gaff. We lifted together.

Rosie put it down with the priest.

“Thirty pounds,” Tib said.

Eva and Anna iced the cobia. The cooler filled.

Eight o’clock. Ninety minutes of fishing, three excellent fish. Weight and quality. But we needed more.

Other boats appeared on the horizon. Five, maybe six, all heading offshore. Some would come close. Some might try to crowd us.

Tib kept us positioned. Held the coordinates. Refused to yield.

The temperature rose. Eva passed around water bottles. Anna wore only her seafoam bikini top and white shorts. Rosie’s board shorts came off, leaving the red athletic bikini.

We reset the lines and kept working. The cooler held three solid catches, but we needed something special to close the gap on Clark.

The heat turned oppressive by nine with no breeze to cut it. Eva distributed water bottles.

More boats appeared on the horizon. Two at first, then three more, then another pair. They converged on the same general area. The water became crowded. Lines from multiple boats worked the same structure. Captains watched each other, noted who hooked what, adjusted positions accordingly. Now we were racing every other boat to reach the fish first.

Tib held our position. He refused to yield ground. We’d arrived first and claimed this spot. We weren’t moving.

That engine note was unmistakable. Goddard’s Revenge motored toward us at half throttle. Clark stood at the helm with his aviator sunglasses. He angled directly toward our position.

Clark brought his boat close. Not enough to tangle lines, but closer than courtesy dictated. His eyes swept across our deck, taking in Tib at the helm, me and Rosie with our rods, Anna and Eva in their bikinis at the cooler and bait station. His gaze lingered on the women. He turned to his crew and said something. The men laughed.

Anna stood near the rail and looked directly at Clark. Her expression went cold and flat. She held his stare until he looked away.

Clark throttled up and motored past. His wake rocked our boat and splashed water over the gunwale. He settled into position fifty yards off our stern.

Tib’s jaw tightened but he said nothing.

At nine-twenty, the port outrigger popped. Rosie grabbed the rod and set the hook. Eight minutes later, a nineteen pound king came to the rail. Anna gaffed it. Eva helped ice it.

Clark’s crew was watching. They pointed and talked. Clark stood on his flybridge and observed the entire sequence.

Ten minutes after we reset the lines, the starboard flat line bent double. I took the rod. Solid and stubborn weight. The fish dove and shook its head.

Cobia. The broad brown shape appeared twenty feet down. Tib maneuvered to keep tension on the line. The cobia circled twice, then rose into the sunlight.

Twenty-six pounds. Anna timed her strike and sank the gaff deep. We lifted it over the rail together. Rosie delivered the priest blow.

Eva and Anna packed the fish. The cooler was nearly full. Five quality catches in three hours. A strong morning by any measure.

But a hot bite didn’t play favorites. If the fish were here for us, they were here for everyone.

Across the water, Clark’s crew gaffed something large. It thrashed as they hauled it aboard. High-fives. Clark surveyed his deck with visible satisfaction.

The difference would come down to the remaining hours.

At ten-forty-five, we reset and resumed trolling. The sun reached its zenith. Heat radiated off every surface. Anna and Eva both wore hats now, their shoulders turning pink despite the sunscreen.

Tib adjusted the throttle. The engine note changed. He frowned and checked the gauges.

I set down my rod and moved to the helm. He pointed at the temperature gauge. The needle sat higher than it should. Not red, but climbing.

“How long?” I asked.

“Five minutes. Maybe more.”

The raw water cooling system was struggling. Debris in the intake strainer, or a failing water pump impeller. In this heat, after hours of continuous operation, the engine was overheating.

“What do you want to do?”

Tib looked at the gauge, then at the open water, then back. We were fifteen miles from shore with a tournament in the balance. But an overheated engine could seize if we pushed it.

He throttled back. The needle hesitated, then fell a few degrees and held just below the danger zone.

“We can still fish,” Tib said. “But we can’t run hard. Getting home takes longer.”

Eleven in the morning. Weigh-in closed at seven. The fifteen-mile run normally took forty-five minutes. At reduced throttle, an hour and a half. Maybe longer.

We needed to leave by five at the latest. Six more hours of fishing time.

Anna appeared beside me. Her eyes moved from the gauge to my face. Worry showed in her expression, but so did determination.

Her hand found mine. She squeezed once, then let go.

Tib held us in position. The temperature gauge held steady below the danger zone.

We went back to fishing.


Chapter Thirty-Three




The deck burned through my shoes in the one o’clock heat. The air shimmered over the water. We moved with the economy of people who knew every second counted.

Eva distributed water bottles. Anna wiped sweat from her face and left a smear of fish blood on her cheek. Rosie stood at the rail with her rod, still, waiting.

The temperature gauge held steady. Tib kept the engine at reduced throttle. We stayed on the structure.

The port flat line bent at one-fifteen.

I grabbed the rod and set the hook. The fish ran without the power of the cobia or the speed of the big kings. Five minutes later, a fourteen-pound king came to the rail.

Anna gaffed it. Eva helped ice it. They worked without speaking.

We reset and kept trolling.

Two o’clock brought the cobia. The starboard outrigger popped. Rosie took the rod and fought a fish that pulled with stubborn, steady force. Eight minutes in, she brought a nineteen-pound cobia to the surface. I gaffed it. Eva and Anna packed it.

We reset. Ten minutes later, the center rod bent double.

I grabbed it. Another cobia. This one fought harder, dove deeper, refused to yield. My shoulders burned. Fifteen minutes passed before the broad brown shape appeared below.

Twenty-one pounds.

Anna sank the gaff. We hauled it over the rail together. Rosie delivered the priest blow.

Eva and Anna worked to pack it. The cooler was full. Fish lay stacked in ice, bodies pressed tight. Eva’s hands turned red from the cold. Her black bikini had spots of fish blood across the hip. She wiped her palms on her cover-up and kept working.

There was no way to know what Clark had caught. No way to know if we’d closed the gap or if he’d matched us fish for fish.

Tib checked the time. Two-forty-five. We needed to leave by five. Two hours and fifteen minutes remained.

Rosie met my eyes. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. This was it.

Whatever we caught in the next two hours would determine if we won or lost.

We reset the lines and resumed the slow troll.

The starboard flat line screamed around three o’clock.

I grabbed the rod and set the hook hard. The fish hit like a freight train and peeled line with shocking speed. The drag sang. The rod bent in a deep arc.

Tib throttled forward to follow. Rosie cleared the other rods. Anna moved to the rail with the gaff. Eva stepped back.

The fish dove straight down and shook its head with violent force. I kept the rod tip high and let the drag work. Fifty yards became seventy-five. The fish turned and ran parallel to the boat.

Five minutes in, my arms burned. Sweat ran into my eyes. I blinked it away and kept pressure on.

“King,” Rosie said. “Big one.”

Eight minutes. The fish broke the surface a hundred yards out. Silver and massive. It tail-walked across the water, shaking its head, trying to throw the hook.

Then it dove again.

I gained line slowly. Five cranks. Ten. The fish took half of it back. Gain, hold, gain again.

Twelve minutes. Fifteen. The fish circled under the boat. Tib maneuvered to keep the line clear. Rosie stood ready with the gaff.

The broad silver back appeared twenty feet down. Another run. I let it go, then cranked hard when it slowed. Thirty feet. Twenty. Fifteen.

The king came to color ten feet from the boat. It turned broadside. Massive head, thick body.

Bigger than yesterday’s fifty-two-pounder.

This was my redemption.

Rosie readied the gaff. Anna and Eva cleared the gunwale. I kept steady pressure. The fish circled once more and rose.

Rosie leaned out and drove the gaff home behind the gill plate. The fish thrashed. I grabbed the handle. Anna grabbed it. Together we lifted.

The king came over the rail in a cascade of water and flashing silver. It hit the deck hard. Rosie delivered the priest blow.

Nobody moved for three seconds.

It dwarfed yesterday’s catch.

“Wow,” Anna said.

Tib left the helm and knelt beside the fish. He put his hands under the body and lifted, testing the weight.

“Fifty-eight pounds,” he said.

Eva threw her arms around me. Her body pressed against mine, warm and solid. She kissed my cheek. Anna hugged me from the other side. Rosie stood at the rail with her hands on her hips, smiling.

Tib clapped my shoulder. His grip was firm. He held my eyes and nodded once.

“Hell of a fish,” he said.

If the estimate held, this king would claim the tournament prize for the species.

Anna and Eva packed it in the cooler. They removed smaller fish and rearranged everything to make room. Ice over and under. They worked carefully to keep the king cold and undamaged.

A sense of possibility filled the air.

We might actually win this.

Tib checked the time. Three-twenty. An hour and forty minutes until we needed to leave. The cooler held nine fish.

Clark had a thirty-five-pound lead at the start of the day. We’d put over two hundred pounds in the cooler since sunrise. If Clark matched us, we’d still lose. If his catch fell short, we had a chance.


Chapter Thirty-Four




At four-thirty, Tib checked the time and the temperature gauge one last time.

“We need to head back now,” he said.

Nobody argued. Rosie and I reeled in the lines while Anna and Eva secured the loose gear. The cooler lids snapped shut.

Tib advanced the throttle carefully and found the sweet spot at three-quarter speed. Miss Lucille came up on plane and we turned north toward the pass. The structure fell away behind us. Most of the other boats remained on station, but Clark’s boat held position over the ridge. He stood on the flybridge and watched us leave.

He didn’t follow. He would push it to the last possible minute.

The run stretched interminable. The temperature gauge held steady but the margin was thin, and Tib nursed the throttle with both hands, making tiny adjustments based on the swells.

Anna sat beside Eva near the stern, the wind pulling their hair back. On the way in, there was nothing to say that we didn’t already understand. We’d done the work. Now we waited to see if it was enough.

The dock appeared at six-fifteen. Tib cut the throttle and we glided in. I jumped off with the bow line while Rosie took the stern. The engine shut down.

We unloaded the coolers into my truck, five people moving in a coordinated way. Heavy coolers went from deck to dock to truck bed without anyone slowing down. Anna climbed into the passenger seat while Rosie, Eva, and Tib squeezed into the back. I pulled out of the marina.

We arrived at the public marina at six-thirty. The parking lot was packed, so I left the truck in a loading zone. The crowd around the tournament dock was enormous, with music playing and the smell of fried food drifting from vendor tents. A massive leaderboard stood beside the weigh-in station.

We got in line. Each boat’s catch went on the scale one fish at a time while officials recorded weights, verified species, and checked for damage. The line inched forward.

Six forty-five. Our turn.

Anna and I carried the first cooler to the scale. The official opened it and pulled out our eighteen-pound king, placed it on the digital scale, and the number went on the board. Then the cobia, then more kings. Each weight added to the cumulative total. Tib stood beside the scale with his arms crossed, watching the numbers climb.

Then the fifty-eight-pound king came out of the cooler.

The crowd noise swelled and people pressed closer. The official laid it on the scale with help from a volunteer. The digital display flickered and settled.

Fifty-eight point three pounds.

The crowd erupted. The number went up on the leaderboard as the new species leader for King Mackerel, six pounds better than the previous best.

The remaining fish went on the scale and the cumulative total climbed. The leaderboard updated.

Tib Bordelon. First place. Captain’s Division.

Rosie grabbed my arm. Anna pressed against my other side. Eva stood behind me with her hands on my shoulders. Tib stared at the board, his eyes bright.

But Clark had not returned yet.

He pulled up to the tournament dock at six fifty-two. His crew scrambled to unload coolers and rush to the scale. Clark’s fish started hitting the scale—good catches. He had multiple fish in the twenty-to-thirty-pound range. The cumulative total climbed.

Anna found my hand. Rosie took my other. Eva pressed against my back.

Clark’s final fish went on the scale. The officials recorded the weight, checked it twice, and handed the results to the announcer.

The announcer stepped to the microphone and the crowd went quiet.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the final standings for the Captain’s Division.”

Fifth place. Fourth. Third. Each name drew applause.

“In second place, with a cumulative weight of four hundred fifty-seven pounds, Captain Clark Goddard and the crew of Goddard’s Revenge.”

Clark’s face went red and his fists clenched at his sides. His crew stood behind him without speaking.

“And your winner, returning to the Captain’s Division after many years, with a cumulative weight of four hundred sixty-one, Captain Thibodaux Bordelon and the crew of Miss Lucille.”

The crowd erupted. People who had known Tib for decades surged forward, and someone shouted that Jacques would be proud. I grabbed Tib in a bear hug. Rosie piled on. Anna and Eva joined until arms tangled around all of us.

Tib climbed the small stage beside the weigh-in station where tournament officials waited with the trophy. It was placed in his hands and his fingers traced the engraving.

The crowd cheered. Cameras flashed. The mayor stepped up to shake Tib’s hand.

Clark stood at the edge of the crowd with his fists still clenched, his crew giving him space. His chest rose and fell. Then he walked forward through the crowd and people stepped aside.

He stopped at the base of the stage. Tib came down to meet him.

Clark extended his hand. “Hell of a run, Tib.” His voice was strained but clear. “Your daddy would be proud.”

Tib took his hand. The handshake was firm and brief. “Thank you, Clark.”

Clark turned and walked away with his crew following. His broad back disappeared into the parking lot.

People surrounded Tib again. Anna, Rosie, Eva, and I stood together and watched him accept congratulations from half of Gulf Shores. He held the trophy in both hands, looking at it every few seconds as if to confirm it was real.

The Gulf Shores Fishing Rodeo was over.

And we had won.


Chapter Thirty-Five




The parking lot cleared slowly as people loaded gear and headed for The Sandbar. Tib rode with me, the trophy in his lap, his hands resting on the bronze pelican like he still couldn’t believe it was real. Anna climbed into the passenger seat. Rosie and Eva squeezed into the back beside Tib.

I parked on the street two blocks away because the lot was already full. We walked together toward the bar, and the noise reached us before we even got close to the door. The crowd inside erupted when they saw Tib with the trophy.

Every stool was occupied. People stood three deep at the bar. The jukebox played too loud and someone had opened all the windows to let the heat out. The smell of beer and fried food filled the air.

Eva moved toward the bar out of habit. She got halfway there before her coworker saw her and waved her off. The woman smiled and called out something I couldn’t hear over the noise. Eva nodded and came back.

We found a booth with a clear view of the bar. Anna and Rosie slid in on one side. Eva slid in beside me on the other, her hip pressed against mine.

Tib carried the trophy to the bar and set it down where everyone could see it. People reached out to touch it as they passed. Someone clapped Tib on the back. Someone else shook his hand.

The bartender pulled a bottle of bourbon from the top shelf and poured two fingers into a glass. He slid it across the bar to Tib. Then he raised his voice above the crowd.

“As promised, Tib Bordelon is buying drinks for the house!”

The bar erupted again. People surged forward. The bartender moved fast, pulling beers from the cooler and pouring shots.

Anna sat across from me in the booth with Rosie beside her. Both of them smiled. Anna reached across the table and squeezed my hand once before letting go.

Eva shifted beside me and her shoulder touched mine. She leaned in close so I could hear her. “Your catch won it.”

“Tib won it.”

“You know what I mean.”

I didn’t argue. The fifty-eight-pound king had put us over the top. Without that fish, we wouldn’t have finished first.

The bartender arrived at the booth with a tray. Four beers, four shots of whiskey. He set them down without ceremony and disappeared back into the crowd.

Anna lifted her beer. Rosie did the same. Eva grabbed hers and I took mine.

“To Tib,” Anna said.

We drank.

I leaned back against the booth and let the noise wash over me. Eva’s leg pressed against mine under the table. Anna and Rosie talked across from us, their heads close together.

Tib stood at the bar with his hand on the trophy. People surrounded him. He nodded and shook hands and accepted congratulations with the quiet grace of a man who had waited a long time for this moment.

The jukebox switched songs. Someone turned up the volume. The crowd sang along.

I sipped my beer and watched the bar fill even more. Tournament fishermen mixed with locals. The night stretched ahead with no demands and no schedule.

The celebration hit a different gear around ten. Someone fed more quarters into the jukebox and cranked the volume until the floorboards pulsed under our boots. The crowd pressed tighter and started to move with the beat.

Anna stood first. She reached down and pulled me to my feet. Rosie and Eva followed. We pushed into the center of the dance floor, right in the thick of it, bodies moving all around us.

Anna moved with easy confidence as her hips swayed in time with the beat. She smiled, and there was something wicked in it. Rosie danced beside her with more restraint but genuine pleasure. Eva spun once and her copper hair flared out around her shoulders. She laughed, grabbed my arm, and pulled me closer.

Anna pressed against me first. Her body was warm and solid, familiar in a way that settled me.

A song later Rosie slipped into her place. She held on quieter, tighter, her cheek against my shoulder.

Then Eva took her turn and wrapped her arms around my neck, grinning up at me like she’d been waiting her whole life to do exactly that.

The music rolled on and we moved with it. The four of us stayed close while the bar pulsed around us with noise and celebration.

The song changed. I turned, and there was Cami near the bar. She held space slightly apart from the crowd with a glass of wine in her hand. She spoke to Tib, who nodded and smiled. She offered her hand and he shook it. Her posture stayed straight and controlled even in the chaos of The Sandbar. She sipped her wine while the crowd around her downed shots and beers.

I worked through the crowd and stopped beside her. She turned and gave me a small nod.

“Evening, Ms. Segura,” I said.

“Jack.” Her voice carried clearly despite the noise. She wore a linen blouse and slacks. She looked like someone who had stopped in on her way home from work, not someone settling in for a long night.

“I thought you said you weren’t interested in the rodeo.”

Her mouth curved slightly. “I’m not, but I heard Tib won. I wanted to stop by and congratulate him. Also, to collect my free glass of wine off the man.”

I glanced back at Tib, who still held court at the bar with the trophy beside him. Cami spent half her time nagging the man into electrical upgrades and dock repairs he insisted he’d get to eventually. They weren’t necessarily the best of friends. Her coming here to shake his hand was a decent thing.

She finished the wine and set the glass on the bar beside her. “I have an early morning tomorrow.”

“Appreciate you stopping by.”

She nodded once and headed for the door.

I returned to where Anna, Rosie, and Eva were still moving to the music. Anna caught my hand and pulled me back into the circle. The next song came in slow and low, and Eva pressed against my chest. Rosie stood close on my left while Anna moved to my right. The bar pulsed around us, but the four of us stayed together, dancing in our own small world while the night stretched ahead with no end in sight.

I caught the looks. It was hard not to. Men at the bar, men on stools, men leaning against the walls—their eyes kept drifting back to us at the center of the dance floor.

Three of the most beautiful women in Gulf Shores, all of them dancing with me, all of them pressed close. I saw the disbelief on a few faces, the envy on others.

Anna’s hand slid down my back and Eva’s breath warmed my neck and Rosie fit herself against my side like she belonged there, because she did. They were mine tonight, and I was theirs, and I wouldn’t have traded places with any man in that bar.
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We pushed through the door around midnight. The air outside hit cool and clean after hours in the heat of The Sandbar. I stopped on the sidewalk and took a long breath.

Anna leaned against the brick wall beside the door and closed her eyes. Her tank top stuck to her skin. Sweat gleamed on her collarbone. Rosie stood beside her. Her ponytail had come loose and her cheeks were flushed. Eva stretched her arms overhead and twisted her torso. Her black bikini top flashed beneath the open cover-up.

“I’m disgusting,” Anna said. She looked down at herself. “I’ve been wearing this since five this morning. I smell like fish and sunscreen.”

Rosie laughed. “I probably smell worse. I’ve got dried salt on my arms and I don’t even know what’s in my hair.”

Eva ran her fingers through her copper waves and made a face. “Same. I feel like I’ve been swimming in sweat all day. And the fish blood…” She lifted her hands and examined them. “I scrubbed three times and my nails still have residue.”

I looked down at my own shirt and shorts. Both were stiff with salt. My skin felt tight. I’d rinsed off once at the dock hours ago. The day on the water left all of us coated in layers that a dock rinse couldn’t touch.

“We all need to clean up,” I said.

Anna faced me. Her eyes held something I recognized. “That shower in your condo is massive.”

The words landed. The image came before I could stop it. The walk-in shower in my condo with the dual heads and the bench along the back wall.

Space enough for more than two people.

More than three.

Rosie straightened. Something changed in her face. Interest sparked in her dark eyes.

The suggestion hung in the air between us. My body responded before my mind caught up. The blood rushed south and my shorts tightened. I’d worked too hard for too many days. The heat and exhaustion and the constant proximity to these women without release had me wound tight.

Now the prospect of all of us together in that shower made me hard in seconds.

Eva stood a few feet away, arms crossed. She watched the three of us and said nothing as a grin spread slowly across her face.

Anna held Eva’s gaze for a long moment. The noise from inside the bar drifted through the closed door. A car passed on the street.

“Do you feel ready to come home with us?” Anna asked, her voice soft.

Eva’s grin faded. She lowered her arms. She looked at Anna, then at Rosie, then at me.

“No rush. No pressure,” Rosie told her.

The silence stretched as Eva deliberated. She looked down at her hands and rubbed her thumb across her palm.

Then she lifted her head and met Anna’s eyes.


Chapter Thirty-Six




The condo was dark when we came through the door. Anna flipped on the entryway lamp and nothing else. The windows framed the Gulf in silver and black. Much of my life in Gulf Shores had been compressed into this room and none of it had felt as charged as it did with the three of them behind me.

Anna was already moving. She peeled off her tank top on her way down the hall toward the master suite and dropped it on the back of the couch without breaking stride. Rosie laughed and followed her, shedding her shirt on the way. Eva looked at me.

“After you,” I said.

She reached back and caught my hand. We followed them down the hall together.

By the time we got there, Anna had the shower running. Steam had already started to climb up the glass. Both rainfall heads were on full, and the room had filled with the sound of water hitting the travertine. Anna stepped out of her shorts and bikini bottoms and walked into the spray without looking back. Rosie kicked her board shorts aside, pulled the athletic bikini off in two quick motions, and stepped in after her.

Eva stood at the threshold. Not hesitating, exactly. More like she was taking the measure of what she was walking into.

I came up behind her and rested my hands on her hips. I pressed my mouth to the place where her neck met her shoulder.

“You okay?” I asked against her skin.

“I’m not backing out, Jack.”

She reached behind her head and untied the halter of her black bikini top. The fabric fell forward. She caught it at her waist and held it there a second—deliberate, a little theatrical, the performer in her that had never quite gone away—and then let it drop. Her breasts were heavier than either Anna’s or Rosie’s, pale and full, freckled across the tops where the sun had reached. She hooked her thumbs in her bottoms and slid them down her hips.

Eva was forty-three years old and put together like the women who’d stood next to Bogart in old photographs, all curves and softness. The copper hair at the junction of her thighs was darker than the hair on her head.

“Your turn,” she said.

I stripped. I was hard already. Her eyes dropped and her mouth curved, and I watched whatever last piece of reservation she’d been carrying come off her shoulders.

I took her hand and led her into the shower.
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The space was big enough for four without crowding. Anna stood under her own showerhead with her head tipped back, water sluicing down her body. Rosie stood at the back wall and worked shampoo into her hair. Both of them looked up when we came in.

I pulled the bottle of body wash off the shelf. I poured some into my palm and worked it between my hands until it foamed.

“Come here,” I said.

Eva stepped under the spray and stood in front of me. I started at her shoulders, slow and thorough. The salt from the boat was still on her skin and the soap lifted it in slick white strands that ran down her arms. I worked my hands down her back, along the line of her spine, over the swell of her hips. She made a quiet sound and leaned forward until her forehead rested against my chest.

“This is not what I expected,” she said.

“You had a hard day.”

“We all had a hard day.”

“Then we all get washed.”

I brought my soaped hands around to her front. I palmed her breasts slowly, circled each nipple with a slick thumb, and felt her breath hitch against my sternum. I worked down across her ribs, over her stomach. When my hand passed between her thighs she parted her legs without being asked. I slid two soapy fingers through her folds, not to work her, just to clean her, and she inhaled sharply anyway.

“Rinse,” I said.

She stepped back under the water. The suds ran off her and pooled around our feet. I watched the soap lift from her body in a slow cascade and felt my cock jump against my stomach.

Rosie had finished her own hair and crossed to us with another handful of wash. She stood at Eva’s back, said, “Is this alright?” and started on Eva’s shoulders when Eva nodded. It wasn’t overly sexual, just hands on skin, two women helping each other at the end of a long day. Rosie worked the soap down Eva’s arms and across her upper back. Eva closed her eyes and let her.

Anna came over with shampoo. She poured some into Eva’s hair and started to work it in gently. Eva’s head tipped back under the pressure.

“This is the strangest welcome I’ve ever had,” Eva said. Her voice had gone low.

Anna rinsed Eva’s hair and pushed the wet copper mass back from her face. Both Anna and Rosie went back to finishing up on themselves, leaving Eva standing in the middle of the shower, clean, water running off her, her eyes on me.

Eva picked up the bottle. She poured too much and didn’t care. Her hands worked across my chest slowly. She wasn’t in any hurry. She traced the line where my tan ended and the paler skin beneath my waistband began. She followed the V of muscle down and took me in her hand and washed me that way, thorough and unhurried, her grip firm enough to make me plant my feet.

Anna came up on my right and ran her hand down my back. Rosie moved in on my left. Their hands on me were easier than Eva’s, familiar, but Eva kept her grip on me the whole time. She looked up from her hand to my face and her green eyes were dark now.

“Turn around,” she said.

I turned. She soaped my back with the same deliberate care I’d given her. Her hands traveled down. She washed me from nape to heel with the other two at my sides, and by the time she told me to rinse I wasn’t sure my knees would hold.

I turned back to her.

She was still holding the bottle. She set it on the ledge and came to me. I cupped her jaw and kissed her. She made a broken sound against my mouth and her hands flattened on my chest. My arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her against me. She was slick and warm and the press of her against my cock nearly undid me.

Anna’s hand closed around me from the side. She stroked me once, slow, wet, then reached for Eva’s hand and placed it on me in her own hand’s place. A handoff.

Eva’s fingers closed around me. She pulled back enough to look down between us, at her own hand wrapped around my cock, and her lips parted.

“I need you inside me,” Eva said. “Now, before I overthink this.”

“Bench,” I told her.

The bench along the back wall was deep travertine, wet but warm from the steam. I sat. Eva climbed over me and straddled my thighs, her knees braced on the stone on either side of my hips. Water ran down her hair and her shoulders and between her breasts. She looked down at me.

I found her with my hand first. She was already wet, the kind that had nothing to do with the shower. I slid two fingers into her and she gasped. Tighter than I’d have guessed. My thumb found her clit and worked it in slow circles.

I worked her slower. Her hips rolled down against my hand. Her breath came ragged at the top of her chest. Anna and Rosie stood under the other showerhead watching us, close but not crowding, Anna’s arm hooked through Rosie’s. Watching, giving us the space without leaving it.

Eva opened her eyes and looked at me. “Take me.”

I pulled my fingers free. She rose up on her knees and reached between us and took hold of me. She held me at her entrance, eyes on mine, and lowered herself down.

The heat of her took me in an inch at a time. Her mouth fell open. She paused halfway down and drew a shaking breath, adjusting, then sank the rest of the way until she was flush against my thighs. Her forehead dropped to mine.

“Don’t move,” she whispered. “Give me a second.”

My hands found her hips and held her there. The water drummed against the tile. Somewhere behind Eva I heard Rosie say something quiet, and Anna answer even quieter, but their voices were background.

“Okay,” Eva said. “Okay.”

She started to move.

She set her own pace from the start. Slow lifts, deeper rolls, nothing hurried. Her hands braced on my shoulders and her hair fell forward around her face, dripping. I watched the way her stomach worked with each movement, the way her full breasts swayed.

I leaned in and took her nipple in my mouth. She gasped, soft and surprised. Her hand flew to the back of my head and held me there. My tongue circled her and her pace faltered, then picked back up harder.

I switched to her other breast. She rode me faster. The angle on the bench was deep and the bench was low enough that I could drive up into her from below, and I started to meet her rhythm, lifting my hips to thrust up as she came down.

“Oh God.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Oh God, Jack.”

I released her breast and found her mouth, kissed her while she rode me, tongue against tongue, my arms locked around her lower back. The pressure was already building in the base of my spine and I knew I was in trouble.

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

“I’m not going to last long,” I said against her mouth.

“I don’t need you to.”

I worked her clit in tight circles, matching the pace of her hips. She made a high, broken sound against my throat and her rhythm turned frantic. Her hands gripped my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

“There,” she breathed. “Oh, there, don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

She tipped over into it with a sharp cry she tried to muffle against my neck. Her body clenched down on me in long rolling pulses and her thighs locked against my sides. I held her through it, my hand still working her slower now, drawing the finish out until she shuddered and went slack against my chest.

I was still hard inside her, still right at the edge. She lifted her head and kissed me, lazy and thorough, and then she rose up off me and sat back on her heels on the bench beside me, breathing hard, her eyes glazed.

“Not done,” I said.

She laughed, breathless. “I hope not.”

Anna was already moving. She crossed from the far side of the shower and stopped in front of me with water running down her body. She didn’t say anything. She just turned and placed her hands on the travertine wall and looked back at me over her shoulder.

I stood up from the bench. My legs barely worked.

I stepped behind Anna and ran my hand down her back, over the curve of her ass. She arched into my touch. I gripped her hips and lined myself up and drove into her in one hard push.

She cried out and her forehead dropped to the tile. Anna was already slick, already primed from watching, and she took me to the hilt without resistance. Her back curved up to meet me and the slap of my hips against hers echoed off the shower walls.

“Finally,” Anna said. “God, finally.”

Rosie stood close by. She’d been watching us with one hand absently pressed between her own thighs.

I fucked Anna hard because that was what Anna wanted after watching me finish Eva. My hand gripped her hip while my other reached up and fisted in her wet hair, gentle, just to hold her steady.

“Yes, just like that,” she gasped.

Eva watched from the bench. Her eyes moved between Anna’s face and the point where I entered her.

Anna came fast. She’d been wound tight and watching me with Eva had finished the winding. Her whole body tensed and her hands slapped flat against the wall and her cry was a single drawn-out word that sounded like my name. Her body gripped me and held.

I stayed inside her while she came down. Her breathing slowed. She turned her head to rest her cheek against the tile and smiled at me, dazed.

I pulled out of her slowly. She whimpered and sank down to sit on the bench next to Eva, her legs finally giving out.

Rosie was still standing under the spray, waiting.

I crossed to her. I didn’t say anything. I lifted her up under the thighs and her legs wrapped around my waist automatically. I pressed her back against the tile wall and she gasped at the cold against her skin.

“Jack—”

She cried out as I drove into her.

Her arms locked around my neck and her heels dug into the small of my back and she buried her face in my throat. Rosie was the tightest of the three. Her body gripped me so hard I had to still for a second just to keep from finishing right there.

“So good,” she whispered against my neck.

I held her up with one arm under her and braced against the tile with the other. I started to move. Short, hard thrusts, the angle steep because of the position. She made a sound against my neck every time I went deep, half whimper and half word.

Eva and Anna were watching us from the bench. Eva’s mouth was open slightly. Anna’s hand had found Eva’s thigh.

Rosie’s nails scored the back of my neck. “Harder.”

I gave her harder. The tile thudded behind her each time I drove in. Her legs tightened around me. I felt her body start to wind up, tighter and tighter, her breathing going sharp against my throat.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “I’m close, I’m close, I’m⁠—”

I angled her hips up and hit the spot I knew she needed. She bit down on my shoulder to muffle the sound she made. Her body locked around me and her legs went rigid and she came in a long shuddering pulse that felt like it went on for half a minute.

I was right behind her. I couldn’t hold it any longer. I’d been pushing against the limit since the bench and Rosie’s body milking me was the thing that finished it.

“Rosie, I’m going to⁠—”

“Yes.” Her lips at my ear. “Yes. In me.”

I drove in deep one last time and let go. The release wrung me out from the base of the spine up. My forehead pressed against the tile over her shoulder and I groaned something into the wet stone. I felt myself pulse inside her in long slow beats while she held me tight with her legs and her arms and her body still fluttering around me.

I stayed like that for a long time. Water drummed down on both of us. Rosie’s breath was warm and ragged against my neck. My legs shook.

I lowered her down slowly. Her feet found the floor but her knees didn’t hold, and I wrapped both arms around her and held her up against me until she steadied. She laughed softly into my chest.

“What you just did to me…” she said.

“You okay?”

“I will be in a minute.”

Anna stood up from the bench. She came over and turned the water off at both heads, and the sudden absence of noise made the room feel enormous. Eva rose behind her. The three women looked at me and at each other and nobody said anything for a second.

Then Eva started to laugh. “I have severely underestimated what I was signing up for.”

Anna grinned. “And we’re just getting started.”
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I toweled Eva off first. She let me. Then I toweled Anna and Rosie helped me, and the three of them wrapped me in a soft, oversized robe and walked me out of the bathroom. The bedroom was cool after the shower. The king bed was unmade from that morning and nobody cared.

I fell onto it on my back. Anna crawled up one side of me and Eva crawled up the other and Rosie climbed over my legs and kissed the center of my chest and then sprawled across my thighs. None of them went for more. The three of them arranged themselves around me without discussion—Anna’s head on my shoulder, Eva’s cheek on my chest, Rosie’s cheek on my thigh—and the weight of three women on me felt exactly right.

Nobody spoke for a while.

The balcony doors were cracked open. The Gulf rolled against the beach twenty-two floors below.

“I haven’t been in a bed with three other people since college,” Eva said. “And the company was nowhere near this good.”

Rosie laughed into my thigh.

“I didn’t know this could happen,” Eva said.

“What?”

“This. Any of this.” She tipped her head back to look at me. Her mascara and lipstick were gone. Her hair was tangled and wet and pushed back from her face. I’d never seen her with less on her and she’d never looked more like herself. “I spent twenty years convinced I’d already used up my best chapter. That the rest was just running out the clock.”

“And?”

“And apparently I had no idea what was coming.”

Anna’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “Neither did we.”

Rosie didn’t say anything. She just pressed her cheek harder against my leg and let her breathing slow.

I reached over and turned off the lamp. The room dropped into the soft dark of the moon through the balcony doors. I could just make out the line of Eva’s jaw on my chest, the curve of Anna’s shoulder, the dark shape of Rosie near my legs.

It hadn’t been that long ago when I’d passed through Gulf Shores to do some fishing before moving on.

Now three incredible women were sleeping on top of me on the twenty-second floor of a building I had no business being in.

And Tib Bordelon had another trophy on his shelf to match his father’s.

And Clark Goddard had been put in his place.

And the Gulf was out there in the dark, indifferent as always, doing exactly what it had always done.

I closed my eyes.

I was asleep before the last of their breathing evened out.
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