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ABOUT SMOKE SHOW

From tech mogul grind to smoke-filled, low-and-slow modern nomad life.

When tech founder Ryan Mitchell sells everything and points his Winnebago toward the Texas Gulf Coast, he's seeking solitude. Everything changes on a Tuesday when a smoke show named Piper slides into his booth during breakfast tacos. He discovers fire, flavor, and fusion with women who make him question his carefully planned solo life. With Ryan’s love of smoking meat, Piper’s culinary training, and Mari’s experience with mobile kitchens, the trio decided to take a chance and join the food truck scene.

This spicy foodie road memoir explores how one burnout tech mogul leaves the 80-hour grind and begins learning to read smoke instead of spreadsheets. Can the three of them work together to build a barbecue joint on wheels, pursue their dreams, and change everything? Perfect for readers who love slow-burn romance, foodie culture, van life adventures, and Texas barbecue with sharp humor, savory scenes, and heartfelt age-gap relationships.

From burnt out to burnt ends, Ryan Mitchell is about to discover the perfect recipe for a life worth living.

Smoke Show is the first book of the Chef's Kiss Barbecue series. A slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this harem romance of midlife reinvention.


To the pit masters of Texas barbecue, and the purveyors of heat, spice, and smoky meats.


Barbecue may not be the road to world peace, but it's a start.

ANTHONY BOURDAIN


SMOKE SHOW


CHAPTER 1
THE BURNOUT PROTOCOL


You know that moment when you realize you've been holding your breath for twenty years? Mine came at 11:47 AM on a Tuesday in downtown Austin, watching our stock ticker flash green numbers that meant absolutely nothing to me. By midday, BizProTech was trading at twice its opening price and continuing to climb. Everyone around me lost their minds. With the strike price for founder shares, many of us were looking at a windfall. Champagne corks were flying, people were crying, and our CFO was on the phone with his yacht broker.

Me? I calculated how fast I could liquidate everything and disappear.

Not the reaction you'd expect from a guy who'd become worth north of ten million dollars, but there you have it. While my team celebrated in the conference room, mentally, my bags were already packed. Or rather, determined what bags I needed, since I planned to get rid of everything I owned.

The funny thing about building a business-process-optimization platform is that you become really, really good at optimizing processes. Even ones that involved dismantling your entire life. I had spreadsheets for my spreadsheets with color-coded timelines for selling the condo, transferring assets offshore, liquidating the 401(k), and even finding a new home for my Tesla. Because nothing says "mid-life crisis" like a forty-two-year-old tech founder driving around Austin in a Model S, am I right?

Three weeks later, I, Ryan Mitchell, proudly owned one major possession: a thirty-six-foot Winnebago Adventurer 36Z with solar panels, satellite internet, and enough battery storage to power a small village. Oh, and a used Nissan Leaf on a tow dolly, because even in my crisis of conscience, I wasn't ready to give up on electric vehicles entirely. Some habits die hard.

By the way, the Douglas Adams reference wasn’t lost on me. By age forty-two, one should supposedly know the answer to life, the universe, and everything, right? I had absolutely no idea what any of it meant. So I did what any rational person would do: I pointed my rolling home south and decided to find out.

I drove south out of Austin, turned left at San Antonio, and followed the highway until it hit Corpus Christi. But let me tell you, the Gulf Coast in early September hit me like opening an oven door with temperatures in the mid-nineties and humidity so high that it felt like walking through soup. It initially made me question every life choice that brought me to the Texas Gulf Coast. All things considered, though, I'd rather acclimate to the oppressive heat and continual sweat than go through another day in Austin's air-conditioned corporate towers.

I found a spot at a popular RV park on Padre Island, close enough to hear the waves but far enough from the tourist chaos to think. The RV's solar panels earned their keep powering the AC around the clock.

Thinking seemed to be all I did those first few weeks, or rather, trying not to think.

You have to understand—for twenty years, I scheduled my life in fifteen-minute increments: meetings, code reviews, investor calls, product demos. I ran optimization algorithms constantly in my head, always looking for inefficiencies to eliminate, processes to streamline, and bottlenecks to unclog. My brain had become a very expensive Swiss watch, and then I went and ripped out all the gears.

The silence was deafening.

My new routine, if you could call it that, became simpler than when I fixated on my company. Wake up whenever, but before the heat hits around nine. Coffee on the beach. Maybe a run along the shoreline—turns out all those years of stress-jogging through Austin left me in pretty decent shape. Lunch whenever I felt like it. More coffee. Reading. Sometimes I'd drive the Leaf into town for supplies, marveling at how strange it felt to walk into an H-E-B without checking my phone every thirty seconds.

The lack of structure should have driven me crazy. I’d built my career around flowcharts and decision trees with clearly defined success metrics. But after the initial panic—and I definitely panicked—something weird started happening. I began to unwind, relax, and loosen up. I mean, if you compared it to my usual baseline of overworking.

Eventually, on an aimless drive through Corpus, I stumbled onto something that would change everything. But at the time, I just thought it was hunger pains.

I should rewind and tell you about Austin barbecue, because the contrast is essential.

In Austin, barbecue had become performance art. You've got Franklin Barbecue with lines stretching around the block—I've stood in that line more times than I care to admit, often entertaining clients who wanted the "authentic Austin experience." And then there’s La Barbecue, Micklethwait, and Louie Mueller, all serving incredible food to people who Instagram their brisket before they eat it. Don't get me wrong, the food is legitimately fantastic.

But somewhere along the way, Austin barbecue became a destination, a pilgrimage site for food tourists with their Instagram accounts and forty-dollar brisket plates. Franklin’s earned every bit of hype. Aaron’s a wizard, and his brisket is basically meat candy. But there's something performative about the whole scene, you know? Like barbecue theater for people who need to document their authenticity.

The Gulf Coast? Completely different animal.

About three weeks into my wandering phase, I realized I had no fucking idea what to do with myself. Picture this: I'm driving my RV while towing the EV through some nowhere stretch between Corpus and Victoria, following my nose because—and here's where my process brain gets dangerous—I'd started tracking BBQ joints on a spreadsheet. Yeah, yeah, I know—old habits.

I pulled into what looked like a crack house with a smokestack a bit outside of Victoria. A cinder block building with bars on the windows and a parking lot with more potholes than pavement. The kind of place that makes you check your life insurance policy. But the line of pickup trucks and work vans gave away that it was something special. And the scent… God, the hickory smoke scent was almost a religious experience.

Rudy's—not the chain; the OG Rudy’s, run by a seventy-year-old Black man who’d been smoking meat since before I was born. No Instagram presence, no craft beer selection, a hand-scrawled menu on a piece of cardboard, and brisket, which made Franklin's seem like cafeteria food.

I ordered a pound—because you always order by the pound at these places, never by the sandwich—and watched Rudy work. He ran three massive offset smokers with nothing but intuition, a meat thermometer that looked older than disco, and his thumb. There were no timers, no apps, only Rudy walking over every hour or so, testing the brisket with his thumb, checking the color, and adjusting dampers by feel.

"You smoke much?" he asked me while I stood there trying not to drool on myself.

“Fixin’ to,” I said. Technically, true. I’d bought a Traeger pellet smoker—top of the line, WiFi enabled, the whole nine yards—determined to figure out the science. I bought it to fit in one of the RV’s undercarriage compartments. I followed the instructions and assembled it before realizing it needed to be broken down to stow it. So, my first few smoking attempts turned out sporadic, and the results were inconsistent.

Rudy laughed. "Pellet smoker?"

Busted. "How'd you know?"

"You got that look. Like you're trying to solve a math problem instead of cooking meat."

He wasn't wrong. I'd been approaching barbecue like a product launch—breaking down the variables, optimizing for efficiency, tracking data points, temperature curves, wood ratios, and rub formulations. For crying out loud, I created spreadsheets to track brisket parameters.

But here's what I’ve discovered about authentic barbecue—it's not about the technology. It's about understanding fire and meat and time in ways that can't be easily quantified. Rudy's brisket had this perfect bark, glossy and dark, and when he sliced it, the smoke ring was thick as a pencil. The fat rendered so perfectly that it tasted like meat butter. One bite and I realized I'd been playing in the kiddie pool.

"What's your secret?" I asked.

"Ain't no secret. Just time and attention. Most folks want shortcuts. Set a timer and walk away. But the meat tells you when it's ready, not the clock."

I learned another lesson from the Victoria trip—I needed to stop wandering. Eighty-five miles each direction meant hooking up the Leaf, driving the entire thirty-six-foot Winnebago with the trailer in tow, finding RV parking that could accommodate my setup, and then reversing the whole process. By the time I got back to Corpus, I’d have to find a new landing space, unload the Traeger, and reassemble it before I could experiment with another cook. I spent more time managing logistics than enjoying the barbecue experience.

I needed a home base. Somewhere I could park the RV long-term and use the Leaf for daily runs, somewhere within a reasonable radius of the good food trucks and authentic joints. Somewhere that felt less like camping and more like belonging. Barbecue had become my obsession. Not in a healthy way—I mean, when did anyone consider any obsession healthy?

I hit every barbecue joint within a fifty-mile radius. My route went something like this: drive up Mustang Island to Port Aransas, take the ferry across the intercoastal waterway, then wander through San Patricio County, hitting joints around Aransas Pass, Ingleside, and Portland at the top of the bay, before returning south of Corpus. Hole-in-the-wall places were scattered across the area—places where they’d chain the bathroom key to a hubcap and brew sweet tea in five-gallon buckets.

Each place taught me something different. At Smoke Dreams, this old Mexican guy named Carlos showed me how he wrapped his brisket in butcher paper instead of foil to preserve the bark as it finished. At Big Jim's, I learned about how he used the Texas Crutch with aluminum foil and why timing your wrap is more art than science.

Meanwhile, my own attempts were educational. That’s a nice way of saying I produced some genuinely inedible meat. The Traeger made it too easy to overthink things. I developed the bad habit of checking the app every ten minutes, adjusting temperatures, and second-guessing the algorithm. The brisket would come out technically perfect but completely soulless—like eating a precisely calibrated protein delivery system instead of actual food.

During one particularly spectacular failure—a twelve-pound packer brisket that came out with the texture of shoe leather—I discovered my first real breakthrough. Not with the meat, mind you, with myself.

I sat in my camping chair at sunset, staring at this beautiful piece of beef that I somehow transformed into jerky, when it hit me. I’d done it again—turned something organic and intuitive into an optimized process, taking the soul out of it and replacing it with data points. That mindset had made me very rich and downright miserable.

So I did something radical. I disassembled and stowed the Traeger, drove into Corpus, and bought the cheapest offset smoker I could find at Academy Sports—a basic steel barrel with a firebox welded to the side. There were no temperature controls, WiFi, or apps—just fire, metal, and a mounted thermometer that may have lied about everything.

My first cook was a disaster—the second worse. By the third attempt, after burning through half a cord of oak, I produced brisket that could’ve been used as roofing material. But my process had changed. I started paying attention to the fire, learning to read the smoke, and developing what Rudy had called "the feel."

It humbled the hell out of me. I'd built a company worth hundreds of millions, yet I couldn't keep a fire going for twelve hours without turning meat into charcoal. But for the first time in decades, I learned that some things couldn't be reduced to an algorithm.

And that's when I started noticing the food trucks.

The Gulf Coast food truck scene is nothing like Austin's. In Austin, food trucks are basically restaurants on wheels—gourmet concepts with social media managers and venture capital backing. Down here, they're more like... well, like actual trucks that happen to serve food. Family operations, usually. Mom-and-pop setups where the recipes come from somebody's grandmother and the business plan is written on the back of a napkin.

I started seeking them out during my barbecue pilgrimages. Taco trucks parked outside construction sites, seafood trailers near the docks serving shrimp po’boys that would make New Orleans weep, Vietnamese bánh mì trucks that somehow ended up in small Texas towns and stayed.

I was impressed by the purity of the culture and how it existed behind a shroud of modern amenities. These weren’t people trying to build empires or optimize market penetration. They were cooking food they loved for people who appreciated it: simple transactions, honest work, and a direct connection between effort and reward.

I found myself eating lunch from a different truck every day, not because I needed to populate my spreadsheets—though old habits die hard—but because each one felt like a minor revelation—like discovering a new way to think about business that didn’t involve growth hacking or customer acquisition costs or any of the other bullshit that consumed my life for the better part of my career.

The irony wasn't lost on me. I spent years building software to optimize other people's business processes, yet here I sat, falling in love with the most beautifully inefficient businesses imaginable. These food trucks didn’t use inventory management systems or customer relationship databases. They were just people who knew how to make good food and weren't afraid to park their entire livelihood on four wheels.

The exception to my food truck obsession was Sunrise Tacos. This breakfast taco place that wasn’t a food truck per se, just a tiny fast food joint beside a vacant lot near the marina with a few booths, and a bar beside the order window. That was when I first saw her, and made Sunrise Tacos a regular start to my days three days a week.

I didn't know her name yet, and I didn't foresee that she'd turn my haphazard early retirement into something resembling an actual life. She ordered her breakfast tacos with extra jalapeños and enough hot sauce to make grown men cry, and when she laughed at something the guy behind the counter said, the sound cut through the morning air like music.

She had this energy about her, you know, like an aura? Existing entirely in her element, where she belonged, doing what she wanted to do. An intuitive lifestyle, but magnetic in a way I didn't quite understand. This is still the part of the story where I was just a guy with too much money and too much time, learning to cook meat over fire and wondering what the hell came next.

What came next turned out to be everything.

But I'm getting ahead of myself again. That's the problem with hindsight—it feels inevitable when you're looking backward. At the time, she was only another customer at a taco truck, and I was some random burnout, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life.

Anyway, back to my breakthrough with my barbecue. It came about two weeks later, on a Tuesday morning, when I woke up before dawn with nothing particular to do. Let’s be honest, that described most of my mornings those days. But something felt different. Maybe it was the way the salt air smelled or the fact that I finally stopped checking my phone every five minutes for emails that would never come.

I fired up the offset smoker—my temperamental steel beast that had become both my greatest frustration and my most honest teacher. This time, instead of overthinking it, I just cooked. I fed the fire when it needed feeding, adjusted the dampers when the smoke looked wrong, and trusted my instincts instead of methodically logging temperatures in a spiral notebook.

The brisket wasn't perfect. The bark could've been darker, and I might've pulled it thirty minutes too early. But when I sliced into it, steam rose from the meat like incense and revealed an honest-to-god smoke ring—a bit thin but real. I took a bite, and for the first time since I began this whole experiment, it tasted like barbecue instead of an engineering project.

I sat on the beach, eating passable brisket and watching the sunset paint the Gulf in shades of orange and pink, and realized something profound: I felt happy. It wasn't because of any accomplishment or a new process optimized for maximum efficiency. I just felt happy.

A completely foreign feeling.

My phone buzzed—a text from my former CTO asking if I wanted to grab drinks next time I visited Austin. I stared at the message for a long moment, then put the phone away without responding. Austin felt like another lifetime—another person's life.

My plan, if you could call it that, had started when I left Austin to spend a few months on the road, clear my head, maybe write that novel every tech founder thinks they have in them. Figure out what came next. Consulting, maybe. Angel investing. Something that used my experience but didn't require me to build another company from scratch.

But sitting there with my imperfect brisket and my perfectly aimless morning, I realized the plan had changed. I just hadn't admitted it to myself yet.

I’d fallen in love with the slow pace of coastal bend life—its uncertainty, the way each day unfolded without a predetermined agenda, and the simple pleasure of learning something that couldn’t be optimized, disrupted, or scaled for maximum growth.

For the first time in forever, I wasn't trying to solve a problem. I was trying to live.

And that's when I knew, whatever came next, I'd be ready.

I sat back in my camp chair, watching the Gulf waves catch the last light of day, and felt something I hadn't experienced since... hell, maybe since I built my first computer from Radio Shack parts at the age of twelve. Pure, uncomplicated satisfaction. No board meetings, no venture capitalists asking about my "five-year vision," no notifications pinging like digital mosquitoes. Just me, semi-edible smoked meat, and the kind of quiet that used to terrify me.

You know that moment in movies when the protagonist realizes their old life is officially over? It usually involves dramatic music and meaningful glances at the horizon. Well, mine didn’t have the soundtrack—unless you count the rhythmic crash of waves and the distant cry of seagulls, who were definitely eyeing the remains of my brisket.

For the first time in decades, I wasn't planning three moves into the future. I lived in the present, content for maybe the first time in my life.

Call it intuition or too much Gulf Coast humidity affecting my brain, but the strangest feeling welled up that tomorrow would bring something—or someone—that would make this new chapter even more interesting.


CHAPTER 2
THE PELICAN POINT WAYPOINT


Six weeks into my great South Texas barbecue pilgrimage, I discovered that enthusiasm and efficiency are not the same thing. This revelation came to me while standing in my huge Winnebago, trying to locate my thermometer probe under a pile of salt-crusted rub containers, continually damp wood chips, and what appeared to be the remnants of yesterday's brisket experiment.

The Gulf air, it turns out, had strong opinions about metal equipment. My beautiful Traeger pellet smoker looked like it had survived a maritime battle, and my Academy Sports offset barrel developed a patina that would have made a shipwreck jealous. Everything tasted faintly of salt, including my coffee, which concerned me since I bought the beans yesterday.

I stood there in my boxer shorts, holding a rusty thermometer, and had what Douglas Adams might have called a moment of crystalline clarity about the universe’s fundamental chaos. Or maybe I'd gotten bored with living like a disorganized vagrant with expensive toys.

My process brain came online, alarms blaring, at my inefficient, wasteful, amateur-hour experimental barbecue boot camp. I was sitting on ten million dollars in offshore accounts but living like a college kid who'd discovered camping.

In the afternoon, I drove the Leaf into Corpus Christi proper and began researching car-trailer dealers. By evening, I traded my tow dolly and a healthy chunk of cash for an eighteen-foot V-nose enclosed trailer, which looked like it could survive both the apocalypse and my organizational shortcomings.

I parked it behind the RV and opened all the doors before driving the Leaf up the ramp into the trailer, as if it belonged there, which it did. The trailer had a roll-up garage door on the driver’s side, allowing me to exit the car and secure it to the interior hard points for travel. The Leaf fit in the back, giving me about 4 feet of space in the nose, enough to accommodate both fully assembled smokers, with some spare space for more gear.

Everything was protected from salt air and my own tendency to leave expensive equipment scattered around like lawn ornaments. It had locks and even a motion-sensitive security camera. I installed LED strips and added shelves along one side to store equipment, protecting it from the ever-present humidity.

Standing back to admire my work, I felt the familiar satisfaction of a system optimized. The setup morphed into something clean, efficient, and infinitely more dignified than my previous arrangement. Sure, I became a barbecue nomad, but I damn sure needed to be a well-organized barbecue nomad.

The next morning brought another realization: I was driving in circles.

Not literally—though given my navigation skills, that wasn't entirely out of the question. But as I spread out a map of the Texas coast and started marking the barbecue joints I visited, a pattern emerged. I kept gravitating back to the same thirty-mile radius around Corpus Christi Bay, like a comet bound by the sun. Lockhart and Austin might be the barbecue capitals of Texas, but apparently, my heart belonged to the Gulf Coast, primarily Nueces and San Patricio counties.

This discovery coincided with my growing fatigue with RV park roulette. I moved my rig every few days, sampling different parks like a recreational vehicle sommelier. Some were too remote, others too crowded, and one memorable establishment near Rockport featured a neighbor who practiced bagpipes at dawn. Now, I have nothing against Scottish music, but at 6 AM, it sounds less like cultural heritage and more like cats being murdered by robots.

I needed a base camp—somewhere I could settle into a routine without feeling like I was on permanent vacation from my permanent vacation.

I found it at Pelican Point RV Resort, on Mustang Island, about halfway between Port Aransas and White Cap Beach. It was roughly east of Corpus past the causeway over the Intracoastal Waterway, and up the strand a ways. Somewhat rural, but still a leisurely drive in the Leaf if I felt like visiting civilization, or making a supply run. It sat along a stretch of beach that looked like a postcard someone had left out in the sun too long. Pelican Point, a more appealing name than the more accurate “Weathered Concrete Pad Paradise,” sat in the ideal location. Close enough to hear the fishing boats coming and going along either side of the barrier islands, but far enough from the popular beaches to avoid the spring break chaos.

The park manager, a sun-weathered woman named Elizabeth, but you'd better call her Liz, looked like she'd been born with a clipboard in her hand, sized me up with a glance, and the practiced eye of someone who'd seen every variety of RV refugee.

"Monthly rate?" she asked, not looking up from her paperwork.

"Is that a question or a statement?"

"Both. You've got that look."

"What look?"

"Like you're running from something but don't know what you're running to." She handed me a rate sheet. "Monthly's cheaper, and you won't have to explain your life story every week."

Liz made a good point. I signed up for a month, parked the Winnebago and trailer on a ninety-foot concrete pull-through pad with a view of the Gulf on one side and the bay on the other, and felt something I hadn’t experienced in years: belonging.

It wasn’t home per se—I left that nebulous concept behind when I sold my condo in Austin—but something adjacent to it. It gave me a sense of place that didn't require a mortgage or a forwarding address.

My new routine developed organically, much like good code when you stop trying to force it. Coffee while watching the sunrise through the window beside the Winnebago's fold-out dinette table, watching the bay turn from pewter to gold while the salt air worked its way through my sinuses. The Gulf Coast atmosphere had a humid weight to it that was initially oppressive, but now it felt like being wrapped in a warm, damp blanket that smelled faintly of seafood, not rotting fish.

Beach runs became a thing as the temperatures started cooling in late September. I'd hop in the Leaf, drive down to a beach access, and park near the end of the pavement, where it gave way to packed sand. Then run along the waterline without dodging RVs or retirees on golf carts. The Leaf handled these short trips like a champ—silent, efficient, and arriving with 90% battery remaining.

Afternoons belonged to the smokers—both of them—because apparently, I needed redundancy in my barbecue operations. I used the offset smoker for traditional Texas brisket, and the Traeger for everything else: pork shoulders, ribs, and chicken or sausage.

I started keeping a notebook—old habits—to track wood types, temperatures, cook times, and the inevitable disasters. I shared my successes with my RV park neighbors and my failures with the seagulls and aquatic life.

I learned that when mesquite burned too hot, it made everything taste like a campfire. I found out the hard way with eight pounds of pork shoulder that ended up tasting like charcoal briquettes soaked in liquid smoke. Live Oak was more forgiving and steady, the golden retriever of barbecue woods. Hickory hit the sweet spot for ribs, but required attention—turn your back for thirty minutes, and you'd have bacon-flavored jerky.

Temperature management became its own PhD program. I discovered what everyone calls the "stall"—that mysterious plateau where meat stops cooking and sits there taunting you. It nearly broke my analytical brain the first time it happened. Internal brisket temps built steadily at first, then sat at 165º for three hours while I frantically adjusted vents and added wood chips like some kind of barbecue shaman. Turns out patience was an ingredient I'd forgotten to stock.

Quick technical segue. I later learned the stall comes from evaporative cooling, where the meat “sweats” and keeps the temperature from rising. This is also where collagen conversion and intermuscular fat rendering occur, which are key to achieving melt-in-your-mouth briskets and pork butts.

Enough about meat science. Back to my trailer setup. It proved its worth daily. Not only were the smokers set up semi-permanently, but I also created an outdoor kitchen space of sorts for prep work. Shelves in the nose of the trailer stored rubs and sauces, and a long folding table gave me room to spread out notebooks and my laptop for research. An awning stretched from the back of the RV to the front of the trailer, providing shade and some protection from the occasional squall.

I had designed my mobile life for efficiency, but it delivered something more valuable: flexibility. When the wind shifted and smoke started blowing toward my neighbors, I could relocate the smokers to the other side of the concrete pad. When inspiration struck at midnight, I could fire up the laptop and research bark formation or collagen breakdown without disturbing anyone.

Tuesday morning arrived with the kind of Gulf Coast clarity that makes you understand why people move here and never leave. The salty breeze off the Gulf carried just enough bite to cut through the humidity, and the sun painted everything with that particular Texas gold that no Instagram filter can quite capture. I'd been awake since five-thirty, not from insomnia but from genuine eagerness—a feeling so foreign I initially mistook it for indigestion.

By seven-fifteen, I walked through the doors of Sunrise Tacos for my ninth visit—three times a week since settling here three weeks ago—not that I counted. Except I absolutely did count, because that's what process brains do. We count things. We notice patterns. We build spreadsheets in our heads even when we're supposedly on sabbatical from spreadsheet life.

"Morning, Ryan," called Miguel from behind the counter, already reaching for the large-sized coffee cup without being asked. "Usual today?"

The fact that he knew my "usual" hit me like a minor revelation. I was a creature of habit, even in this odd transitional phase from burnout executive to neophyte barbecue aficionado. I never used to eat at places regularly enough to have a “usual.”

"Yeah, the usual sounds perfect," I said, pulling out my wallet with the satisfaction of a man whose life had achieved a pleasant predictability. Two breakfast tacos—one chorizo and egg, one potato and bacon—both with jalapeños. Black coffee. No hot sauce because Miguel's jalapeños packed the right amount of heat to wake up your taste buds without requiring a dairy intervention.

While Miguel worked his magic on the flattop, I surveyed my temporary kingdom. The morning rush was in full swing behind me—construction workers grabbing breakfast burritos the size of small footballs, office workers ordering elaborate coffee drinks with names that would have made my grandmother laugh, and the usual collection of retirees who treated Sunrise Tacos like their personal social club.

And there, at her usual table in the corner—the jalapeño girl.

I gave her that nickname after overhearing her order that first week—everything with extra jalapeños, delivered with the kind of confidence that suggested she knew exactly what she wanted from life and wasn't apologizing for any of it. That day, she wore a faded blue tank top and cutoff denim shorts, her sunbleached blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun that somehow looked intentionally effortless. A paperback book lay open beside her breakfast taco, and she read with the focused intensity of someone genuinely lost in whatever story unfolded on the page.

She maintained this energy about her—not the manic, caffeinated buzz that defined most of my Austin colleagues, but something calmer and more grounded. She moved through the world like she belonged in it, like she'd figured out some fundamental equation the rest of us were still struggling with. When she laughed at something in her book, the sound carried across the restaurant like wind chimes, natural and unforced.

"Here you go, man," Miguel said, sliding my coffee across the counter. "You settling in okay at Pelican Point?"

"Better than okay," I said, and meant it. "Still learning my way around the smokers, but the RV life suits me."

"What kind of rig are you running?"

"Winnebago Adventurer 36 footer. Class A. Overkill for one person, but I like the kitchen setup."

Miguel nodded approvingly. "My brother's got a fifth wheel out there. Says the fishing's been good this week."

I should have been paying attention to Miguel's fishing story. But my peripheral vision was locked onto the jalapeño girl—Piper, I learned her name from eavesdropping on a phone conversation the previous Thursday. However, I pretended not to know it. She closed her book, marking her place with what looked like a receipt, and stretching in the unselfconscious way people do when they think no one's watching.

Our eyes met for two seconds, and it felt like two minutes.

She smiled—not the polite, reflexive smile you give strangers, but something warmer, more curious. Like she’d noticed me noticing her and found it amusing rather than creepy. My brain, that reliable processor of complex algorithms and strategic business decisions, went offline for approximately three seconds. I should respond with a nod, a wave, or even just a smile.

Instead, I turned to Miguel and said, "Fishing, yeah. Sounds great," with the enthusiasm of someone who never held a fishing rod in his life.

Smooth, Ryan. Real smooth.

Miguel's face lit up as if I had offered to buy him a boat. "Oh man, you gotta try the jetties! Best redfish this side of⁠—"

I nodded along, making what I hoped were appropriate fishing noises while tracking every movement from the jalapeño girl's table. She'd read something on her phone, occasionally glance up at the morning crowd. She picked at the chip on her coffee cup's handle. She stirred the cream and sugar into her coffee counterclockwise.

Focus, you middle-aged disaster.

"—and the bait shop on Ocean Drive has these killer live shrimp⁠—"

"Absolutely," I replied, having no idea what Miguel said. "Live shrimp. Essential."

Miguel slid my breakfast tacos across the counter with the reverence of a priest passing communion. "You're gonna love it out there, man. Nothing like the Gulf at sunrise."

I fumbled for my wallet, dropped it, picked it up, and somehow managed to pay without making eye contact with anyone. The whole transaction felt like a series of spasms and overcorrected jerks.

My usual corner table—the one with the perfect sightline to her spot but enough distance to maintain plausible deniability—was occupied by a family of tourists arguing over sunscreen SPF levels. This meant my only option became the two-seater directly in her line of sight.

Perfect. Now I get to eat breakfast feeling like a zoo exhibit.

I settled into the chair and put my back to the wall and my neuroses on full display. She sat maybe eight feet away. Close enough to smell her shampoo if the wind shifted. Close enough to hear her laugh when she texted someone back.

Don't look. Don't look. Don't⁠—

I looked.

She wore a faded Whataburger T-shirt and small silver hoops in her ears. Next to her plate, a paperback novel face-down—something with a woman in a flowing dress on the cover—sat on the table. Her nails were painted dark teal-blue, like the Gulf before a storm.

I took a bite of my breakfast taco and promptly forgot how to chew. The egg was perfect, the chorizo had just enough heat to make my lips buzz, and the tortilla was still warm from the griddle. But her page-turning captured me—the way she unconsciously tucked her hair behind her ear every few minutes.

My pathetic game shamed me. I built companies, gave presentations to rooms full of investors, and once talked my way out of a speeding ticket in front of a judge who looked like Judge Judy's meaner sister. And now I didn’t have the balls to say hello to a woman reading a romance novel?

I finished my tacos in record time, which is to say I inhaled them like a competitive eater with somewhere to be. When I stood up, she still sat there reading, existing in her own little bubble of morning calm.

I tried pushing myself to say something—anything. I could comment on the book, ask about the weather, or anything else that I could use to deny that I’d been staring at her like a creep for three weeks.

Instead, I walked past her table, nodded at Miguel, and pushed through the door into the parking lot as if fleeing a crime scene.

The drive back to Pelican Point became a masterclass in self-recrimination. I rolled down the windows and cranked the radio to drown out my thoughts, but they kept leaking through anyway.

My inner dialog went something like, “You’re forty-two years old, and you’re acting like you’re fourteen. She smiled at you, and you responded by discussing fictional fishing plans with Miguel like you were planning the D-Day invasion.”

Back at the Winnebago, I did what I always did when my brain needed a reset: I fired up the Traeger. With the way my breakfast debacle distracted me, I didn’t want to manage the firebox obsessively. I set the temperature to 225º and plugged in the meat thermometer.

Today felt like a tri-tip day, but cooking it like a Texas brisket with a finish temp of 202º. I’d been working on perfecting my technique for weeks, and so far, the results ranged from "edible" to "why did I think I could master Texas barbecue?" But practice makes... well, practice makes it less terrible.

I rubbed the meat with my latest spice blend—heavy on the black pepper, light on my expectations—and settled in for the long haul. Brisket doesn't hurry for anyone, which made it the perfect metaphor for my current life situation.

The afternoon stretched out like salt taffy. I read, dozed in my lawn chair, and watched the smoke curl up from the Traeger like an incense offering for the gods of smoked meat. Around five o'clock, I lifted the lid of my smoker with the resignation of a man who'd grown accustomed to disappointment. I expected the tri-tip to look like a crusty meteorite that had crash-landed in my backyard. But it turned out different this time. The bark—the holy grail of barbecue crust—looked more mahogany than a lump of charcoal. I poked it with my thermometer probe, and it gave way with just the right amount of resistance before sinking into the tender meat.

When I sliced into it, I nearly dropped my knife. An actual smoke ring. Not the faint pink whisper I'd been getting for weeks, but a genuine crimson band that looked like it belonged in a magazine. The meat pulled apart perfectly, a slight stretch, then a pop as it released. I took a bite, and the tender meat marbled with rendered fat made me moan like I'd.... well. It was almost a religious experience.

I took another bite. Then another. I stood next to my Winnebago, chewing slowly, trying to process what had happened. It tasted good. It looked good—not competition-level, not Instagram-worthy, but genuinely, undeniably good.

I loaded a plate and walked down to the beach, settling into my usual spot on the weathered picnic table some long-ago hurricane deposited. The Gulf stretched out before me, painted in those impossible Texas sunset colors that look fake until you see them yourself. I ate my tri-tip brisket and watched the sun melt into the water like butter on a hot skillet.

And it hit me—a hard-to-describe joy. Not the manic, caffeine-fueled satisfaction I used to mistake for happiness in my corner office, but something calmer and wholehearted. Contentment, maybe. For the first time in decades, I wasn't mentally drafting tomorrow's agenda or calculating optimization strategies. I sat on a beach, eating barbecue made with my own hands, watching the day end.

Six months ago, I was a corporate efficiency expert who considered a forty-minute lunch break an act of rebellion. Until an IPO windfall made me rethink everything. Now I was the guy who spent entire afternoons coaxing smoke rings out of beef. The irony wasn't lost on me—I had to move to the middle of nowhere to find my somewhere.

Tomorrow, I decided, I'd go back to Sunrise Tacos. Maybe this time, actually say something to Piper. Perhaps even mention the brisket success. After all, if I could master the mysteries of smoke and fire, how hard could it be to have a conversation with the jalapeño girl?

The last sliver of sun disappeared, and I felt something I hadn't experienced in years: anticipation of whatever came next.


CHAPTER 3
THE JALAPEÑO GIRL PARADOX


After settling into Pelican Point, I fell into what you might generously call a routine—what you might less generously call the eating habits of a man who escaped the rat race without any plan of what to do next.

The Winnebago became my floating island of solitude, anchored between a couple from Minnesota who insisted on explaining their grandchildren's athletic achievements in exhausting detail, and a permanently sun-weathered guy named Chuck who appeared to survive entirely on Lone Star Light and the occasional fish he caught off the pier. Chuck and I achieved that perfect neighbor relationship where we nodded at each other with mutual respect and spoke exactly zero words.

But here's the thing about routines—they sneak up on you like a software bug you don't notice until someone points it out. Mine organized itself around food trucks.

Tuesday through Thursday, Sunrise Tacos for breakfast. On Tuesday, I deconstructed the bánh mì sandwiches from this Vietnamese truck parked outside the marina. On Wednesday, I discovered the tamale lady who sold handmade tamales out of a cooler in the trunk of a sun-faded Honda Civic with the kind of smile that made you buy six tamales when you'd planned on two. On Thursday, I sampled Big Eddie’s Seafood & Shrimp, a worn-down restaurant near the marina docks, specializing in shrimp po’boys, crawfish boils, and fresh Gulf seafood.

I started cataloguing these operations without any conscious thought. A few things stood out as common: simple menus, minimal overhead, family labor, and zero scalability. Everything my startup world taught me to avoid, and yet here they were, printing money one bánh mì at a time.

These mobile eateries weren't optimized, data-driven, or designed for rapid expansion or acquisition by a larger food service conglomerate. They were just... good. Really, really good. And somehow, that was enough.

Friday morning, sitting in the Leaf with a bánh mì doing miraculous things to my taste buds, when I realized I was subsisting on nothing but various smoked meats for the past four days—brisket omelet for breakfast, leftover pulled pork for lunch, sliced brisket and sausage with beans or corn for dinner.

One cannot live by smoked brisket alone. Pretty sure that's in the Bible somewhere, maybe right after the part about not coveting your neighbor's Wi-Fi password.

I stopped at Academy Sports on my way back to the RV park and ended up in the outdoor cooking section like a man with a purpose I hadn’t identified yet. I wandered past the Weber kettles and the Big Green Eggs, past the propane accessories and the wireless meat thermometers, which cost more than my first car.

And that's when I saw it on the end cap, waiting for me like destiny: a compact Blackstone griddle. It had a stainless steel surface, no controls except for the valve controlling the amount of propane flowing from propane canisters used by backpackers. It whispered promises of breakfast hash, smash burgers, stir-fry, and all the non-brisket possibilities I'd been unconsciously craving.

I picked up the box. Put it down. Picked it up again.

This could be the beginning of something interesting or the continuation of something slightly concerning. But standing there in aisle seven, holding twenty-two pounds of flat-top potential, I decided either option would be acceptable.

So I became the proud owner of a mini Blackstone griddle I absolutely didn't need. I had a moment of realization that I'd morphed into some sort of food truck anthropologist, not intentionally, mind you. I was about as qualified to study culinary culture as a penguin is to teach flying lessons. But when you're living in an RV park with nothing but time and a mysterious urge to avoid thinking about the successful career you walked away from before it transformed you into a process optimization version of Gollum, you start noticing things.

Take Torres Family Tacos, for instance. It was located in what I generously referred to as the "industrial romance" section of the bay—right next to Sal's RV Repair, where the smell of WD-40 mingles with the aroma of perfectly seasoned carnitas. This wasn't some weekend warrior operation cobbled together from a Craigslist trailer and a prayer. Whoever designed this food truck clearly understood the sacred geometry of mobile kitchens.

The immaculate setup didn't stop at clean; pushing up to infinitely close to spotless also worked efficiently, making my former process-optimization brain purr like a well-tuned engine. Every surface maintained a purpose. Every tool resided in a designated spot. The prep station flowed into the cooking area, which flowed into the service window with the kind of seamless logic that would make a Toyota factory manager weep with joy.

The woman working the truck moved through the space like she'd been born in it—early thirties, maybe—with the kind of focused intensity that comes from doing something you're genuinely good at. She'd take an order, prep ingredients, manage three different cooking surfaces, and hand over a perfect taco without ever seeming rushed. I observed a master class in controlled chaos, except without turmoil, only the illusion of it to untrained eyes.

The Korean fusion truck parked near the marina on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Run by this young woman—early twenties, I guessed—who treated her menu like a living document. Every time I showed up, the menu always had something different. Kimchi quesadillas one week, Korean BBQ mac and cheese the next. She'd stand at her service window between customers, scribbling notes on a grease-stained notebook, muttering things like "needs more gochujang" or "maybe add pickled radish?"

I found myself timing my visits to coincide with her experimental phases. Not like stalking her—let's be clear—but because watching someone iterate in real time oddly fascinated me. She’d try something, gather customer feedback, adjust the recipe, and try again. It was basically agile development, but with actual flavor profiles instead of user stories nobody cared about.

I started treating these trucks like research subjects without really understanding why. I unconsciously cataloged details about how they handled the lunch rush, their ingredient prep strategies, and their interactions with regulars. My old habit of breaking down systems to understand how they worked resurfaced.

But somewhere between my fifth visit to Torres Family Tacos and my third Korean fusion experiment, something clicked. I was happier watching these small family operations figure out their daily puzzles than I'd ever been optimizing enterprise software for companies that already made too much money. These people were solving real problems—how to feed hungry people quickly, affordably, and well—with nothing but creativity and elbow grease.

Their inefficiency—if you could even call it inefficient—was beautiful. They weren't trying to scale to a thousand locations or disrupt the entire food industry. They were trying to make great food and earn enough to keep the lights on. No venture capitalists were breathing down their necks, and they didn’t entertain pivot strategies or growth hacking seminars.

Good food, honest work, and the kind of customer relationships you can't automate—that probably explains why I kept coming back, notebook in hand, pretending to be a guy who really liked tacos and asian fusion dishes. I mean, valid, but not the whole story.

By the third week of my new life as a professional mobile food critic, I developed what could generously be called a routine. Less generously, it could be called stalking, but let's stick with routine.

Time to cycle back to Sunrise Tacos. The joint opened at six-thirty sharp, and I began arriving around seven-fifteen. Not because I calculated when the morning rush died down—okay, fine, I discovered when the morning rush died down. The line moved fastest after the griddle hit its optimal temperature, and Miguel, behind the counter, fully caffeinated, settled into his groove.

"Morning, Ryan," Miguel said as I approached on a Thursday, already writing on the order pad. "Two breakfast tacos—one chorizo and egg, one potato and bacon—both with jalapeños. Black coffee. No hot sauce?”

I nodded, pulling out my wallet with what I hoped looked like casual efficiency rather than the weird flutter of belonging that hit me every time someone knew my order without asking. At my age, I shouldn't have been getting emotional about breakfast recognition, but here we were. Six months ago, I’d eat the same protein bar alone at my desk every morning for three years running without remorse. Now Miguel knew my taco preferences—progress, of sorts.

The morning regulars were as predictable as code patterns I learned from earlier visits before I figured out the end of the rush. The construction crew arrived at six-forty-five, always in a hurry. School crossing guard at seven-oh-five, always counting change. And Piper, aka Jalapeño Girl, who had unintentionally given up her name two weeks ago when she answered her phone with “Hey, this is Piper,” usually arrived around 7:20.

There she stood, third in line, paperback in hand. Today's book featured a shirtless man on the cover who looked like he bench-pressed tree trunks for fun. Okay, I admit I was cataloging her reading material with the same systematic attention I used to apply to market analysis—historical romance one day, contemporary another, something with a motorcycle on the cover last week. It's just who I was.

"Extra jalapeños, please," she told Miguel at the register, the same as always. I have noted this detail approximately twelve times now, which says disturbing things about my observational priorities. She maintained an easy friendship with the staff, the kind of genuine rapport suggesting she'd been coming here long before my breakfast tourism began.

I collected my order and found my usual spot at the counter facing the window, angling myself to have a clear view of the dining area. The fact that this also provided optimal Piper-watching was entirely unintentional. A pure coincidence, obviously.

She sat two tables over, already absorbed in her book, occasionally pausing to add more jalapeños to her breakfast burrito. The woman consumed hot peppers like they were vitamins. I found myself wondering about her heat tolerance, then quickly felt like a creep for wondering about anything related to her mouth.

The problem with having too much time and an analytical brain: I began treating her like a fascinating system to decode. She always dressed casually, worked on her laptop sometimes, but never seemed rushed. She smiled at her phone sometimes while texting, suggesting either a good relationship or really excellent memes. Two weeks ago, she’d helped an elderly man with his order without being asked.

On a whim, or perhaps because I wanted to see the jalapeño girl one more time before the weekend, I arrived at my usual time and, on Friday morning, ordered my usual order, settling into my usual spot. Seven-twenty came and went. Seven-thirty. Seven-forty-five.

No Piper.

This ridiculous feeling of disappointment hit me immediately. I'd been coming to Sunrise Tacos for weeks before even noticing her, and now her absence felt like a disruption in the natural order. I caught myself checking the door every few minutes, a disturbing behavior from a grown man who'd never actually spoken to the woman.

I finished my tacos and coffee, trying to convince myself the morning felt off because my routine had been disrupted, not because I'd been unconsciously looking forward to twenty minutes of covert observation of a pretty woman half my age. But as I walked back to my truck, I acknowledged the uncomfortable truth: I'd become that guy—the one who times his breakfast visits around seeing someone. Here I am in early retirement, experiencing my first legitimate crush since high school, complete with the emotional sophistication of a teenager.

The realization should have been mortifying. Instead, it oddly encouraged me, apparently, underneath all my corporate efficiency, algorithmic tendencies, and data-driven mind, I might still be human.

The following Tuesday morning arrived with the reliability of a Swiss watch and the enthusiasm of a root canal. I pulled into my usual spot at Sunrise Tacos just past seven thirty; the traffic over the bridge slowed me down. I noted I’d perfected my parking precision by memorizing how the rear-view video matched up with lines on the pavement. Forty-two years old, and I'm celebrating parallel parking. This was my life now.

The familiar sight of Piper's corner table hit me like a small wave of relief. There she sat, her button nose in what looked like a paperback with a shirtless man on the cover—because apparently, Tuesday mornings called for fictional abs. The universe had returned to its proper alignment. My weekend of questioning my mental state could officially end.

I ordered my usual—two breakfast burritos, extra salsa, side of existential dread, black coffee—and settled into my observation post. The morning crowd moved with practiced efficiency: construction workers grabbing coffee, office drones clutching breakfast tacos like life preservers. I made my usual mental notes about customer flow, order patterns, and the eternal dance of small business survival.

This was my routine. This was safe. This was⁠—

"Excuse me."

Startled, I looked up to find Piper standing next to my table, book tucked under her arm, coffee in hand. Up close, she looked even more striking—sun-bleached blonde hair that caught the morning light, bright blue eyes with a sparkle that seemed to hold some private joke. I swear I tried not to notice, but her boobs were a study in symmetrical perfection. My brain began its emergency protocols: maintain eye contact, don't stare, remember how to form words.

"You're the research guy, right?" she said, sliding into the seat across from me without invitation. Her confidence unsettled me. This was not at all like corporate meetings, where people spent ten minutes negotiating who would sit where.

"Research guy?" I managed, which, considering my internal monologue had devolved into a mix of static over the sound of Charlie Brown’s teacher, was a somewhat reasonable response.

"I've been watching you watch this place for weeks." She grinned with the kind of smile that could get her out of speeding tickets. "You take notes. Mental ones, but still. You study the operation like you're planning to buy it or compete with it."

The fact that she'd been observing my observations created a feedback loop and threatened to short-circuit my remaining brain cells. "I'm... interested in how small businesses work," I said, which was both true and the most boring explanation possible.

"Food trucks in general, right? Not just this place?” She leaned forward, genuinely curious, but also like she'd caught me in a white lie. "Because I've seen you at the Vietnamese place on Third Street, and the taco trailer truck near the warehouse district.”

She'd seen me at other trucks and tracked my movements across the city's mobile food ecosystem. This was either flattering or grounds for a restraining order. Given that my behavior echoed hers, I chose to go with flattering.

"All of them," I admitted. "The whole circuit. It's fascinating—the logistics, the customer bases, the way each one carves out its niche."

"Right?" Her eyes lit up. "Like how this place owns the morning rush, but Mama Rosa's truck dominates the lunch crowd even though they're only three blocks apart."

We talked for twenty minutes—twenty minutes that felt like five and also like an hour. She knew the food truck landscape better than most business consultants I’d worked with. She understood the seasonal patterns, the permit challenges, and the delicate economics of mobile hospitality.

"We should compare notes sometime," she said finally, pulling out her phone and setting it on the table with the casual efficiency of someone who'd never second-guessed a social interaction in her life. "I mean, if you want. I've got theories about the downtown routes you might be interested in."

She pointed at my phone and held out her hand, and curled her fingers. “It’s just easier if I text myself.” She tapped in her number into my phone and handed it back as her phone chimed.

"I'm Piper, by the way."

"Ryan."

"Well, Ryan," she looked down and tapped on her phone before standing and collecting her book, "text me if you want to discuss the great food truck conspiracy of our fair city."

And then she left, leaving me staring at the message she texted herself.

Food Daddy.




After a snort, I saved her as “Jalapeño Girl,” but added Piper to her details because data cleanliness was still an old habit. As I saved the contact, I went back to wondering what the hell happened. The careful distance I tried to maintain, the respectful boundaries I constructed—she'd walked right through them like they were made of tissue paper.

Something fundamental shifted, leaving me with absolutely no idea what to do about it.


CHAPTER 4
THE WHATABURGER HYPOTHESIS


So here's the thing about having someone's phone number when you're a forty-two-year-old man whose first date was during the Clinton administration: you stare at it—a lot.

After sitting in my Winnebago for the better part of an hour, phone in hand, contact screen glowing back at me like some kind of digital taunt.

Jalapeño Girl (Piper)

Even seeing her real name there felt like progress, though I wasn't entirely sure why I kept the jalapeño part, maybe because it reminded me of the moment when she'd handed me back my phone with sauce-stained fingers and a smile bright enough to power half of Corpus Christi. And she’d texted herself my number with the note, “Food Daddy.” We already nicknamed each other.

The cursor blinked in the message field, waiting and judging me with its narrow, vertical line of an eye.

Hey, it's Ryan from Sunrise Tacos.




Delete.

Too formal. Like introducing myself at a networking event.

What's up?




Delete.

Too casual. I wasn't twenty-five anymore, despite what my recent life choices might suggest.

Had a great time talking with you today.




Delete.

We'd talked for maybe ten minutes. "Great time" totally oversold it.

This was ridiculous. I pitched to venture capitalists, negotiated multi-million-dollar deals while wearing flip-flops and drinking energy drinks for breakfast, and, for crying out loud, gave a TED talk. But apparently, texting a woman I found interesting reduced me to the emotional equivalent of a dial-up modem trying to load a YouTube video: stutter, screech, warble, wahwha, screech.

The age gap, probably around fifteen years, wasn’t helping my confidence. While she was learning to drive, I was debugging my first startup’s code base. When she probably discovered boys, I’d determined that most of them were idiots—a revelation that hadn't exactly improved with time.

Want to grab dinner sometime?




My thumb hovered over the send button. Simple. Direct. Not too eager, not too⁠—

Delete.

"Sometime" is too vague. Wishy-washy. The kind of non-commitment that killed more potential relationships than incompatible Netflix preferences.

I set the phone down and rubbed my eyes. It was for precisely this reason that I avoided dating during the startup years. Well, that and the fact that explaining how I lived on ramen and caffeine while trying to revolutionize supply chain logistics wasn't aphrodisiac material.

The Gulf breeze rattled the Winnebago's windows, and I could hear the distant sound of waves against the shore. Pelican Point at night had a way of putting things in perspective. Here, supposedly living this simplified life, and I couldn't even send a text message without having an existential crisis about it.

I picked up the phone again. Maybe something funny? Reference the jalapeños? No, that would be trying too hard. Keep it simple. Just⁠—

The phone buzzed in my hand.

New message. My heart did something that felt suspiciously like a drum solo.

Jalapeño Girl (Piper):


You ever been to the original Whataburger? [image: hamburger]




I stared at the screen, relief flooding through me like cold beer on a hot day. She texted first. The universe took pity on my pathetic overthinking and handed me a lifeline. Better yet, she asked about food. I could work with food. One problem, though. I’d found out during my first days of food tourism that the Original Whataburger wasn’t a functioning fast-food joint anymore; it was more of a historical replica. She most likely meant the one near the waterfront.

The one on Shoreline Drive? I've driven past it a few times.




Send. No hesitation this time. It’s incredible how much easier it was to respond than to initiate.

Her reply came back almost instantly:

Driven PAST it? We need to fix that. Meet me there at 6?




I checked the time: 4:47 PM. That gave me about an hour to shower, change, and drive across town. It was doable—more than feasible.

Sounds perfect. See you at 6.




I typed it, read it twice for any obvious signs of desperation or middle-aged awkwardness, found none, and hit send before I could second-guess myself into oblivion. I had a moment where I worried about using two periods instead of a comma and a period. I exhaled as her simple thumbs-up emoji tapback appeared—somehow that felt like winning the lottery.

I sat back in my chair, phone still warm in my hand, and grinning like an idiot. A forty-two-year-old idiot about to go on his first real date in years, to a burger joint that served burgers for five decades before his twenty-something date was born.

A little over an hour later, I stood in the Whataburger parking lot on Shoreline Drive, eleven minutes early because my hyper-optimized personality extended to date punctuality.

I did that thing where you pretend to check your phone while you’re scanning the parking lot like a meerkat when I spotted it—a late-model white Sprinter van rolling into the lot with the casual confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times. A solar panel gleaming above the cab, a bike secured to a roof rack, and a little hybrid badge that somehow made the whole setup look less "trust fund wanderer" and more "I've got my shit together, thanks."

The van was clean—not Instagram-clean, but purposeful-clean—the kind of clean that said this wasn't some quarter-life crisis mobile but an actual lifestyle choice made by someone who knew what they were doing.

Piper hopped out wearing cutoff jeans and a faded, slightly worn Culinary Institute t-shirt, and I felt that little jolt you get when someone exceeds your unconscious expectations. She moved with the easy confidence of someone comfortable in their own skin, scanning the lot until she spotted me doing my terrible job of looking casual.

"Ryan?" She approached with a smile that made my nervous energy spike and settle simultaneously.

"That's me. Though I started to worry you'd come to your senses." I stood, second-guessing whether to offer a handshake or hug, before settling on that awkward half-wave thing that screams 'middle-aged man overthinking basic human interaction.'

"Oh, I came to my senses years ago," she said with a wry grin. "That's why I'm here. Nothing says good judgment like meeting a stranger at a burger joint."

We walked inside, another difference from the original Whataburger. Still, with the casual vibe the chain had cultivated since 1950—orange and white stripes, the smell of grilled onions hitting you before you even got in line, and that particular Texas confidence that said we invented the burger and everyone else is just playing catch-up.

"So what's the move here?" Piper asked, studying the menu like reading poetry. "I'm thinking this is serious burger evaluation territory."

"You're speaking my language." I felt myself relaxing. "Though I have to warn you, I have opinions about burgers that border on the pathological."

"Good. I hoped this wouldn't be one of those polite first dates where we pretend to like everything equally."

We ordered—a Whataburger with cheese for me and #2 with jalapeños for her—and found a picnic table on the outside patio upstairs with a view of Corpus Christi Bay. The late afternoon light did that golden hour thing where everything looks like it belongs in a travel magazine, and the Gulf breeze carried enough salt to remind you that you were somewhere special.

"Okay," Piper said, unwrapping her burger with the careful precision of someone who took food seriously. "Lay it on me. What makes this better than In-N-Out?"

"Oh, we're going straight for the throat," I said. "I respect that." I took a bite, letting my process-optimization analysis kick in. "First, the bun ratio. In-N-Out's got that thin patty situation that makes the whole thing bread-heavy. Unless you get the Double Double, this"—I gestured with my burger—"this is proper proportions."

"Mmm." She nodded, chewing thoughtfully. "Plus, the Maillard reaction on this patty is happening. In-N-Out's more like... steamed beef?"

I paused mid-bite. "Did you casually drop Maillard reaction into burger analysis?"

"Culinary school dropout. I may have bailed on the program, but I retained the food science." She grinned. "Your turn to impress me."

"Five Guys," I said. "Technically superior in the craft burger category, but they're solving the wrong problem. All that customization, the hand-cut fries—it's the startup approach to burgers. The menu is a mess of too many options. Optimizing for features instead of core experience."

"Ooh, tech metaphors. I like it." She leaned forward, and I caught myself noticing the way she gestured with her hands when she got excited. "But here's the thing about Five Guys—they're trying to be everything to everyone. Whataburger knows what it is."

"That's it! Whataburger doesn't try to be gourmet. It tries to be perfect at being itself."

"Which is why it works." She took another bite, and I found myself watching the way she ate—not self-conscious, not performing, just enjoying the food. "Though I have to say, for all the Texas pride, y'all borrowed the best parts from everywhere else," Piper continued, gesturing with a fry. "I mean, the mustard? That's straight German. The onions? Pure Midwest smash technique. Even the way they toast the buns—that's a California influence."

I found myself leaning forward, watching her talk with her hands, waving a crispy fry like a magic wand. There was something hypnotic about the way she could deconstruct a burger like analyzing fine art.

"You're saying Whataburger is cultural appropriation?" I asked, grinning.

"I'm saying it's smart curation." She bit into her burger, considering. "Like, in culinary school, they teach you that the best regional cuisines are usually the ones that have the most trade routes running through them. Texas sits at this perfect intersection—Mexican cuisine, German immigrants, cattle culture, and oil money, bringing in outside influences. Of course you'd end up with something interesting."

"Okay, but then what makes it authentically Texan?"

"The audacity to claim it all as yours," she said without missing a beat.

I nearly choked on my Dr Pepper. "Jesus. That's either profound or devastating."

"Why not both?" She smiled, a crooked little grin that made her whole face light up. "I mean, look at barbacoa tacos versus barbecue brisket. Same basic concept—slow-cooked meat that falls apart. But somehow Texas convinced the world it invented both."

We were entering dangerous territory—already charmed by the van and intrigued by the whole bohemian thing, but now she spoke my language. The optimization part of my brain catalogued everything: how she understood systems thinking, how she could see patterns across cultures, and how she didn't merely consume food but seriously thought about it.

"So what's your research about?" she asked, stealing one of my onion rings. "You mentioned the food truck circuit earlier."

I hesitated. Most people's eyes glazed over when I started talking about efficiency models and market dynamics. But something about the way she'd deconstructed Texas cuisine made me think she might get it.

"I'm trying to understand why some food trucks succeed and others fail," I said. "Like, on paper, they should all have roughly the same advantages—low overhead, mobility, direct customer feedback. But the success rates are wildly different."

"And you think there's a pattern?"

"I know there is, but I haven't cracked it yet." I found myself talking faster, the way I used to in pitch meetings when I knew I had something good. "It's not about the food quality. Some of the best cooks I've met are barely breaking even, while others with mediocre product are crushing it."

Piper nodded, listening. "What's your hypothesis?"

"That it's about understanding your constraints. The successful ones know what they can and can't do within their specific setup, and they optimize everything around that core competency."

"Like Whataburger."

I nodded. "Like Whataburger." I paused, then decided to admit something I hadn't told anyone. "I bought a little Blackstone griddle a few weeks ago. Been practicing smashburgers in my outdoor kitchen setup beside my Winnebago.”

Her eyebrows shot up. "No way. How'd they turn out?"

"Terrible. Like, not redeemable, terrible. Like I tossed it into the sand for the seagulls. May have killed one. Turns out there's a huge difference between understanding the theory and executing it."

She laughed, and the sound made something warm unfurl in my chest. "Did you at least get the crust right?"

"I got char. I'm not sure it qualified as crust so much as carbon formation."

"Oh god, you were probably pressing too hard. Everyone does that at first. You want enough pressure to maximize surface contact, not so much to squeeze out all the fat."

The way she said it, casual and confident, made me realize that this wasn’t mere attraction anymore—this was fascination.

"You know," I said, crumpling up my burger wrapper, "we could continue this conversation somewhere with a better view. The seawall parallels Shoreline. We could walk along the waterfront.”

She glanced over the guardrail to the edge of the seawall and the bay beyond, where the late afternoon sun painted everything golden. "You trying to impress me with the sunset, corporate boy?"

"I'm trying to keep you talking about food while we walk off these calories."

"Fair point." She stood up, slinging her purse/backpack over her shoulder. "But I'm warning you—I've got opinions about fish tacos that might veer into dangerous territory," Piper continued, gathering her napkins with the efficiency of someone who'd cleaned up after herself in a thousand different parking lots. "Every coastal town thinks they invented them, but most places throw some sad tilapia or frozen fishsticks in a corn tortilla and call it authentic. Real fish tacos need proper slaw—something acidic to cut the fat—and the fish should be local. Mahi, if you can get it, but even Gulf red snapper beats frozen white fish any day."

I followed her lead, dumping our trash and trying not to stare at how she moved through the world like she belonged everywhere and nowhere at once. "Spoken like someone who's traveled the coast for real."

"Three years of it," she said, pushing through the glass doors into the humid Texas evening. "You learn which places are tourist traps pretty fast when you're living on a budget."

The seawall stretched before us, that concrete ribbon between civilization and the Gulf that made Corpus Christi feel like the edge of something larger. The fading sunlight turned the water into molten copper and made even the oil refineries in the distance look romantic. Almost.

"So what made you choose the van life?" I asked as we started walking. It was an obvious question, but I was genuinely curious. Most people our age—well, her age—were climbing corporate ladders or at least pretending to have five-year plans.

"Choice implies better options," she said, but without any self-pity. "Culinary school debt is real, and restaurant work burns you out fast. One day, after working sixteen-hour shifts for some asshole chef in Austin, living in a studio apartment I could barely afford, I realized I was miserable. So I bought the van, figured out how to live small, and started cooking food I cared about, instead of mediocre microwavable meals."

She talked about major life decisions like recipes—practical and methodical but with room for improvisation. This was refreshing after years of startup pitch decks and strategic planning sessions.

"And you just... drove away?"

"Best decision I ever made." She glanced at me sideways. "What about you? Tech founder to Winnebago nomad seems like a pretty dramatic pivot."

The question I'd been dreading and hoping for in equal measure. "Burnout, mostly. Built a company, sold it, realized I spent fifteen years creating something I didn't actually believe in. Classic midlife crisis territory."

"Except you're not buying a Porsche and dating twenty-two-year-olds."

"Well, the jury's still out on the second part," I said, then regretted it. Too self-aware, too obvious.

But Piper giggled. "Smooth. Real smooth."

We walked in comfortable silence for a moment, watching a pelican dive-bomb the waves with the kind of precision that would make a tech CEO weep with envy. The thing about being forty-two and talking to someone in their twenties is that you're constantly aware of the math. Not only the age gap, but the experience gap, the cultural reference gap, and the different stages of life gap.

Except with Piper, it felt less like a gap and more like different routes to the same destination.

"Can I ask you something?" she said as we approached a parking area where a cluster of RVs and vans gathered for the night.

"Shoot."

"Are you one of those guys who's going to get weird about me being younger? Because I've got to tell you, most of the guys my age are still figuring out how to do their own laundry."

Direct. I liked that about her. "Are you one of those people who's going to get weird about me having more money than sense?"

"Depends. Are you going to try to fix my life with your money?"

"I'm still trying to figure out how to fix my own life."

"Good answer."

We'd reached her van, a white Mercedes Sprinter that looked like it had seen some miles but was clearly well-maintained. Through the rear windows, I could see the warm glow of LED strip lighting that suggested a carefully planned interior.

She stopped at the back doors, keys in hand, and turned to face me. The sun sank lower, almost gone now, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that would have looked fake in a photograph.

"So," she said, and I could feel the weight of the moment settling between us like a question mark.

Silence stretched between us, filled with the distant sound of waves and the occasional car passing along the seawall behind us. Piper's fingers traced the edge of her van's door handle, and I found myself cataloging the way the parking lot lights caught the copper threads in her hair.

"Want to see the inside?" she asked, her voice carrying that same easy confidence that had drawn me in at Sunrise Tacos. "I mean, properly. Not just peeking through the window like some kind of van voyeur."

I laughed despite the sudden spike in my pulse. "Van voyeur?"

"It's a thing. Trust me." She pulled the door open wider, and the interior light spilled out, creating a warm glow around her. "Come on, Ryan. Live a little."

Live a little. When was the last time someone said that to me? When was the last time I wanted to?

I followed her into the van, immediately struck by how different it felt from the outside looking in. The space seemed larger somehow, but still intimate. The fairy lights cast everything in a soft amber glow, and I caught the scent of something like vanilla and sea salt—her, I realized.

"This is..." I started, then stopped, looking around at the careful details—a tiny succulent plant in a mason jar. Books stacked beside the bed with titles I didn't recognize. A guitar was propped in the corner. "It's like a whole world in here."

"My world," she said softly, settling cross-legged on the bed and patting the space beside her. "Population: one. Well, usually."

I sat down, hyperaware of the years between us, of how easy this felt and how complicated it should be. The mattress and chassis dipped under our combined weight, bringing us closer together.

"Piper," I began, not sure what to say next.

She turned toward me, close enough that I could see the flecks of silver in her blue eyes and feel the warmth radiating from her skin. Her hand found mine, fingers intertwining with a naturalness that made my chest tight.

"You're overthinking again," she whispered. "I can practically hear the gears turning."

"It's what I do." My voice came out rougher than intended.

She leaned closer, close enough that her breath ghosted across my lips. "What if you just... didn't? For once?"

My free hand found its way to her cheek, thumb brushing across her skin. She looked at me like I belonged, and every rational thought dissolved in the space between us.

"Piper..."

"Yeah?"

The question hung in the air between us, unspoken but understood.

The van grew smaller, her question hanging between us like a live wire. My analytical brain kicked into overdrive—this kind of impulsive decision had gotten me into trouble before. The responsible thing would be to say goodnight, go back to my RV, and pretend this electric connection didn't exist.

But Piper's eyes held mine with that fearless directness that had been unraveling me all evening. Her fingers traced lazy circles on my forearm, and I felt eighteen years of careful planning and risk assessment crumbling like a house of cards.

This is it, Mitchell—the moment where you either stay safely in your lane or drive off the cliff.

She leaned closer, her voice soft but certain. "Want to stay a while?"

I stared at her for a moment, my brain doing the same thing it always did—running calculations, weighing variables, analyzing outcomes. But underneath all that mental noise, something simpler happened. I wanted to stay. I wanted to keep talking to her, keep watching the way her eyes lit up when she got excited about something, and keep feeling this strange new energy that seemed to buzz between us.

"Yes," I said finally. "I'd like that."

Her smile widened, and I felt something loosen in my chest. But then my practical side kicked in—the part of me that spent years managing meetings and controlling environments.

"But," I heard myself saying, "what if you came to see my setup instead?"

Piper raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. "Your setup?"

"My Winnebago. It's... well, it's very different from this." I gestured around her cozy van, suddenly self-conscious about what she'd think of my mobile command center. "I've got coffee that doesn't require a camp stove, and the WiFi works if you need to check anything."

She laughed—not mockingly, but with genuine delight. "Are you politely redirecting me, Ryan?"

"Maybe a little," I admitted, running a hand through my hair. "I'm not great at... this. But I do make excellent coffee, and I have a feeling you'd get a kick out of seeing how an ex-tech guy does van life."

"Now I'm really curious." She reached for her jacket. "Lead the way to your fortress of technology."

As we climbed out of her van, I felt an unfamiliar flutter of nervousness mixed with anticipation. Piper would see the full extent of my inability to disconnect—the solar panels, the satellite internet, and the ridiculous number of screens I somehow justified as "essential." I mean, having only one TV in a thirty-six-foot living space is kind of weird, right?

"Fair warning," I said as we walked toward the RV park. "It's possible I've over-engineered the whole nomad thing."

"Can't wait to see it," she said, bumping my shoulder with hers.

The simple contact sent electricity straight through me, and I realized that whatever happened between us, I was already in way deeper than expected.


CHAPTER 5
THE PROXIMITY EFFECT


Ipulled out of the Whataburger parking lot with Piper's headlights in my rearview mirror and started second-guessing everything.

What was I doing? Forty-two-year-old tech bros don't bring twenty-something van life goddesses home to their RVs. That's not how this works. That's not how any of this works.

But here we were.

The drive from Shoreline to Pelican Point took almost half an hour—I timed driving routes obsessively when I first moved here. Tonight, it felt like twelve seconds and twelve hours simultaneously. Piper stayed a respectful distance behind me, her Sprinter's LED strips casting blue light through my rear window like some kind of bohemian UFO.

I caught myself checking the mirror every few seconds. Not because I worried she'd bail—though that was definitely a possibility—but because I kept processing that she was still there. Following me. To my place.

The evening replayed in fragments: her kindhearted laugh when I described my smashburger failure, the way she'd described how Whataburger’s combination of flavors was distinctly Texan, that moment in her van when the air got thick enough to cut with a knife. And underneath it all, the persistent background hum of my brain cataloging everything that could go wrong.

Age gap: fifteen years, give or take. Life stages: incompatible. Her: a free spirit with an artistic soul, living in a van. Me: spreadsheet enthusiast, former corporate overlord, living in a land yacht.

But then I remembered how she'd looked at me while I explained my food truck research and theories, as if I wasn't just some middle-aged guy having a midlife crisis. Like, maybe she found me interesting.

The Gulf air rolled through my partly opened windows, carrying salt and seaweed and the faint smell of somebody's barbecue. Tuesday night at the beach. Most people were home watching Netflix or doom-scrolling their phones. I led a caravan of two toward what might be the most interesting mistake I'd made in years.

Pelican Point's entrance appeared on my right—a weathered wooden sign, palm trees strung with lights, with a few dead bulbs. I waved at Liz through the office window. She waved back, then did a double-take when she spotted the Sprinter behind me. I could practically see the gossip wheels begin turning.

"Evening, Ryan!" Chuck called from his lawn chair fortress, three Lone Stars deep and holding court with Jim from pad forty-seven down the way. "Bringing home company?"

"Something like that," I called back, trying to sound casual while internally cringing at the attention.

These were my people now—retirees and snowbirds, and the occasional digital nomad. A whole ecosystem surrounded me here: a morning coffee huddle around the fire pit, evening happy hours near the cornhole pit, elaborate discussions about solar panel efficiency, and the best places to dump your gray water. I somehow became the tech guy everyone consulted about WiFi boosters and backup cameras.

After passing Chuck’s spot, I pulled into my spot—premium beachfront, sixty feet of Gulf view that cost me an extra forty bucks a month. Worth every penny for moments like this. I parked my Leaf on a smaller concrete pad alongside my RV pad. It was centered between the RV and my car trailer set up behind it. Piper pulled up alongside me, and after a moment, her engine went quiet.

My setup sprawled across the oversized site like a small village. The Winnebago Adventurer dominated the space—thirty-six feet of Class A perfection, solar panels glinting under the security lights. The enclosed trailer was parked behind the RV, and the smokers set up in the space between, covered by an awning. Through the open space, a picnic area in the sand past the edge of the concrete pad, featuring outdoor furniture arranged just so, and string lights to create a warm perimeter. My RV’s entrance faced the gulf, giving me a private view of the surf and sky.

I climbed out and heard Piper's door slam.

"Holy shit, Ryan."

I turned. She stood at the end of her van, hands on her hips, staring at my setup like it personally offended her.

"This is not van life," she said, gesturing at the Winnebago. "This is... this is like if a house came with wheels and commitment issues."

"Technically, it's RV life," I said. "Completely different demographic."

She walked closer, her eyes taking inventory of my makeshift outdoor kitchen, the satellite dish, and the fact that my rig cost more than most people's homes in San Patricio County.

"You said you lived simply now."

"I do. This is simple. It's... optimized simplicity."

She laughed, shaking her head. "Of course it is." But she smiled when she said it.

I walked between the two massive rigs, along the side, and into the Winnebago, feeling the shift in her energy behind me. The space that had become my solitary sanctuary over the past few months felt exposed under her curious gaze.

"Holy organization, Batman," she said, after entering and walking toward the kitchen island, running her fingers along the custom spice rack I installed above the two-burner induction cooktop. Each jar was labeled in my admittedly obsessive block lettering. "Did you alphabetize these?"

"Alphabetical makes the most sense for quick retrieval," I said, then caught myself. "That sounded less neurotic in my head."

She laughed—not at me, but with genuine delight. "No, I love it. Look at this knife block." She gestured to my magnetic strip, where my knives hung in order of blade length. "It's like kitchen porn."

The way she said "porn" made something flutter in my chest that had nothing to do with organizational pride.

She moved through the compact space with surprising grace, her fingers trailing over surfaces as she explored. The galley kitchen was directly across from the dinette, where my laptop sat closed on the dinette table, surrounded by what I hoped she wouldn't notice.

Too late.

"What's all this?" She picked up one of my composition notebooks, the kind I used since my Baylor days. The cover read "Brisket Variables - Temperature/Time Curves” in my careful handwriting.

"Research," I said, probably too quickly.

She flipped it open, and I watched her eyebrows climb. Page after page of charts, graphs, temperature logs, and what could only be described as barbecue equations. She turned to another notebook: "Pork Shoulder Experiments - Rub Ratios & Bark Development."

"Ryan," she said slowly, "how many of these do you have?"

I gestured weakly at the stack. "Twelve. So far."

She stared at me for a long moment, then burst into laughter that filled the entire RV. "You've turned barbecue into a dissertation. This is amazing."

The genuine appreciation in her voice caught me off guard. Most people—including the infrequent women I dated—found my systematic approach to hobbies exhausting rather than endearing.

"Want to see the actual equipment?" I asked, suddenly eager to show her the fruits of all that research.

Outside, the early evening sun painted everything golden as I led her to the space just ahead of the enclosed trailer. The offset smoker—a custom-built steel beast—dominated the space alongside my high-tech Traeger pellet grill. Between the two sat a folding table where the portable Blackstone grill found a home, beside the cutting board, and a stack of tinfoil pans and other accessories.

"Now this," Piper said, running her hand along the offset's firebox, "this is serious business."

I watched her examine the thermometer ports, the adjustable dampers, and the seal on the cooking chamber door. Her movements were full of a confidence that spoke of real knowledge.

"You actually know what you're looking at," I observed.

She glanced up from where she crouched beside the firebox. "Culinary school. Two years at Auguste Escoffier in Austin before I decided formal education wasn't for me." She stood, brushing her hands off on her cutoff jeans. "But I know my way around most proteins."

The way she said it, combined with how close we were standing in the confined trailer space, sent heat through me that had nothing to do with the smoker.

"What's your preferred wood for pork?" I asked, my voice coming out rougher than intended.

"Depends on the cut." She stepped closer, reaching past me to touch the wood storage rack. "Apple for tenderloin, hickory for shoulder. Cherry, if you want that perfect color on the bark."

Her arm brushed mine as she moved, and I caught her scent—something like vanilla and campfire smoke.

"And beef?" I managed.

"Oak. Always oak for brisket. Mesquite for a Porterhouse or flank steak, it burns hot, so you need to watch it." She turned to face me. "Though I bet you already knew that."

The outdoor space felt smaller, the air thicker. To the west, the sun began its descent toward the horizon, painting everything in warm amber light.

The amber light did something to her face that my brain wanted to catalog—the way it caught the copper threads in her hair and softened the sharp angles of her cheekbones. But standing there in the thickening silence, I felt like a teenager again, all awkward limbs and racing pulse.

"It's cooling off," I said, true for early October, but ranked somewhere between stating that water is wet and announcing that gravity exists on the scale of practical observations. But it broke whatever spell we'd been under, and I saw her shoulders relax.

"Yeah, the evenings are nice here," she agreed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Different from inland."

I gestured toward the RV, grateful for something concrete to focus on. "Want a beer? I've got Shiners in the cooler. Fair warning, though—they could be the most expensive beers I've ever bought. I’m learning a bit about craft brews after abstaining for most of my career.” Jeez, Ryan, you don’t have to explain every little thing.

She laughed, and the sound seemed to settle something in my chest. "I'd love one."

Inside the Winnebago, I marveled again at how efficiently thirty-six feet could be organized when you had nothing but time and a former project manager's obsession with optimization—the cooler with a six-pack of Shiners at frigid temperature within arm's reach. I grabbed two bottles and the opener and returned—a simple mission that somehow felt loaded with significance.

When I emerged, Piper was already settled on one of my two Adirondack chairs positioned under the string lights facing the Gulf. She'd kicked off her sandals with her feet tucked up under her, looking like she fit in my carefully curated outdoor living space. The sight of her there, framed by the warm glow of the lights against the deepening sky, made something shift in my chest.

"Nice setup," she said, accepting the beer. "Very... intentional."

"Recovering control freak," I admitted, settling into the chair beside her. "I used to optimize everything—user experience, workflow efficiency, profit margins. Now I optimize for sunset views and beer accessibility."

The cold Shiner's bitter taste complemented the moment. We sat in comfortable quiet for a minute, listening to the sound of waves against the sand and the gentle hum of RV generators settling into evening mode.

"So what happened?" I asked eventually. "With culinary school, I mean. You said you dropped out."

She went quiet for a long beat, and I thought she might not answer. When she did, her voice lost some of its earlier confidence. "I realized I was there for the wrong reasons. My parents wanted me to have a 'practical skill,' something that would always guarantee work. But I wasn't learning to cook—I learned to follow recipes exactly, to replicate the same dishes perfectly every time." She took a long pull from her beer. "Turns out I'm not great at following other people's rules."

"Shocking revelation," I said dryly, rewarded by another laugh.

"What about you? What made you walk away from the tech world?"

My turn to stare at the horizon, where the last traces of amber were fading into purple. "I built something meant to connect people. Make their lives easier, more efficient. Instead, I watched it turn into another way for them to avoid connecting." I shrugged. "Plus, working eighty-hour weeks, with conversations that were solely about user acquisition metrics for about three years."

"So you bought a trailer and drove to the Gulf Coast."

"So I bought a trailer and drove to the Gulf Coast," I confirmed. "My therapist called it a geographic solution to an emotional problem."

"What do you call it?"

I looked over at her, noting how she'd shifted in her chair, angling toward me. Her knees were almost touching the arm of my chair now.

"Tuesday," I said. "I call it Tuesday."

"Tuesday," she repeated, testing the word. "I like it. Very... systematic. You name all your smokers, don't you?"

"Guilty as charged." I took a pull from my Shiner. "There's Big Betty—she's the offset stick burner. Then there's Steady Eddie, the pellet grill for when I need precision. And the Blackstone griddle is... Uh… Blackstone.”

“Blackstone?” She grinned. "Real creative there, tech guy."

"Hey, some things don't need reinventing." I gestured toward her van with my bottle. "What about yours? Please tell me it has a name."

"Dolly." She said it with the kind of reverence usually reserved for family members or outstanding bourbon. "After Parton, obviously. She's temperamental, breaks down at inconvenient times, but she's got character."

Of course, she'd name her van after Dolly Parton. The woman probably curated a playlist specifically for driving into sunsets.

"So what's the story there?" I found myself genuinely curious, which edged into dangerous territory. Curiosity led to investment, and investment led to... well, complicated Tuesday conversations. "The van life thing. You running toward something or away from it?"

She went quiet for a moment, and I wondered if I pushed too far too fast. But then she shifted again—closer this time, her bare foot brushing against my flip-flop. The brief contact might have been accidental, but my nervous system registered it like a system alert.

"Little of both, I guess." She swirled her beer, watching the amber liquid catch the light. "I worked at this high-end place in Austin. Real pretentious stuff—foam on everything, servers who could tell you the life story of every radish on your plate."

"Sounds terrible," I said, though privately thinking about how her voice changed when she talked about food. It became more animated, as if describing a lover instead of a job.

"It would’ve been a great line on my resume, don't get me wrong. But after a while, all that precision started feeling like a cage. Everything had to be perfect, plated the same way, measured to the gram." She looked over at me. "It seems like you'd understand that, right? The tyranny of optimization?"

I nearly choked on my beer. "Did you just psychoanalyze my entire career in one sentence?"

"Maybe." She smiled again, that slightly dangerous smile that suggested she knew more than she let on. "Am I wrong?"

My turn for quiet for a moment, watching the sun sink lower over the water. The air cooling, and the caws of seagulls, along with the steady beat of waves against the shore, echoed around us. Somewhere nearby, someone grilled fish, and the smell mixed with the salt air in a way that made me think of possibility.

"No," I admitted. "You're not wrong."

She stood up then, and for a second, I thought she would leave. But instead, she moved to the RV, leaning her hip against the hood, looking away from the Gulf to the opposite horizon, and backlit her silhouette with the sunset. I actively resisted the urge to stare, like some kind of middle-aged cliché.

"Come here," she said, not looking back. "You're missing the best part."

I joined her, standing beside her, close enough that our arms almost touched. Almost. The space between us felt charged, like the air before a storm.

"What am I looking at?" I asked.

She pointed toward the horizon, across the strip of the inter-coastal waterway, where the sun painted the sky in shades of orange and pink that would make a motivational poster jealous.

"That," she said softly. "The moment when day becomes night. It's different every time, but it's also always the same."

I looked at her profile, noting the way the light caught the curve of her jaw and the slight scar on the edge of her left eyebrow that I hadn't noticed before. She was right about the sunset, but I found it hard to focus on anything except the six inches of space between us and the question of what would happen if that space disappeared entirely.

The last traces of orange faded into purple, and I found myself studying the way the dying light caught Piper's hair, shifting the blonde strands into an array of warm tones. She'd gone quiet, her usual stream of observations replaced by something more contemplative. The space between us shrank without either of us acknowledging it—close enough that I could smell her soap, something clean and herbal like it came from a health food store.

"Ryan." She turned toward me, something different in her voice. Direct. Decided.

Before I could overthink it—before I could catalog all the reasons this could be complicated or premature or potentially catastrophic—she reached up and touched my face. Her palm flattened, warm against my cheek, and I exhaled the breath I'd held.

"I know this is fast," she said, just before she kissed me.

It should have been awkward. First kisses usually are, especially when you're forty-two and out of practice and standing on uneven ground next to an RV that smells faintly of propane. But this wasn't awkward at all. Piper tasted like the beer we'd shared and fit against me like she belonged there. My hands found her waist without conscious instruction, pulling her closer while the last of the daylight disappeared around us.

When we broke apart, neither of us moved away. Her forehead rested against mine, and I could feel her breathing, quick and shallow.

"Well," she said, and for once seemed at a loss for words.

"Yeah." I experienced my own vocabulary issues. The analytical part of my brain—the part that usually provides running commentary on everything—had apparently taken the evening off.

She laughed, soft and a little breathless. "That was..."

"Perfect," I finished, surprising myself with the certainty in my voice.

She smiled then, the kind of smile that reaches your eyes and rearranges your entire face. "I was going to say unexpected, but perfect works too."

We stood there for another moment, the night settling around us. Somewhere in the distance, waves rolled against the shore with metronomic persistence—a night bird called from the dunes.

"Would you like to come inside?" The words came out before I could second-guess them.

"Yes," she said, immediate and sure. "I would."

She took my hand, her fingers threading through mine with the same easy confidence she'd shown in everything else. Together, we turned toward the RV, toward the warm glow spilling from its windows, toward whatever came next.


CHAPTER 6
THE HEAT TRANSFER INCIDENT


The RV door clicked shut behind us, and suddenly the space felt impossibly small. Not small in a cramped way—for a motorhome, the thing was immense—but small in the way that made me hyperaware of Piper's presence beside me. The fading light through the windows cast everything in amber, and I could hear her breathing, quick and shallow like mine.

We stood there for a moment in the narrow entryway, and I felt that familiar analytical part of my brain kick in, cataloging details as if debugging code. I saw how she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a slight flush across her cheekbones, and how she looked around the space—not nervous, but taking it in with those sharp eyes that never missed anything.

"It's bigger on the inside,” she said, and her breathless voice tightened my chest.

"Efficient use of space," I managed, then immediately felt like an idiot. Here she stood, this beautiful woman who'd agreed to come inside with me, and I prattled off about square footage like we were at an RV show.

But Piper smiled, that same easy smile that undid me for weeks at Sunrise Tacos. "Very you," she said, and somehow that made it better.

I reached for her hand, my fingers finding hers in the dim light. Her warm hand felt slightly rough from her outdoor life, and when she squeezed back, I felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders. Whatever we were doing was deliberate and mutual—not something that happened to us, but something we chose together. I led her through the living area, past the compact kitchen where I spent many mornings thinking about her while I made coffee and considered what to do for the day.

The space felt different with her in it, charged with possibility. I noted how she moved with effortless grace, even in the narrow area between the dinette and the pullout island. She didn’t seem overwhelmed by the confined space, unlike some people. Underneath those observations floated something raw, more urgent, maybe primal.

The slide-out extension made the back bedroom space feel roomy, even with my king-sized bed. It was darker here with the overhead light off, and the last of the sunset filtered through the tinted windows. The dark Gulf horizon out one window, the gloaming of the sunset through the other, painted everything in soft gold. When I turned to face her, Piper stared at me, her bright blue eyes serious but not uncertain.

I pulled her into my arms, taking the initiative, and she came willingly, her hands finding my shoulders as I cupped her face and kissed her again. This kiss was deeper, more urgent than the one outside. When she gasped against my mouth, I felt it like electricity shooting straight through me.

"Are we doing this?" she whispered, her forehead resting against mine.

The question hung between us in the small space as we hovered near the bed, loaded with everything we weren't saying. Things that increasingly didn’t matter. The age difference, the fact that we barely knew each other, and other trivial details evaporated. This felt like we were about to step off a cliff into something I couldn't control, optimize, or plan my way through.

"If..." I started, then cleared my throat. "You tell me if you want me to stop."

She went quiet for a heartbeat, and in that silence I could hear my own pulse thundering in my ears. Then her hands slid up to tangle in my hair, and she looked directly into my eyes.

"Don't stop, Ryan."

And when she kissed me, every rational thought scattered into fragments, leaving only her mouth, tongue, and the amber light fading around us. Our kiss shifted as we explored our connection with roving hands and heated moans. She broke the kiss and nodded when I gripped the bottom of her faded t-shirt and lifted it. She gazed at me as she raised her arms, but I couldn’t hold the stare when her breasts bounced free.

Her eyes flared when I glanced back at her, and then she reached and pulled my faded Star Wars t-shirt up and off. Both topless, we paused for a beat before her hands flattened against my chest while my hands cupped her pert breasts. She fanned her fingertips over my chest hair and found my nipples, then brushed her fingers over my abs. I pressed closer to resume kissing her while I squeezed her breasts, teasing her stiff nipples.

Her hands dropped to my shorts, pushing them off my waist and then further until they fell past my thighs to my feet. She broke the kiss, gripping and stroking my shaft as she watched my eyes flare open, then half close at the sensation. “You can tell me if you want to stop…” she whispered as she lowered to her knees and brushed her soft cheek over the blunt tip.

“Fuck. Don’t stop, Piper.”

Her eyes flared at my response as she sucked the tip, her tongue lapping at the slit and collecting the bead of precum. I pushed my fingers through her blond tresses, tightening my grip, which elicited a moan. She nodded, communicating her consent, then sucked and licked my crown. Pulling back and stroking me with her hand, spreading her spit over my shaft.

Her hands moved slowly, as if measuring my length, and she moaned as she gripped the base tightly. “You continue to impress, Ryan.” She stared at me as she stroked a few times, then parted her lips and sucked me deep into her mouth.

My groan echoed in the small space as she bobbed her head up and down my shaft. Tightening my fingers, I held her head steady, taking the initiative and thrusting my hips. She stilled, submitting to my heated passion with her lips sealed around my girth. I focused on her blue eyes, darkened with lust, amidst the soundtrack of her eager noises as I fucked her mouth.

“My turn,” I said, pulling out of her mouth as she gazed up at me with a curious expression. I helped her to her feet and led her past the threshold and beside my bed.

She grinned and pushed her shorts down before bending at the waist, turning to face away from me as she pushed her thong down. Her heart-shaped ass sat atop her two perfectly tanned thighs, her smooth lips glistened and parted as she shook her hips from side to side.

I tipped her forward til she fell onto the bed, rolled onto her back with a laugh. Our eyes met, and the wild connection between us bloomed, a magnetism that drew us closer. I couldn’t stop staring at her naked, lying on my bed, looking at me, and reflecting the heated want that overwhelmed both of us.

When I stepped out of my shorts, her gaze dropped, watching me fist my shaft. I knelt on the bedroom carpet at the foot of the bed, and I leaned toward her. She inched closer and spread her legs, reaching to comb through my hair and guide me to her glistening pussy.

After kissing the small tuft of blonde hair at the apex, I licked a line from the bottom to the top of her slit. She moaned, her hips lifting and grinding into my mouth. Her taste exploded on my tongue, sweet, tangy, and perfect.

I tipped two fingers inside under my chin as I continued licking and sucking her lips, then eased deeper. My fingers slid easily in and out of her tight channel, aided by the mixture of slick arousal and my saliva. I explored her, curling my fingers along the top until I found the place where her breath caught, then fluttered the tips.

“Ryan,” she gasped, almost whining. “I want your cock inside me when I come.”

“Good girl,” I growled, rising and crawling between her spread thighs. “I want to feel you wrapped around me.” I gripped my shaft and teased my broad crown up and down her slit.

“Please,” She gasped, trying to keep her hips still. “Don’t tease me, Ryan. Fuck me.”

I pushed inside her, and it felt like sinking into warm honey as I drove slowly until fully sheathed inside her. Our eyes locked as I rocked my hips, my hands pressed into her tits, holding her down. She lifted her legs, wrapping them around my hips, and dug her heels into my ass. All the objections to the age gap and other issues I’d struggled with disappeared as our bodies melded together.

A sense of transcendent joy cycled in my mind—an utter realization of how right she felt. I wouldn’t doubt us ever again. She was mine. The raw possessive thought shocked me, but the dark glint of my stare made her eyes sparkle.

“Fuck, you feel so good.” She sighed, lowering her fingers to her clit. “I love how you look at me. So dark and possessive.”

“I’ll make you mine,” I said lowly. “Is that what you want?”

“What if I already am?” she gasped, then her pussy tightened, clenching around me. “Oh fuck, don’t stop.”

I didn’t, rutting into her faster as she clenched tightly around my cock, gushing her release around my shaft. She closed her eyes, tossed her head back, and arched as I kept stroking through her peak. Slowly, her eyes blinked open, and her body relaxed as she watched me lazily. When she realized I wasn’t stopping, continuing to drive into her without any thought of pulling away, her head tossed back again.

“Oh, god,” she gasped, staring at me with awe. “Oh, don’t stop. Fuck.”

I released my grip on her breasts, and they bounced as I kept fucking her. I lowered my hands to the bed, just above her shoulders, and sank into a deep kiss. My hips cycling as bliss tightened in my core, growing into a ball of electricity at the base of my spine.

“Fuck,” I tightened my core, and part of me knew I couldn’t hold back. “Piper, I’m…”

“Do it,” she begged, breathless. “Fill me. Please.”

Any thought of pulling out fled my mind, along with anything else, as my lizard brain took over. I pumped into her until my climax ripped up my spine as my balls tightened and pulsed, jetting my release deep inside her. She screamed, hitting her second peak as my hips jerked and I emptied everything I had into her.

I slumped down, my hand slid behind her neck, kissing her as I continued to grind my cock inside her. She kissed me back, hungrily as she clenched around me in waves, milking my release as our bodies melded into one.

When I pulled up, we stared at each other, like we were having a mutual epiphany. I slid out, then stretched beside her, pulling her ass into my groin as my chest pressed against her back. Words weren’t working, and I relaxed and kissed behind her ear.

We rested comfortably for a time, but we both knew there was more to discover. So, we took our time, flexing into each other, shifting, changing positions, finding different points of mutual pleasure, and decoding how our bodies fit. We didn’t talk, explain, or try to rationalize, beyond offering short encouragements as we continued, moving instinctively, pushing each other to seek more pleasure, more bliss. When we quieted, near exhaustion, she drifted off to sleep in my arms, her head on my chest, as I gazed up at the ceiling, until I slipped into a comfortable darkness.


CHAPTER 7
THE MORNING AFTER PROTOCOL


The first thing I registered was warmth that wasn't mine.

For about three seconds, I lay there in that fuzzy pre-consciousness state, wondering why my usually precise internal thermostat was registering all wrong. Then my brain came online with the efficiency of a well-optimized bootup sequence, and I remembered.

Piper.

She was curled against my side, one arm draped across my chest, her face buried in the crook of my neck. Her breathing was soft and even, the kind of deep sleep that only happens when you're wholly comfortable. I could feel the gentle flutter of her eyelashes against my collarbone.

The morning light filtering through my RV's windows had that particular Gulf Coast quality—golden and heavy with salt. It painted everything in warm tones, including the woman currently using me as her personal pillow.

What the hell had I done?

Not in a regretful way. More like the way you'd ask that question after realizing you'd accidentally bought a lottery ticket that won. The kind of disbelief that comes with unexpected good fortune, you're not entirely sure you deserve.

I'd built my company from nothing but code and caffeine. I'd optimized databases, streamlined processes, and turned chaos into profitable algorithms. But lying here with Piper's hair tickling my chin, I realized I had absolutely no framework for this. No methodology. No best practices documentation.

My brain kept trying to categorize what had happened between us—file it under some familiar heading so I could process it properly. Was this a relationship? A fling? A beautiful mistake? But every time I tried to assign it a label, the feeling slipped away like trying to hold water.

All I knew in that moment was it felt… perfect. Different, sure, but everything with Piper was different. She didn't fit into any of my carefully designed compartments, and instead of frustrating me, it felt like discovering a new color.

She shifted slightly, making a slight sound that was half-sigh, half-purr. I found myself studying the way the morning light caught the copper threads in her blonde hair, the constellation of freckles across her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open, and for a moment she looked as disoriented as I'd felt. Then her gaze focused on me, and a slow smile spread across her face.

"Morning," she said, her voice husky with sleep.

"Morning." I was suddenly hyperaware of everything—the way her leg was tangled with mine, how my arm had gone slightly numb from her weight, the fact that my hair was probably doing something ridiculous. "Sleep okay?"

She stretched like a cat, arching her back before settling back against me. "Mmm. Your bed is way more comfortable than my van. Though I have to say, your pillow talk could use some work."

"My pillow talk?" I tried to remember what I'd said last night after... well, after. "What did I say?"

"You started explaining the optimal water temperature for coffee extraction." She was grinning now, clearly enjoying my mortification. "Something about 195 to 205 degrees Fahrenheit and how most people get it wrong."

Jesus. "I did not."

"You absolutely did. Right after you promised to make me the best cup of coffee I'd ever had in my life." She propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at me with those blue eyes that seemed to see everything. "Pretty bold claims for a guy who was half-asleep."

"I wasn't half-asleep. I was in a post-coital state of heightened awareness and wanted to share important information."

She burst out laughing. "Post-coital state of heightened awareness? Ryan, you're like if a romance novel and a technical manual had a baby."

"Is that good or bad?"

"It's perfect," she said, and something in her tone made my chest tight. "It's perfectly you."

The awkwardness I'd been bracing for never materialized. Instead, there was an easy intimacy, as if we’d been waking up together for years, rather than minutes. She traced a lazy pattern on my chest with her finger, and I realized I was in serious trouble. Trouble I didn’t want to shy away from.

"So," she said, "about that coffee. Time to put your money where your mouth is, tech boy."

I groaned and pulled the pillow over my face. "Give me five more minutes to prepare for the performance pressure."

"Nope." She was already sitting up, gloriously unselfconscious. "I'm holding you to this.

With a grin, I slid out of bed and pulled on a new pair of boxers. I stepped into the galley kitchen, which, in RV terms, meant I took exactly two steps to arrive at my destination. The Winnebago's designers had clearly studied submarine blueprints—every inch served multiple purposes, and you learned to move like a dancer or risk collecting bruises.

"Okay, coffee wizard," Piper called from the bed, pulling my t-shirt over her head. It hung loose on her frame, the hem hitting mid-thigh. "Show me what optimized caffeine obsession looks like."

I opened the cabinet above the sink, revealing my pride and joy: a compact espresso setup that had cost more than most people's monthly rent —a burr grinder, precision scale, and temperature-controlled kettle. The works, just miniaturized for mobile living.

"Jesus," she said, padding over barefoot. "You really weren't kidding about the setup."

"I don't kid about coffee." I pulled down the grinder and checked the hopper. "Or breakfast. Hope you're hungry."

She leaned against the narrow counter, watching me measure beans with scientific precision. Twenty-two grams. Always twenty-two grams. "I'm always hungry. But I should warn you—I'm one of those people who help in kitchens. It's compulsive."

"Good. I was hoping you'd say that."

The grinder whirred to life, filling the small space with the rich aroma of freshly ground beans. Piper moved around me with surprising grace, opening cabinets until she found plates, checking the tiny fridge for breakfast possibilities. We developed an immediate rhythm—when I reached for the portafilter, she stepped left. When she checked what was in the refrigerator, I shifted right. Like we'd been doing this dance for years instead of minutes.

"Eggs," she announced, emerging from the fridge with a carton. "Cheese. Butter. I can work with this." She glanced at my espresso machine, which was now ticking as the hot water expanded inside. "How long until coffee?"

"Three minutes for proper temperature. Then another two for extraction."

"Perfect." She cracked eggs into a bowl with practiced efficiency. "I'll have scrambled eggs ready in five. Assuming you trust me with your cookware."

I handed her a whisk from the drawer. "I trust you,"

The words carried more weight than they should have, and we both felt the undercurrent of growing trust between us. She paused, whisk halfway to the bowl, and smiled. Not her usual confident grin—something softer.

"Good," she said simply, and started whisking.

I focused on tamping the grounds, applying exactly thirty pounds of pressure. The familiar ritual calmed my overthinking brain, which had started cataloging all the ways this morning could go sideways. But watching Piper move around my space—seasoning the eggs without asking, finding the right pan by instinct—those anxious calculations faded.

She belonged here. The thought hit me like a revelation and a terror simultaneously.

The espresso pulled perfectly, with a thick crema forming as the dark liquid streamed into the cups. Piper's cheesy eggs were ready at the exact moment I finished, fluffy and perfectly seasoned. We loaded everything onto plates and mugs, another choreographed moment of domestic efficiency.

"Verdict time," I said, handing her a cup.

She took a sip, and her eyes closed. A slight sound escaped her throat—almost a moan. When she opened her eyes, they were slightly unfocused.

"Okay," she said slowly. "You weren't bragging. This is legitimately the best coffee I've ever had."

"Told you."

"Smug bastard." But she was grinning. "We're taking this outside, right? Because I need to properly appreciate both the coffee and whatever conversation we're about to have."

I nodded toward the door. "After you."

She grabbed her coffee and plate of eggs and headed for the exit, my shirt still swallowing her petite frame. I followed, wondering when exactly I'd started thinking in terms of "we."

The morning air carried salt and possibility as I trailed Piper outside to my setup between the RV and trailer. The string lights I'd hung between the awning posts last week cast a warm glow that competed with the early Gulf sun, creating this oddly perfect ambiance I definitely hadn't planned for moments like this.

Piper settled into one of the Adirondack chairs like she belonged there, tucking one leg beneath her. She'd thrown on my Baylor hoodie over my t-shirt. Part of my mind had already cataloged them as hers. The oversized sleeves hung past her hands, and she used them like mittens to hold her mug.

"This is nice," she said, gesturing toward the water with her coffee. A pelican skimmed the surface maybe fifty yards out, and the waves made that constant, low whisper that had become my morning soundtrack. "I can see why you picked this spot."

"Full disclosure—I chose it for the proximity to the laundry and distance from the dump station. The view was just a bonus."

She laughed, that easy sound that seemed to bypass all my usual defenses. "Of course you did. Very on-brand."

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the kind that should have felt awkward given what happened between us last night, but somehow didn't. The eggs were on point, the coffee strong, and Piper made these small appreciative sounds that made me ridiculously pleased with my barista skills.

"So," she said eventually, setting down her fork. "We should probably talk about last night."

There it was. I'd been waiting for this conversation, running various worst-case scenarios in my head since I'd woken up to find her curled against my side. My default mode wanted to analyze it to death—listing the complications, weighing the variables, and assessing the probability of various outcomes. However, something changed as I began to ignore my tendency to overthink impending disasters.

"Probably," I agreed, then forced myself to add, "though I have to say, my usual approach would be to build a spreadsheet about it."

"Please don't," she said, grinning. "I'm allergic to spreadsheets."

"Noted." I took a sip of coffee, watching a fishing boat putt along the horizon. "Look, I don't regret what happened. At all. Rather enjoyed it tremendously. But I'm also aware it's... complicated."

"Because you're old?" she asked, completely matter-of-fact.

"I prefer 'experienced,'" I said dryly. "But yes, partly that. Also, because we're in completely different places in our lives, and this—" I gestured between us, "—happened pretty fast."

Piper pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. The movement made my hoodie slip off one shoulder, and I had to redirect my attention back to her face.

"I mean, yeah, there's an age gap," she said. "And yeah, we may want different things long-term. But so what? I'm not looking for someone to build a white picket fence with, and you're not looking to throw everything away and live in a van."

"Definitely not," I confirmed. "I've seen your kitchen situation."

"Hey, my camp stove is perfectly functional." She bumped my arm with her elbow. "But seriously, Ryan, I'm not some naive kid who needs protecting from herself. I know what this is."

The directness of it caught me off guard in the best way. No games, no hidden agendas, no expectation that I'd suddenly transform into someone I wasn't.

"What is it, then?" I asked.

She was quiet for a moment, watching the pelican make another pass. "Two people who like each other, figuring it out as they go. No pressure, no timeline, no overthinking it into the ground."

"I excel at overthinking things into the ground," I warned. “But I’m trying to break that addiction.”

"I noticed. We'll work on that."

The confidence in her voice—not arrogant, just sure—made something settle in my chest. The inclusive way she looked at improving my internal struggles. It wasn’t my problem to fix; she made it an opportunity for us to succeed. Maybe this didn't need to be as complicated as I was making it.

"Speaking of figuring things out," I said, “if you need internet access for work stuff. My setup here is quite robust, and you’re welcome to use it. Satellite WiFi inside and a range-extending portable hotspot for working outside. Pretty decent speed, and the data plan's unlimited."

Piper raised an eyebrow. "You're just full of solutions, aren't you?"

"Old habit." I set the hotspot on the picnic table between us. "Twenty years of troubleshooting everything from supply chain bottlenecks to temperamental espresso machines. I see a problem, I want to fix it."

"And what's the problem here?"

I paused, realizing how that sounded. "Not you. Never you. I just meant—if you need to work, or check email, or whatever. The offer's there."

She studied me for a moment, and I could practically see her weighing something in her mind. "You know what’s the matter with you, Ryan?"

"I'm sure you're about to tell me."

"You're too useful." But she was smiling when she said it. "Makes it hard for a girl to maintain her independence when you keep solving things before she even asks."

"I could try being less helpful," I offered. "Might take some practice."

"Don't you dare." She grinned, holding the coffee cup with both hands encased in my sweatshirt. She took a sip while watching me, weighing something in her mind. Then she put the cup down and turned to me. "This is actually perfect. I've got some client work I need to catch up on, and the café WiFi yesterday was spotty at best."

I felt an odd surge of satisfaction at being useful, followed immediately by concern that I was already falling back into old patterns. The urge to offer more—my laptop if hers was acting up, the RV's table if she needed more space, coffee whenever she wanted it—rose automatically.

"Just the WiFi," I said, more to myself than to her.

"What?"

"Nothing. Just—" I gestured vaguely. "Trying not to overwhelm you with offers to help."

Piper stood, stretching her arms above her head. The movement pulled the sweatshirt taut and highlighted her perky, unencumbered breasts that shifted as she moved. I forced myself to look away, focusing instead on clearing our breakfast dishes.

"You know what I need right now?" she said.

"What's that?"

"Space to think. And work. And maybe figure out what the hell I'm doing here." She wasn't saying it meanly, just matter-of-fact. "This is all very... nice. Comfortable. And that makes me want to run."

I nodded, understanding more than she probably realized. "Where will you go?"

"There's a library in town, or that café from yesterday. Somewhere with background noise and people who aren’t… you." She paused. "Not because I don't like you. Because I do. Maybe too much."

The honesty in her voice caught me off guard. I'd spent so many years stopping and starting with women in my field, where every conversation felt like negotiating a business deal, that Piper's directness was both refreshing and terrifying.

"How long do you need?"

"I don't know. A few hours? Maybe longer. Maybe a day… a week.” She shrugged, like she understood her bohemian instincts were just as baffling to her as my constant analysing was to me. "Is that okay? Or do you have some kind of schedule I'm messing up?"

"My schedule consists of 'figure out what comes next,'" I said. "Take all the time you need."

She walked over to where I was standing by the RV's steps, close enough that I caught her scent—something like vanilla, coffee, and the outdoors. For a moment, I thought she might kiss me goodbye, and I wasn't sure if I wanted her to or if it would complicate things further.

Instead, she reached out and touched my arm briefly. "Thank you. For breakfast, for the WiFi offer, for not making this weird."

"Is it weird?"

"Probably." She grinned. "But good weird. I think."

I watched her walk toward her van, noting the confident set of her shoulders and the way she moved as if she owned whatever space she occupied. She paused at the driver's door, looking back.

"Ryan?"

"Yeah?"

"I'll be back."

It wasn't a question or a promise; it was a statement of fact. But something in the way she said it made me believe her, made me think that whatever she needed to work through, she'd work through it and come back to see where this thing between us might go.

“Well, you kind of have to, since you’re wearing my stuff.” I grinned at her, not at all disappointed that she was comfortable enough to forget that detail

I watched her glance down at herself, taking in the oversized Baylor hoodie hanging loose on her frame, the hem of my t-shirt peeking out underneath. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

"These?" She pulled at the hoodie's sleeves, which extended well past her hands. "I might just keep them."

“I have a few of each,“ I winked.

“Of course you do.” Her eyes sparkled with understanding before she turned toward her van.

I followed behind her in the Gulf air, already warming from the slight morning chill. She climbed into the driver's seat of the massive Sprinter, looking impossibly small behind the wheel. The engine rumbled to life, and she rolled down the window.

"Don't miss me too much," she called out.

"I'll try to contain myself."

I watched her navigate the narrow street, my hoodie a splash of green in her side mirror until she turned the corner. The morning felt suddenly quiet, charged with possibility and weighted with questions I wasn't ready to answer.

She'd be back.

At least, that's what I told myself.


CHAPTER 8
THE COFFEE AT SEVEN CONUNDRUM


By sunset, the RV felt too big. Piper had left before noon, and I’d cleaned up from our simple breakfast. I stood at the sink, washing the coffee mugs, and tried to figure out when thirty-six feet of mobile living space had started feeling like a warehouse. This morning, with Piper here, it had been cozy. Efficient. Two people moving together, as if we'd been doing this for years. Now it echoed.

I dried the mugs with more attention than the task required, then placed them back in the cabinet with their handles facing out. It was an old tic—the kind of compulsive organization that had made me good at my job and probably insufferable as a person.

I thought about firing up one of the smokers. I had a pork shoulder in the fridge that needed attention, and the evening temperature was perfect for a long, slow cook. It would cook for hours, low and slow. I could wrap it before the stall, or let it roll through the night, and pull it in the morning.

But I couldn't muster the enthusiasm.

Instead, I found myself opening my laptop, pulling up my food truck research notes, and updating the spreadsheet for most of the day, collating the data from my notebooks and the Notes app on my phone. Locations, peak hours, customer demographics, and average transaction sizes. All the data I'd been collecting during my culinary tourism, now organized into neat columns and color-coded cells.

This is what I did when I didn't want to feel things—I organized data.

The cursor blinked on an empty cell under the column labeled "Potential Partners—Culinary Skills.” I’d been at the task for a few hours after Piper left, and now I didn’t know what to put into that cell. I stared at it because the implications were too messy to process.

My phone sat on the table, face up, notifications on. I'd been checking it every ten minutes since she drove away, hating myself a little more each time. This wasn't me. I didn't do this. I was the guy who could go days without looking at his phone, who'd built an entire company on the principle of asynchronous communication.

But apparently, one night with Piper Stout had reduced me to a teenager waiting for a text.

I’d been time blind most of the day, hyper-focused on the details of recording food truck data into correctly descriptive rows and columns. Determining metrics and KPIs like the process optimization guy I was, but staring at the column header made me realize how fucking neurotic it was. That was when I discovered the light outside the window behind me was dimming.

The sun was setting over the Gulf, painting everything in impossible oranges and pinks that should have felt romantic but instead just reminded me that I was watching it alone. Again, like I had for weeks before Piper walked into my life and rearranged all my carefully constructed solitude.

I closed the laptop, grabbed my phone, and a Shiner I didn’t really want, and walked outside. I settled into one of the Adirondack chairs, trying to ignore the empty one at my side, and placed the phone face up on the armrest while I sipped the beer and watched the sky darken.

The beach was quiet—Wednesday evening, most of the families had packed up, and the serious fishermen wouldn't arrive until dawn—just me and the waves and the seagulls staging their nightly raid on the dumpsters. Chuck waved from his spot adjacent to my pads, beer in hand as always. I waved back, grateful he was too far away for conversation. The Minnesota couple, a row back behind a stand of live oak, had their TV on—I could hear the tinny sound of a game show through their open windows. Normal people doing everyday evening things.

What was Piper doing right now? Had she worked at some coffee shop with terrible WiFi? Probably. And now was she parked somewhere with a view, reading one of her paperback novels with the van's side doors open? Living her best bohemian life, completely unbothered by the fact that she'd turned my world sideways.

Or maybe she was regretting the whole thing. Maybe the morning-after conversation had been too much, too fast. Maybe she'd decided that a forty-two-year-old tech refugee with control issues wasn't worth the complication.

I went inside and made my dinner, forcing myself to leave my phone outside. I made a plate of leftovers, the results of the experiment with a spatchcocked chicken I attempted Monday afternoon. It was okay for a first attempt. I needed more practice to figure out how to achieve crispy skin. I added a couple of slices of white bread and a scoop of reheated baked beans. Then grabbed my plate, the last Shiner, and returned to my earlier abandoned Adirondack chair.

I checked the phone, because I’d been away from it for maybe thirty minutes. Nothing. I shook my head at myself and focused on eating my dinner. After sitting in the fridge for two days, the chicken skin had the consistency of cold rubber, and I tossed it into the sand for the seagulls to try. The rest was passable, but I need to figure out a better way to spice the meat, since the rub was congealed onto the unappealing skin.

I finished, and after glancing at my phone, I went inside, cleaned the dishes, and made a small cup of coffee, concentrating on the exacting process of foaming milk for an attempt at latte art. I made a perfectly passable blob that might have been a circle. I carried the cup outside to my chair and settled in for a long night of overthinking the Piper situation.

My phone buzzed.

I nearly dropped the mug trying to grab it, then saw the message light up.

Jalapeño Girl:


Coffee at 7?




Three words. Sent at 8:42 PM.

I stared at the message, my brain immediately spinning up multiple interpretations. Was this a question about tomorrow morning? An invitation? A test to see if I'd been waiting to hear from her?

Then I remembered what she'd said this morning, “No pressure, no timeline, no overthinking it into the ground.”

I'll have it ready.




Send. No hesitation.

Three dots appeared immediately, then disappeared. Then appeared again.

Perfect.




I sat back in the chair, phone still in my hand, and felt something unknot in my chest. She was coming back. I checked the time. In ten hours and eighteen minutes, make that seventeen minutes, she'd be here.

The evening suddenly felt full of possibility, rather than emptiness.

I leaned back in the chair, malformed latte art forgotten, and let myself grin like an idiot at the Gulf. Ten hours. I could work with that.

The pork shoulder suddenly seemed like a viable project again. I stood, collected my mug and phone, and headed inside with renewed purpose. If Piper was coming back at seven, I needed to be ready. Not just with coffee—though that was non-negotiable—but with something that proved last night wasn't a fluke.

Inside the RV, I pulled the shoulder from the fridge and started trimming. The rhythmic work of removing excess fat and silver skin had always been meditative for me, a task that occupied my hands while my brain processed in the background.

After that, I carried out the pork butt and a bottle of mustard to my outdoor kitchen and placed it in an aluminum pan to apply the rub. I started up the Traeger to pre-heat and returned my attention to the bone-in pork butt. It was really from the shoulder… okay, you’re not interested in that much butcher trivia—time to get back to overthinking.

Piper had texted. That meant something. She could have just shown up, or not shown up at all. But she'd given me a warning, asked permission in that casual way of hers. Coffee at 7? Not a demand, not an assumption. A question that left space for me to say no.

Though we both knew I wouldn't.

I rubbed the shoulder with a spicy-sweet rub I bought from H.E.B.—salt, pepper, paprika, and a touch of brown sugar—perfect for the pork butt. It didn’t need complexity, just time and attention—the kind of attention I'd been learning to give things since I left Austin and its endless optimization cycles.

By midnight, the butt was in the pellet smoker, temperature holding steady at 225. The wood smoke curled up into the night sky, carrying that primal scent of oak and rendered fat. I set an alarm for 3 AM to check it, then another for 5:30 to start prepping coffee.

I settled into bed, my pillow still smelling faintly like her, and that recollection felt comforting. I'd sleep like a baby and wake up to make the perfect cup of coffee.

Piece of cake.


CHAPTER 9
THE PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT


Sleep, predictably, was a disaster.

I lay in bed—our bed? my bed?—staring at the ceiling and trying not to analyze the situation to death. She was coming back. That was good. But why? Just for the WiFi? For the coffee? To return my clothes? For me?

The sheets still smelled faintly like her shampoo—vanilla and something herbal. I'd noticed it this morning when she'd been curled against me, and recalling it now felt both comforting and pathetic.

At 3 AM, I gave up on sleep and checked the smoker: the temperature was perfect, bark was forming nicely, and no adjustments were needed. I stood there in the calm Gulf air, watching smoke drift across the stars, and tried to remember the last time I'd felt this kind of nervous anticipation.

College, maybe. Before I'd learned to treat relationships like business partnerships, before I'd optimized the romance right out of everything.

The 5:30 alarm was redundant. I was already up, grinding beans with obsessive precision, heating water to exactly 200 degrees, arranging the pour-over setup like a chemistry experiment. If I was going to promise the best coffee she'd ever had, I was damn well going to deliver.

At 6:45, as sunrise began to light up the horizon over the Gulf, I heard the rumble of her Sprinter's engine.

My heart did something complicated and entirely unbidden. I forced myself to stay inside, finishing the coffee prep, not wanting to look like I'd been waiting at the window even though I had been absolutely waiting at the window.

The engine cut off. A door opened and closed. The sounds of footsteps on gravel, heading toward my door.

I counted to three, then opened it before she could knock.

Piper stood on my doorstep in the early morning light, wearing the same faded Culinary Institute shirt from yesterday and looking like she hadn't slept any better than I had. Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and she had that slightly rumpled look of someone who'd spent the night in a van.

She also carried my Baylor hoodie and a folded t-shirt draped over one arm.

"Morning," she said, her voice carrying that husky quality it got when she was tired. "I, uh… was wearing your stuff when I left."

I looked at the hoodie, then back at her face, noting the slight flush across her cheekbones. She'd driven back here at dawn to return a sweatshirt. Sure.

"Coffee's ready," I said, stepping back to let her in. "And I may have started a pork shoulder around midnight, so if you're hungry later…”

She stepped inside, and the RV immediately felt the right size again.

"You couldn't sleep either?" she asked.

"Not particularly."

"Good." She set the hoodie on the small sofa across from the TV just inside the entryway and turned to face me. "I'd hate to be the only one lying awake overthinking things."

I poured the coffee with more care than I'd probably ever given to any task in my life. The water hit the grounds in a slow, steady spiral, blooming them first, then continuing in that ritualistic pattern that had become muscle memory. The smell filled the small space—dark, rich, with notes of chocolate and something almost floral.

Piper watched from where she'd settled at the dinette, her chin propped on her hand. "You really are serious about this."

"I told you I was." I handed her the mug, our fingers brushing against each other. The contact sent that same electric jolt through me as yesterday. "Give it a minute to cool. The temperature matters for the flavor profile."

She laughed, but it was softer than her usual laugh. Tired, maybe, or just as uncertain as I felt about what we were doing here. "You know, most guys would just make instant coffee and call it good."

"Most guys probably didn't spend two months perfecting their extraction technique because they had nothing better to do." I poured my own cup and sat across from her in the dinette. "But for the record, instant coffee is a crime against nature."

She took a careful sip, and I watched her face change. Eyes widening slightly, then closing. A slight sound of pleasure that made me glad I was sitting down.

"Okay," she said, opening her eyes. “Your coffee is amazing.”

The satisfaction I felt was disproportionate to the accomplishment, but I didn't care. "Told you."

We sat in silence for a moment, both of us drinking our coffee, neither of us quite sure what to say. The morning light coming through the windows had a golden quality that made everything look softer and kinder. Outside, I could hear the waves and the distant cry of gulls.

"So," she said finally. "I should probably explain why I'm here at seven in the morning with your hoodie."

"You don't have to."

"I want to." She set her mug down, wrapping her hands around it like she needed something to hold onto. "Yesterday, after I left, I went to that café on Ocean Drive. The one with the supposedly good WiFi?"

I nodded.

"It was terrible. The WiFi kept dropping, and there were these college kids next to me having the loudest conversation about their relationship drama, and I couldn't concentrate on anything." She paused, looking down at her coffee. "But that wasn't really the problem."

I waited, not wanting to push.

"The problem was I kept thinking about you," she said, meeting my eyes. "About this place. About how comfortable I felt here.”

The honesty in her voice made my chest tight. "And that's bad?"

"I don't know." She laughed, but it sounded a little shaky. "I chose van life specifically so I wouldn't get attached to places or people. So I could leave whenever I wanted. And now here I am, at seven in the morning, because I couldn't sleep in my van last night without thinking about how much better I slept here. With you.”

I reached across the table, covering her hand with mine. "For what it's worth, I didn't sleep well either."

"No?"

"Kept checking my phone like a teenager." I grimaced. "It was pathetic. I almost texted you to invite you for dinner, then talked myself out of it because I didn't want to seem desperate."

"You should have." She turned her hand over, lacing her fingers through mine. "I was sitting in my van working up the courage to text you. Took me until almost nine.”

We sat like that for a moment, hands clasped on the table, both of us smiling like idiots.

"So," I said. "What now?"

She took a deep breath. "I was thinking... if the offer's still open, I'd like to try working from here today. Use your WiFi, see how it feels to be around you during normal daylight hours instead of just..." she gestured vaguely, "whatever yesterday was."

"Yesterday morning was pretty great," I said.

"It was." Her smile turned slightly wicked. "But I need to know if we work when we're not, you know, working."

I laughed despite myself. "Fair point. And yes, the offer's still open. The WiFi password is taped under the hotspot if you want to work outside. Help yourself to anything in the fridge. I'll probably be outside messing with the smoker most of the morning."

"Perfect." She squeezed my hand once more before letting go. "This is good. We're being smart about this."

"Very mature," I agreed.

"Completely rational."

"Not rushing into anything."

She grinned. "Exactly. We're going to take this slow and see what happens."

I raised my coffee mug. “Here’s to low and slow."

She clinked hers against mine. "To seven a.m. coffee and reasonable expectations."

We both knew we were lying to ourselves, but it felt good to pretend we had some control over whatever this was becoming.

The morning developed its own rhythm. Piper set up at the dinette with her laptop, occasionally muttering at her screen or typing in furious bursts that suggested either inspiration or deadline panic. I rotated between checking the smoker, reading on my tablet, and resisting the urge to hover by the windows to watch her work.

Okay, I hovered a little.

Around ten, I brought her a fresh cup of coffee without being asked. She looked up, smiled, and went back to whatever she was designing—something with color swatches and font choices that looked way more creative than anything I'd ever produced.

"Marketing stuff?" I asked.

"Social media campaign for a boutique hotel in Port Aransas. They want 'authentic coastal vibes' but also 'elevated luxury experience.'" She made air quotes with unconcealed disdain. "So basically, they want to look bohemian while charging $400 a night."

"Sounds like every tech startup pitch I ever heard. 'Disruptive innovation' that's really just the same thing with a nicer interface."

She laughed. "Exactly. But they pay on time, so I smile and make their Instagram pretty."

I left her to it, heading back outside to check the pork shoulder. The bark was developing beautifully—dark and crusty, with that perfect texture that meant the rub had bonded with the rendered fat. Another few hours and it would be ready to wrap.

When I came back in, Piper was standing at the window, stretching her arms overhead in a way that made me actively redirect my attention to literally anything else.

“Are you always this focused when you work?" I asked.

"Only when I'm trying not to think about other things." She turned, leaning against the counter. "It's not working, by the way."

"What are you trying not to think about?"

"How much I like being here. How easy this feels." She gestured around the RV. "I've been in my van for three years, Ryan. Three years of deliberately not settling anywhere. And now I'm sitting at your table like I've been doing it forever."

I grinned slightly. “I don’t see the problem.”

“Right?” She sighed. “It’s just…I don't know." She crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. "I've watched too many of my friends get swallowed up by relationships. They meet someone, move in together, and suddenly their whole life is about the other person. I swore I'd never do that."

"You've been here for three hours," I pointed out. "That's not exactly moving in."

"But I want to stay." The admission seemed to cost her something. "That's the scary part. I actually want to stay, and I never want to stay anywhere."

I moved closer, not touching her but close enough that she'd know I was there if she wanted me to be. "For what it's worth, I'm terrified too. I spent twenty years building walls around my life, and you walked right through them like they were made of tissue paper."

"I'm good at that," she said quietly.

"I've noticed."

She looked up at me, and I saw the same uncertainty I felt reflected in her eyes. Whatever this was between us, it was moving fast, felt inevitable, and scared the hell out of both of us.

"I have a proposal," I said.

"Oh god.” She smirked. “We’ve known each other for like three days. Little soon for proposals."

I grinned. "Not that kind of proposal. I was thinking about the food truck thing."

Her expression shifted, interest replacing anxiety. "Yeah?"

"You've got culinary training. I've got capital and process experience. I’ve been circling the idea like I’m afraid to commit to it." I paused, measuring my words. "What if I stopped circling and actually did something about it… with you?”

She was quiet for a moment, and I could see her brain working through the implications. "You mean, actually start a food truck? Together? Like, for real?"

"Why not? You're not happy doing marketing for hotels you don't believe in. I'm not happy doing nothing. And we both keep talking about it like it's hypothetical when we both know it's not."

"That's..." She trailed off, then laughed. "That's either the best idea I've heard in years or completely insane."

"Probably both."

She pushed off the counter and paced the narrow space between the kitchen and the dinette. "We'd need to figure out the menu, find a truck, deal with permits and health inspections..." She was talking faster now, hands moving as she thought out loud. "Location strategy, supply chain, whether we go full mobile or find regular spots to park..."

"I've already got spreadsheets," I admitted.

"Of course you do." She smiled when she said it. "Show me."

I grabbed my laptop, pulling up the research I'd worked on the previous day. Piper leaned over my shoulder as I walked her through the data—peak hours at different locations, average transaction sizes, and the economics of various menu items.

"This is actually good," she said, sounding surprised. "Like, really good. You've been thinking about this seriously."

"I've been thinking about a lot of things seriously." I glanced up at her. "Including whether I wanted to do this alone or find a partner."

"And?"

I slid off the dinette cushion and stood facing her, forcing myself not to pace. To relax and just answer the question.

“Alone seems boring. And inefficient. And not nearly as interesting as doing it with someone who knows how to actually cook."

She straightened, crossing her arms but not moving away. "So what are you asking? Partnership? Business arrangement? Or is this part of whatever..." she gestured between us, "this is?"

"I'm asking if you want to build something. With me. The details, we can figure out as we go."

Piper was quiet for a long moment, staring at my laptop screen like it held answers to questions she hadn't asked yet. Then she looked at me, and I saw the exact moment she decided.

"Okay," she said. "Let's do it. Let's actually build a food truck."

The certainty in her voice made something shift in my chest. This was real. We were really doing this.

"One condition," she added.

"What's that?"

"We do this right. Not half-assed, not as a hobby. If we're going to build a food truck, we’ll build one that works." She was now fully animated, her eyes bright with possibility. "Which means we need to talk to people who actually know what they're doing. The ones who are succeeding."

"Agreed. Where do we start?"

She pulled out her phone, scrolling through something. "There's a woman who runs a taco truck—Torres Family Tacos. I've watched her operation. She's got it dialed in. Professional, efficient, making actual money." She looked up. "We should talk to her. See if she'd be willing to share advice."

"When?"

"Today. This afternoon. Before we lose momentum."

I grinned. "I like how you think."

"Good. Because if we're doing this, we're doing it now." She grabbed her coffee, draining the last of it. “The pork shoulder can keep smoking while we’re gone, Ryan. We've got work to do.” She sat down in front of my computer and scrolled to the column labeled ‘Potential Partners—Culinary Skills,’ and typed in, “Piper Stout - Chef.”


CHAPTER 10
THE TORRES VARIABLE


She modified my spreadsheet, adding her name and role under the empty column I’d struggled with yesterday. I hoped she didn’t sense how tense I was as she started typing, because, let me tell you, my fingernails bit into my palms as I made anxious fists. I’m particular about my data in ways that border on maniacal. But her addition:

Piper Stout - Chef

I forced myself to exhale normally, rather than emit an expressive sigh. Because how I felt about her self-insert into my project plan soothed any anxiety I’d experienced. She turned and tilted her head, smiling at me like she hadn’t just tipped my world on its axis, and stood up.

"You know, there's one more reason I came back..." Piper smirked and stepped close enough that I could smell the salt air still clinging to her hair. Before my process brain could catalog what that meant, she leaned against me and cupped me through my jeans with unmistakable intent. Her fingers outlined the result of the growing arousal between us as if she'd read my mind.

I stopped my ongoing cataloging and kissed her. Hard. She returned the kiss with building passion. I gripped her waist, lifting her onto the narrow galley counter in one fluid motion. She pushed her cutoffs down, pulling her knees to her chest until they fell in a denim heap at my feet. In one motion, she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer as her fingers worked at the button of my shorts with the same confidence she'd shown negotiating our partnership terms.

"This seals it," she whispered against my mouth, her breath hot and urgent. "Business partners."

"Among other things," I gruffed out, rubbing my hands along her thighs. While she worked my shorts down, I lifted my hands to squeeze her pert breasts through her t-shirt, and felt the stiff points of her nipples. She nodded and bit her lip as she freed me from my jeans. The RV's compact kitchen suddenly felt like the perfect size for this kind of intimate negotiation.

The urgency built like static electricity—all the nervous energy from making life-changing decisions channeled into something primal and immediate. I stood there between her thighs, my shorts hastily pushed to my knees, hers in a puddle at my feet—any thought of going slow evaporated in the heat of her stare.

We kept our shirts on as we crashed together with the kind of intensity that comes from finally acknowledging what had been building. This was much more than a food truck partnership. It was fast, wild, and uncontrollable. Our heated kiss continued through the chaos of our ribald connection. Both of our hands grabbed and pulled, while driving my cock into her bucking hips with passionate violence. It wasn't long before both of us shuddered to a breathless finish together. Piper threw her head back and laughed—pure, satisfied joy.

"Okay," she said, adjusting her t-shirt as I pulled up my shorts and tucked my shirt back in. "Now we're ready."

For either a partnership or insanity. Odds were both.

"Shower?" I suggested, running a hand through my disheveled hair. "We should look professional when we scout Torres Family Tacos."

"Good call," she said, hopping down from the counter with that same easy confidence. "Can't have anyone thinking we're just playing house in here."

Though technically, we kind of were. Which I felt fucking perfect. Pardon the pun.

The shower past my bedroom at the rear of my motorhome wasn't built for two people, so Piper went first while I cleaned the kitchen counter and stepped outside to check on the pork shoulder. The Gulf air hit me with its familiar cocktail of salt, humidity, and the faint petroleum tang that drifted over from the refinery district. The pellet smoker held steady at 225º, the hickory smoke curling lazily in the mid-day heat.

I checked the console’s probe temperature readout: 165º at the beginning of the stall. Estimating the stall time was more intuitive than scientific, but I knew I didn’t have time to let it roll through on its own until it reached the finish temperature. It needed what was called The Texas Crutch.

The bark looked good, but the meat felt too springy; it needed more time under the aromatic blanket of smoke. However, it had reached the point where the natural evaporative cooling of surface moisture prevented it from reaching the perfect finish temperature. I wrapped the pork butt in rust-colored butcher paper, which would allow it to breathe and better preserve the bark than foil. Then I pushed the wired temp probe through the paper and closed the lid.

It’s funny how some things require patience while others demand immediate action. Earlier, we’d been all immediate action. Now, we were back to the slow burn. Thanks to Traeger’s phone app and my internet connection, I would be able to monitor the cook remotely. I could even adjust the temperature if I found the meat close to 203º, the ideal pull temperature.

"Your turn," Piper called from the doorway, her hair damp, and my towel wrapped around her like she'd been doing this for months instead of hours. The casual domesticity of it—her using my shampoo, my soap, my space—should have felt strange. Instead, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

I showered quickly, my mind already shifting into reconnaissance mode. When I emerged wearing jeans and a tropical shirt, Piper sat at my dinette with coffee and my laptop open, now dressed in a printed t-shirt and faded jeans. A small pile of clothes on the opposite bench showed she'd grabbed fresh things from her van while I showered. I tensed for a bout of anxiety that never came as I realized she was moving in. It was okay, and I preferred it, even if we hadn’t talked about it. She fit in my world like she belonged there. Which I increasingly thought she did.

"Okay, so they started this operation over fifteen years ago," she said, interrupting my stream of thought as she read from my notes. "Family recipes, consistent quality, and a loyal following among the waterfront workers and petroleum plant employees. Average ticket is twelve bucks, they serve maybe 200 customers during lunch rush."

I slid in across from her, moving her clothes to make room. She now existed in my space, and I enjoyed how good it felt to be together. However, we were discussing our reconnaissance of Torres Family Tacos, so I continued the conversation. “The key is not to look like competitors. We're hungry people who heard good things."

"Right. Casual customers." She grinned, then arched her brow and scrunched her nose. "Think you can manage casual?"

"I can be casual." The words came out exactly as defensive as they sounded.

"Sure, you can, spreadsheet boy." She smirked and scrolled through more of my data. "Jesus, Ryan, you have their daily Twitter posts categorized by protein type and weather conditions."

"Information is power."

“Excessive information is a little weird when you're talking about someone's lunch truck." But she smiled as she said it, and I felt that flutter of partnership—business and otherwise—settle warm in my chest.

We decided she'd follow me in her van. This gave her the freedom to leave if things got weird. Honestly, as great as it felt to know she was willing to push into my domain, I wasn't ready to have her trapped in my passenger seat, given my tendency to overthink everything to the point of exhaustion. Which I would, because that's what I do. Keeping our budding relationship low and slow felt kind of poetic.

The drive toward the industrial district would take us into uncharted territory—both professionally and personally. I had no idea what we'd find at Torres Family Tacos, but I suspected it would change everything.


CHAPTER 11
THE FOOD TRUCK RECONNAISSANCE


Twenty minutes later, I was following the familiar route toward Corpus Christi's industrial heart, Piper's van visible in my rearview mirror. The drive toward the blue-collar district took us away from the tourist-friendly parts of the coast and into Corpus Christi's working heart.

Refineries rose like metal cities in the distance, their flare stacks painting orange tongues against the sky. The smell changed, too—less beach vacation, more serious business, where people earned their living with their hands and backs and where a good lunch truck wasn't a novelty but a necessity.

I could see Piper's van in my rearview mirror, and every time I glanced back, she gave me a little wave like we were a convoy. Like we were a team.

Torres Family Tacos operated out of a converted Airstream trailer positioned in a gravel lot between a marine supply store and a welding shop. Even from two blocks away, I could see the line. Not the hipster Instagram-worthy line of downtown food trucks in Austin, but the serious, no-nonsense line of working people who knew what they wanted and how long they were willing to wait for it.

I parked across the street, Piper pulling up behind me. Through my windshield, I watched the Torres operation with new eyes. This wasn't food tourism anymore—it was more like food truck espionage, but less evil.

The setup was clean, efficient, and professional. Two people worked the trailer’s counter—a woman who looked to be between my age and Piper's, probably Marisol Torres, the daughter of the founder, and a younger guy. Their movements were choreographed, with no wasted motion. The customers weren't browsing menus or taking photos. They ordered, paid, received their food, and moved on. The operation ran like a machine, utterly beautiful in my eyes.

"Holy shit," Piper said, appearing at my driver's side window. "Look at that line."

I looked, calculated, and felt the familiar mix of excitement and terror that came with recognizing real competition. We were definitely not in Kansas anymore.

I took Piper's hand as I got out of my car, and we crossed the street, dodging a delivery truck that honked at us for good measure. The closer we got to Torres Family Tacos, the stronger the aroma became—charred meat, onions, and an earthy, smoky spice that made my mouth water.

"Okay," I said, falling into line behind a construction worker still dusted with drywall. "Time to see what we're up against."

The line moved with military precision, so steady that one could set their watch to it. I counted twelve people ahead of us, and according to my watch, the average order took ninety seconds from greeting to handoff. Impressive, considering the menu board above the service window listed at least twenty items.

Speaking of which, the pricing made me do a double-take: Three tacos for eight bucks, a loaded burrito for six. Either they were running on razor-thin margins, or they'd figured out something about efficiency that most restaurants missed entirely.

"Look at that workflow," I murmured to Piper, nodding toward the service window where we could see into the truck's interior.

Marisol moved as if conducting an orchestra. Left hand working the griddle, right hand assembling orders, somehow managing to take payments and make change without missing a beat. The younger guy—her brother or cousin, based on the family resemblance—prepped ingredients behind her, but she clearly choreographed this particular symphony.

The construction worker ahead of us stepped up. "Usual, Carlos?” She called out before he'd even reached the window.

"You know it, mija."

She plated three carnitas tacos before he finished speaking. Onions, cilantro, a squeeze of lime, wrapped in foil, and in his hands before I could blink. Cash exchanged, next customer stepped up.

"Jesus," Piper whispered. "She's like a machine."

But that wasn't quite right. Machines didn't smile at the elderly woman ordering in rapid-fire Spanish, or remember that the teenager wanted extra salsa verde, or somehow manage to look genuinely happy to see every single customer despite the fact that she'd probably seen over a hundred people today already.

We shuffled forward. The heat from the truck's service window started to reach us now, mixing the savory aroma of cooking meat with the faint scent of motor oil from the auto shop next door—industrial romance at its finest.

Marisol glanced up between orders, her eyes scanning the line with the practiced efficiency of someone who could estimate wait times down to the minute. When her gaze landed on us—two obvious outsiders in our clean t-shirts, jeans, and uncertain expressions—I caught something that might have been curiosity.

She was attractive, I realized. Not in the same way as Piper, who was a smoke show, vibrant, and filled with restless energy. Marisol had this grounded presence that drew you in. Dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, forearms that spoke of years of wielding heavy pans, and brown eyes that missed absolutely nothing.

Professional respect, I told myself, I was feeling. As if it were the same appreciation I'd feel watching any master craftsperson at work. In other words, I lied to myself. My mind spun as I struggled with the magnetic attraction I felt towards the captivating woman.

Piper squeezed my hand. "What are you thinking?"

"That we have no idea what we're doing," I said. A bit of a dodge, but true enough in a couple of ways. I didn't know what Piper would think about the pull I felt toward Marisol Torres, or the realization that her smooth operation intimidated the hell out of me.

The line kept moving—five people were ahead of us now. I watched Marisol handle a complicated order—two burritos, one without beans, extra cheese on the side, and three different salsas—without needing to write anything down. She called instructions to her prep cook in Spanish and assembled everything with the kind of muscle memory that only came from doing something thousands of times.

Four people. Three. Two.

My analytical brain cataloged the details: the way she kept the griddle at different temperatures for different proteins, how she arranged her workspace with everything within arm's reach, and how she somehow managed to clean as she went without slowing down.

One person ahead of us.

Piper practically vibrated with nervous energy beside me. "What do we order?"

"Everything," I said. "For research purposes."

The customer ahead of us collected his food and stepped away. Marisol looked up at us, and for the first time all afternoon, her rhythm hesitated for a beat. She wore a nametag on her uniform top—Mari—and I realized we were about to find out how much we didn't know about the food truck business.

She looked up as we approached, and I understood why this truck had a line while others sat empty. She maintained the kind of presence that commanded attention without demanding it—efficient movements, alert dark eyes that seemed to catalog everything at once, and a smile that managed to be both professional and genuinely warm.

"Good afternoon," she said, wiping her hands on her apron. "First time at Torres Family Tacos?”

I felt Piper tense beside me. We'd been watching this operation for twenty minutes, trying to look casual while taking mental notes, and apparently, we'd failed the stealth test within seconds.

"Is it that obvious?" I asked with a self-conscious smirk, aiming for self-deprecating charm and landing somewhere around awkward tech guy trying too hard.

Her smile widened, revealing a dimple that I definitely hadn't noticed from our surveillance position. "Let's just say I know my regulars. Plus, you've been studying our menu board like it's got the secret to life, and universe, and everything.” Sweet, she was a fan of Douglas Adams. I had the impulse to count the menu items to see if they added up to forty-two

Piper laughed—a genuine sound that seemed to ease some of the tension. "Guilty. We're trying to figure out what's good, but honestly, everything sounds and smells amazing."

"It is," the woman said without a trace of false modesty. "I'm Mari, by the way. And you're right to be overwhelmed—my abuela's recipes don't make choosing easy."

Mari. The nickname fit her perfectly, though I couldn't quite articulate why. I stared into her eyes for a beat before forcing myself to focus on the menu board. Calling it overwhelming was an understatement in the best possible way. Carnitas, carne asada, al pastor, fish tacos, and something called "Torres Special”, without a description, but seemed popular based on the orders I'd overheard.

"What would you recommend for, uh, adventurous first-timers?" I asked, then cringed at my phrasing. Adventurous first-timers? What was I, writing copy for a dating app?

Mari didn't seem fazed by my verbal stumbling. "Depends. Are you playing it safe or going all in?"

Piper and I exchanged a look. I could tell she heard the same double meaning I did, but she wasn’t fazed. After a beat, I went back to overanalyzing the order. We needed to try everything for research purposes, but ordering one of each item would definitely give away that we weren’t casual customers.

"All in," Piper said decisively. I noticed the slight smirk and the momentary side-eye she gave me. "Within reason."

"Perfect." Mari's hands moved across the prep area as she talked, assembling containers with practiced efficiency. "I’ll do you a sampler—two each of our top five: carnitas, carne asada, al pastor, fish, and the Torres Special, which is my personal favorite. But I'm not telling you what's in it until after you try it."

"Deal," I said too quickly. "And whatever sides you think we need."

"Rice, beans, extra salsa verde—it's addictive, fair warning—and chips that are still warm." She paused in her assembly line routine to look directly at me. "You seem like salsa verde people."

Something about the way she said it, like she could read more than our condiment preferences. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than strictly necessary for a customer transaction. I felt that familiar flutter of awareness and attraction to the fairer sex that I'd been successfully ignoring for the better part of five years back in Austin. Whatever that was had awoken when I noticed my jalapeño girl at Sunshine Tacos. My thoughts spun that I thought of her as mine, then whirled back as I realized the similarity with meeting Mari. What the fuck, Ryan?

From my peripheral vision, I caught Piper watching the exchange with the kind of keen observation that made me wonder what she'd clocked in my reaction. It didn't seem like jealousy—Piper wasn’t the jealous type, and we’d established pretty clearly that whatever we were was complex but not possessive. Her expression conveyed more curiosity, an awareness of an unforeseen possibility.

"Salsa verde people," I repeated, testing the phrase. It had another double meaning: the fresh and vibrant condiment with a unique type of spice. “I like that. It’s a particular demographic."

"I'm good at reading people," Mari said, turning back to the grill where something sizzled and smelled incredible. "Comes with the territory."

The ease of her confidence was magnetic. No second-guessing, no overthinking—just competent certainty in everything she did. Even whatever type of flirtation drifted between us. Maybe I imagined it, but I envied that quality while simultaneously trying to analyze how she'd developed it.

“It will take a bit, and I need to keep the line moving,” she called over her shoulder. "There's a picnic table around the side that gets good shade. I’ll have Javy bring it out.”

"Perfect," Piper said, handing over cash before I could fumble for my wallet. "Thank you, Mari."

"Thank you for trying us out," Mari replied, already turning to the next customer but throwing us one last smile. "Hope we don't disappoint."

As we walked away to find the promised picnic table, I realized I already wanted to plan a return visit. For research purposes, obviously. Not at all, for another moment with the dark-eyed Hispanic woman who flirted with me naturally. Definitely not that.

The shade from the awning over the outdoor tables felt like a small mercy against the oppressive heat as Piper and I settled at the weathered picnic table. It wasn’t long before the young guy helping Mari appeared, carrying a plastic tray and set it down between us. The aromas and presentation could only be described as a masterclass in Mexican street food—ten tacos arranged like a color wheel of possibility, two of their top five dishes, and an array of sides that made my mouth water before even taking the first bite.

"Okay," I said, picking up what looked like carnitas with a perfectly charred pineapple chunk. "Let's see if this lives up to the hype."

The first bite shut me up completely. Impossibly tender pork, fat rendered to silk, and the pineapple added this sweet-tart brightness that made the whole thing sing. The tortilla—clearly made fresh—with the perfect chew that only comes from corn masa pressed and griddled to order.

"Holy shit," Piper mumbled around her own bite, which appeared to be some kind of deep-fried white fish with a verde sauce that looked like liquid emeralds.

I nodded, already reaching for the next one. The problem with being analytical about everything is that I couldn’t stop at just enjoying good food. I had to deconstruct it and understand why it worked. The complex seasoning on the meat didn’t overwhelm. The perfect acid balance from the salsa verde cut through the buttery succulence of the meat. Even the way she'd arranged the toppings showed an understanding of texture and flavor that went way beyond slinging food from a truck window.

"Ryan," Piper said after we'd demolished half the sampler in relative silence. "We have no idea what we're doing."

I paused mid-chew, pretty sure that the barbacoa had been slow-cooked until it achieved some kind of transcendent state. "What do you mean?"

"This." She gestured at the tacos, then toward Mari's truck, where a steady line of customers waited patiently in the heat. "Look at this operation. She's got timing down to a science, the food is restaurant-quality, and she's clearly been doing this for years. Meanwhile, we're over here thinking we can buy a truck and figure it out as we go."

She wasn't wrong. Watching Mari work—every movement deliberate, every timing perfect—intimidated me the more I focused on her process. She'd flip tortillas while plating the previous order, call out to customers by name, and somehow keep track of six different proteins cooking at once.

"So what are you suggesting?" I asked, though I felt I knew what she'd say.

"We ask her." Piper shrugged. Yep. She acted as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "Mari clearly knows what she's doing. Maybe she'd be willing to give us some advice."

Overthinking returned in a rush—my first instinct. What if she thought we were competition? What if we came across as presumptuous? What if⁠—

"Stop it," Piper said, apparently reading my face. "I can literally feel you spiraling. Just ask her."

Twenty minutes later, when the lunch rush died down to a trickle, we approached Mari's service window as she cleaned her flattop with the methodical precision of someone who'd done it a thousand times.

"That was incredible," I said, which felt like calling the Mona Lisa 'pretty good.'

Mari looked up, wiping her hands on her apron. "Glad you enjoyed it. You two aren't from around here."

"No, we're..." I gestured vaguely, then decided to go for it. "I'll be direct, we're thinking about starting our own food truck. Different concept, but still. And after eating your food, and seeing your operation, we realized we have absolutely no idea what we're doing."

She raised an eyebrow, and I caught something that might have been amusement flickering across her face.

"So I wondered," I continued, feeling increasingly awkward but pushing through, "if you'd like to join us for dinner tonight? I've got a pork shoulder that's been smoking since this morning, and we'd love to get your perspective on the business side of things. If you're interested."

Mari studied us for a long moment. I could see her taking in Piper's hand resting casually on my arm, the way we stood together, making her calculations. Professional curiosity warred with what appeared to be natural caution.

"You're serious," she said finally.

"Dead serious," Piper chimed in. "Ryan's a decent pitmaster for being new to the game, that is, when he's not overanalyzing everything."

"Seven o'clock," Mari said decisively after another pause. "After I close up. Where?"

I pulled out my phone but decided to take a chance. “Are you familiar with Pelican Point out on Mustand Island? I’m in that campsite. I can send you directions if you don’t mind a text."

"Oh, I know that area well," Mari said, nodding. "My friend has a place nearby. What’s your number, and I’ll text you."

"Perfect." The three of us swapped phones and entered our contact information. After which, I shook her hand, and Piper did the same. “See you at 7!”

She waved with a grin, then went back to scrubbing her flattop.

As we walked back toward our cars, I could feel the weight of what we'd just committed to. Piper became unusually quiet beside me, her usual chatter replaced by what I recognized as the same nervous energy coursing through me.

"So we're really doing this," she finally said.

"Looks like it."

I paused to check my Traeger app. The pork shoulder was advancing out of the stall, which meant I could probably pull it in a couple of hours. I checked the time and figured we had around three hours before it reached the perfect temperature, which would give it a decent rest time before Mari’s arrival.

“We should be getting back and set up for dinner.” I unlocked my Leaf, pausing with my hand on the door.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Piper smiled, leaning close and kissing my cheek before she walked back and climbed into her Sprinter van, like we’d been caravaning forever.

We’d spent barely two days together, but were already in a comfortable balance. Whatever was going on between us felt new and tentative, and now we'd invited someone else into our circle—someone who knew how to help us with our food truck dream. Someone who seemed already more than a casual acquaintance.

It felt like jumping off a cliff into a flowing river—terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.


CHAPTER 12
THE THREE-BODY PROBLEM


About an hour after we returned to Pelican Point, the pork shoulder, which had been cooking under a blanket of smoke for nearly sixteen hours, reached a perfect internal temperature of 203°F, according to my app. This was exactly where it needed to be for the pulled pork to be fall-apart tender.

Time to conduct a visual check, assess the meat’s texture, and make any final adjustments. I lifted the Traeger's lid, releasing a cloud of hickory-scented steam into the late afternoon heat. The bark looked perfect, darkened to a deep mahogany crust, and when I pressed my fingertip into the meat, it yielded like a perfectly ripe peach. I tasted the residue of the spices and fat as I adjusted the smoker temperature to the lowest setting, 185°F, to let it rest while keeping it warm.

"Looking good, chef." Piper emerged from the RV carrying two bottles of Pacifico, condensation already beading on the glass in the Gulf humidity.

I gratefully accepted the beer, my analytical brain automatically cataloging the afternoon's details: salt breeze carrying the distant sound of waves, temperature hovering around 85º, scattered clouds promising relief from the sun without threatening rain—perfect conditions for an outdoor dinner.

Which reminded me.

"Shit." The word escaped before I could stop it.

"What's wrong?" Piper's eyebrows drew together, concern flickering across her sun-kissed features.

I gestured helplessly at our outdoor setup: two Adirondack chairs, one folding table, and three people expected for dinner in less than two hours.

"I'm an idiot. I've been obsessing over the cook, and now I realize there is nowhere for Mari to sit." The familiar tightness of overthinking began creeping up my chest. "I could drive to town, but odds are everything's closed by now, and⁠—"

"Ryan." Piper's voice cut through my spiraling thoughts. "Breathe."

She knew how my mind worked—how my brain turned a simple problem into a complex disaster scenario. These were old habits from my tech days, when every glitch could cascade into system failure that she noticed and helped me see it stirred up an emotion I couldn't name.

"Sorry. I want this to go well."

"It will." She bumped my shoulder with hers, a gesture that somehow managed to be both casual and intimate. "But first, let's solve the great chair crisis of 2025.”

And like magic, the tension dissolved. I appreciated Piper’s alchemy—how she could take my overthinking and transform it into something manageable, even amusing.

"Options," she continued, taking a sip of her beer. "We could ask one of your neighbors to borrow a chair. We all sit in the sand for a beach picnic, or—“ Her eyes lit up with mischief. “I could sit in your lap.” She actually waggled her eyebrows.

I shook my head, grinning and enjoying the humor, but I continued. “Mari's going to think I'm completely unprepared."

"Mari's going to think you're human. Besides, she runs a food truck. She should appreciate practicality over preciousness." Piper grinned, and her eyes lit up. “Oh, wait. I’ve got it!" Piper turned and climbed inside her van. Before I could follow, she emerged with a lightweight camping chair, blue mesh with a cup holder, and something tucked under one arm. The solution didn't match our rustic Adirondack setup, but it kept it functional. “I keep this stowed under the mattress for when I want to sit outside.”

"Perfect." I felt my shoulders relax. "See? This is why I need you around."

"To solve your furniture emergencies?"

"To remind me that not everything has to be perfect."

The words hung between us for a moment, carrying more weight than a simple thank-you for finding a chair. I could feel, despite the newness of our relationship, how she changed me—teaching me to bend instead of break when things didn't go according to plan. It surprised me how I didn't resist, but instead surrendered to her calm suggestions.

"Come on," she said, setting up the third chair. "Let me help you with the sides. What else are we serving besides the world's most perfectly smoked pork shoulder?"

“Coleslaw fixings are in the fridge," I said. "And I thought we'd do corn on the cob?"

"That sounds perfect. I’ll get started. Just show me where your pots are for the corn." She paused, studying my face. “You know she's going to say yes, right?"

"To what?"

"Whatever you're planning to propose tonight."

I hoped so, but the way she stated it made me wobble between the food truck goal and something else—something more intimate between the three of us.

The afternoon heat built up around my setup like a heavy blanket, despite the awning providing shade. It was time to move this operation inside, where the air conditioning could work its magic.

"Kitchen?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

"Kitchen," Piper agreed, pulling what turned out to be her knife roll from under her arm.

The Winnebago's galley, generous by RV standards, felt like a submarine when two people tried to cook simultaneously. A thirty-six-foot luxury motorhome, but with a kitchen still smaller than most walk-in closets. But it had everything we needed: a gas burner, two induction burners, a convection oven, and a full-size refrigerator. The sink/island pulled out, allowing enough space for two people if they didn’t mind bumping elbows, along with the perfect triangle between the sink, range, and cold storage.

I filled a large pot with water and set it on the gas burner. The twin induction surfaces would work with most pans, but I enjoyed hearing the gas burner ignite—at least this part I could handle without embarrassing myself. Four ears of corn sat in the sink, still wearing their green husks like they were dressed for a different party.

"Want me to start the slaw while you deal with those?" Piper asked, already unpacking vegetables from the refrigerator onto the cutting board at the end of the pull-out island.

"Perfect." I grabbed the first ear of corn, peeling back the husk and rinsing to ensure I pulled off all the silk. "What's your secret culinary technique for perfect cold slaw?”

She grinned, setting a head of cabbage on the cutting board with the confidence of someone who knew in precise detail how to slice it. “Not factory-chopped vegetables, first off. Lime-jalapeño honey dressing with a little cilantro, little heat, little sweet. Takes it from picnic side dish to something Mari might want to serve."

I watched her unwrap her knife roll—a serious array of blades that looked like it belonged in a restaurant kitchen, not an RV. She selected her chef's knife and tested the edge with her thumb.

"Careful," I said automatically.

"Ryan." She sighed and gave me a look. "I know what I’m doing; you don’t need my advice in debugging code, right?"

Fair point. I held up my hands in surrender, then went back to shucking corn, trying not to stare as she confidently cut the cabbage into ribbons. The technique was mesmerizing—her knife slicing through the head like butter, and rocking in a steady rhythm that spoke of muscle memory and serious training.

The water started to bubble. I added salt, then looked back at Piper's station. She'd already moved on to julienning carrots, her knife work creating symmetrical matchsticks with mathematical precision.

"Jesus," I said. "Where did you learn to do that?"

"Culinary school has its moments." She didn't look up from her cutting. "Before it became a testosterone-poisoned nightmare, anyway."

I slid the corn into the boiling water with a satisfying splash. Steam rose, and I turned on the fan to vent it outside. In the confined space, I could smell Piper's shampoo mixing with the sweet corn and the jalapeño she'd started mincing.

"So about tonight," I said, leaning my hip against the counter. "Any last-minute strategy for the Mari pitch?"

Piper paused in her chopping. "You mean besides hoping she doesn't hate the food?"

"The food's going to be incredible. I'm more worried about the business side."

"That's your department, Mr. Tech Entrepreneur." She scraped the minced jalapeño into a mixing bowl. "I just make it taste good."

I checked my phone—6:15—Mari would be here in forty-five minutes, and everything was coming together with the kind of precision I usually associate with project management software, not cooking.

Piper whisked together mayo, lime juice, honey, and what looked like enough jalapeño to add severe heat without overwhelming the dish. She tossed the cabbage and carrots into the dressing, then added a handful of chopped cilantro, which transformed the whole thing into something that belonged in a food magazine.

"Taste," she said, holding out a fork.

I took a bite, and the flavor was bright and tangy, with enough heat to make your tongue pay attention, familiar enough to be comfortable, and unexpected enough to be memorable.

"That is going to sell a lot of barbecue."

Piper's face lit up like I'd handed her a James Beard Award. She did this little bounce on her toes that made my chest tight in the best possible way.

"Really? You think so?"

"I think Mari's going to want the recipe." The corn bubbled steadily on the propane burner, cobs bobbing in the rolling water. Piper had already set out the paper plates and plastic utensils on the picnic table outside, placing cups in the middle to keep them from blowing away in the light breeze. Three chairs were arranged in a loose triangle around a square card table in the sand just off my concrete pad, looking out toward the Gulf. Everything was ready except for the star of the show.

I stepped out into the early evening heat. The Gulf breeze carried salt and seaweed, mixing with the hickory smoke that clung to the air around my RV. The pork shoulder sat wrapped in butcher paper on the Traeger's warming rack, dark bark glistening where the paper had pulled away.

"Need help?" Piper appeared beside me, close enough that I caught her scent over the barbecue smoke.

"Just moral support." I lifted the wrapped shoulder, feeling the weight of the butcher paper-wrapped butt, and slid it inside a tinfoil half-sheet pan. "This is it. Our first pitch together."

She bumped my shoulder with hers. "No pressure or anything."

"None at all." I carried the pork inside, set the tray next to the cutting board. When I peeled the paper away, it revealed meat so tender it started to fall apart as I prodded it with my finger. Steam rose from the exposed surface, carrying that unique combination of smoke and spice that meant everything had gone right.

Piper leaned over my shoulder to look. "Holy shit, Ryan."

“Right?” But I grinned. The perfect dark mahogany bark dented slightly and retained its shape when I pressed. Pleased, I covered it with a foil tent to let it rest in the tinfoil pan until Mari arrived.

"Mari's going to take one bite of that and sign on to whatever we’re doing," Piper said.

"We haven't talked about any of that yet."

"Details." She waved a hand. "This is going to work. I can feel it."

I smiled at her, then took a chance and kissed her. Right there in my tiny galley kitchen with barbecue rub and juice on my hands and sweat in my hair. When I pulled away, our eyes met, and I felt that sizzle of arousal that I didn’t have time to chase. So, I checked the corn. "Two more minutes."

At seven o'clock, I heard the crunch of tires on shell-packed sand. Through the window, I watched a white Honda Civic park next to my Leaf behind the RV. The driver’s side door opened, and Mari Torres stepped out.

She moved like someone who'd spent years working in tight kitchen spaces—efficient, with no wasted motion. She wore dark jeans and a sleeveless top that showed off arms with some real strength to them. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, with sunglasses pushed up on top of her head.

She paused, taking inventory, as her gaze swept over the Winnebago and the wisps of smoke swirling in the background. I could almost see her calculating the cost of the RV and the quality of the equipment and trying to decode whether we meant business or just some rich guy's expensive hobby.

Piper smoothed her tank top, suddenly self-conscious, while I checked my shirt for any stray grease stains.

"Breathe." I squeezed her shoulder. "We got this."

Mari stepped around the side of my RV, and I moved outside to meet her, holding the tinfoil-tented tray. I proceeded to the table and slid the tray near my chair, then focused on Mari. Up close, she had the kind of presence that filled a space—confident without being aggressive, warm but assessing—like Piper with a bit more cumin and brown spice.

"Ryan," She grinned and extended a hand. "Love your setup here.

"It’s coming together." Her firm handshake, callused from kitchen work, felt warm and confident. "Thanks for coming out."

"Are you kidding? I've been smelling that smoke since I entered the park." She glanced toward the Traeger. "Hickory?"

"Good nose."

Piper emerged from the RV carrying bowls of coleslaw and steaming corn. Mari's attention shifted, and I watched her take in my partner—the sun-bleached blonde hair in a messy bun, the confident way she moved, and the genuine smile.

"Piper, right? I'm Mari."

"I’m so glad you're here," Piper said, setting down the dishes on the picnic table and wiping her hands on a dish towel tucked into the waist of her denim shorts. "Ryan's been raving about the Torres special all afternoon."

"Has he now?" Mari's eyes flicked between me and Piper, and I caught something calculating in her expression. Not suspicious. More like a chef evaluating ingredients.

"Well," I said, gesturing at the mismatched chairs around the table, "why don't we sit down and you can judge for yourself?"

The evening golden hour did its magic on the water beyond the resort. Everything was positioned just right. The cooling Traeger still emitted wisps of smoke lazily in the background, sending hickory-scented signals to anyone within a quarter mile.

Mari took one Adirondack, while Piper slid into her folding camping chair beside her, facing the waves. I claimed the other Adirondack facing Mari, next to the foil pan and fragrant meat, ready to reveal the star of the show.

“Just over fifteen hours, with a few hours resting,” I announced, pulling the foil from the edges of the pan where the pork shoulder rested. "Low and slow at 225º.”

The foil peeled back with a metallic whisper, releasing a cloud of aromatic steam that made all three of us pause—the pristine bark, a dark mahogany color, was like armor around the tender meat inside.

I donned thick cotton gloves, followed by black nitrile gloves, before pulling the shoulder blade bone out. It slid out cleanly, steaming, and I set it aside. Then I dug my fingers into the butt, sinking into the hot roast without any resistance. The shoulder meat underneath the crisp bark pulled apart with barely any effort, revealing pink smoke rings and strands of juicy pork that made my mouth water. I methodically pulled the tender meat apart into shreds, inhaling the smoke-scented steamy meat.

Mari leaned forward slightly. Professional interest. Piper propped her head on her hands and licked her lips like she wanted to reach over and grab the meat out of the pan.

"What time and temps?" Mari asked.

“Started around midnight, then wrapped it at 165º to push through the stall, before we stopped by your shop. Then the internal temp hit 203º about 90 minutes ago. I dialed the smoker back to 185º to let it rest and warm, then pulled it off a few minutes before you arrived.”

She nodded approvingly. "Most people give up at the stall, or increase the heat until it turns rubbery."

"Most people don't have patience," I said, ignoring the irony of my early attempts at smoking, and plated generous portions. "Or a reliable thermometer."

After peeling off my gloves, I passed around the bowl of steaming corn on the cob while Piper added serving spoonfuls of her coleslaw—bright green and white against the dark meat—to each of our plates. The lime scent cut through the smoky richness like a knife through butter. She'd been nervous about her contribution, but watching Mari's reaction to the color combination, I could tell we were off to a good start.

I invited Mari to take the first bite, while I heaped a generous portion on Piper’s plate, followed by mine.

She took her first bite methodically. Chewed slowly. Her expression gave nothing away, but her shoulders relaxed a fraction.

"This is high quality," she said finally.

"It's hobby quality," I corrected. "Big difference."

"Is it?" She took another bite, this time getting a forkful of coleslaw and pork. "Because I've eaten at restaurants that couldn't produce this. The spices are top-grade; you paid attention when you trimmed the butt, and you were patient with time and temperature. That's what elevates your meat. The cold slaw is excellent, with the uniformity of the julienne and the smoothness of the dressing, it’s the perfect compliment.”

Piper practically glowed. "The coleslaw was Ryan's idea. He said the acidity would cut the fat."

"He's right." Mari looked at me with new interest. "You have formal training?"

"YouTube University, an abundance of free time, and an obsessive personality,” I admitted. “I’ve learned a lot since I arrived here about two months ago.”

That got a smile. Small, but genuine.

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The kind of quiet that happens when food is good enough to demand attention. A pelican skimmed the water beyond the resort's dock. Somewhere in the distance, a generator hummed to life.

"So," Mari said, setting down her fork, "You mentioned starting a food truck."

Here we go. I glanced at Piper, who gave me an almost imperceptible nod.

"We have an idea," I said carefully. "But we also have a problem."

"Which is?"

"We have no idea what we're doing."

Mari's eyebrows rose with a chuckle. "That's refreshingly honest."

"I figured out how to smoke meat, and Piper has culinary training,” I continued. "We have capital, equipment, and enthusiasm. What we don't have is any clue about permits, locations, food costs, or how to run a mobile restaurant without losing our shirts."

"Or poisoning anyone," Piper added helpfully.

"That too."

Mari sat back, studying us both. "And you're telling me this because...?"

“We’d like to hire you as a consultant,” I said. “Help us figure out if this is feasible and, if it is, how to do it right."

The silence stretched. A fishing boat puttered past, its wake lapping against the shore.

"What kind of concept were you thinking?" Mari asked finally.

I felt something shift. She wasn't saying no.

"That," I said, "is exactly the kind of question we need help answering."

My pork shoulder hit the mark. I knew it, Piper knew it, and Mari definitely knew it. She took another bite, closing her eyes for just a second. I caught myself watching the way her lips curved around the fork.

"Okay," she said, setting down the fork on her plate. "This is better than most restaurants, in my opinion." She leaned back in her lawn chair, studying us both. "So what's your vision here?"

Piper jumped in first. "Premium barbecue. Not only good food, but an experience. Something that⁠—"

"Premium how?" Mari interrupted, but gently. Professional curiosity, not criticism. "Are we talking wagyu brisket? Organic everything? Craft cocktails?"

I cleared my throat. "We're still figuring that out."

Mari nodded slowly. "What about location strategy? Are you thinking of festivals, lunch crowds, and dinner service? Following construction sites or setting up in entertainment districts?"

Piper and I exchanged a look. Shit.

"We hadn't really..." Piper started.

"What about permits?" Mari continued, but a smile played at the corners of her mouth. "Health department relationships? Supplier contracts for consistent pricing?"

The silence stretched. A pelican flew overhead, probably laughing at us.

"You two have amazing food and zero business plan," Mari said finally. Not mean, just matter-of-fact. "Which, honestly? Is pretty typical."

She reached for her beer, and I noticed her fingers were long, graceful—working hands, but elegant. "Most people think food trucks are restaurants on wheels. Roll up, cook food, make money." She shook her head. "It's logistics. It's relationships. It's knowing which inspector has a stick up his ass and which one only wants to make sure you're not poisoning people."

"Sounds like you know all that," I replied.

Something shifted in her expression. A flash of frustration, quickly covered. "Yeah, well. My father's been in this business for fifteen years. I've worked for him for eight years, and managed operations for the last five."

"But?" Piper caught it, too.

Mari looked out at the water. The evening light refracted off the gold in her dark hair, and I found myself wondering what it would feel like between my fingers.

"But nothing," she said. "Torres Tacos is his baby. His vision. His rules." She took a long pull from her beer. "I've got ideas. Expansion plans. Ways to streamline operations and increase profit margins by thirty percent." Her voice grew sharper. "But God forbid his daughter suggests changing anything."

The frustration in her voice did something to my chest. Made me want to fix things for her.

"What kind of ideas?" Piper asked.

Mari's eyes lit up. Only for a second, before she caught herself. "Doesn't matter. Not my truck."

"But if you owned one of your own?" I pressed.

She looked at me then, really looked, as if trying to figure out if we were serious or just having a conversation. The intensity of her gaze made my pulse kick up.

"If it were mine?" She leaned forward. "I'd revolutionize the whole approach. Menu engineering based on actual cost analysis. Route optimization using real data, not gut feelings. Customer relationship management that goes beyond showing up."

Piper practically vibrated with excitement. "That's exactly what we need."

"You need more than that," Mari explained. "You need someone who knows the industry inside and out. Someone who can navigate the bureaucracy and build relationships, and keep you from making expensive mistakes."

The implication hangs in the air between us.

"Someone like you," I said.

Mari didn't answer right away. She looked at my setup again—the smoker, the prep station, and the way I had organized everything. A professional assessment, but there’s something else. Maybe it’s an appreciation. Or possibility.

"I think," she begins slowly, "we should workshop this properly. Really dig into the concept. Figure out what premium barbecue means and how to make it profitable."

"With you?" Piper asked.

Mari met my eyes again and nodded. "With someone who knows what the hell they're doing."

The tension stretched taut like a fishing line. A professional opportunity was entwined with something more personal, more dangerous—something present and unstated but not overlooked.

"When?" I asked.

Her smile morphed into pure trouble. "How's tomorrow night sound?"

Piper and I looked at each other, then nodded. "We can do that," Piper said, grinning.

After finishing the meal, we rose and exchanged a round of handshakes that I wanted to grow into comfortable hugs. When Mari got into her car, she waved through the window, backed out, and turned toward the exit. Her taillights disappeared around the corner, leaving Piper and me standing in the driveway like we might have witnessed something life-changing—which, honestly, looking back, was true.

We cleaned up in silence, moving around each other with careful precision. Every accidental brush of fingers felt electric, and the air hummed with unspoken thoughts.

"She's gorgeous," Piper said finally, collecting the disposable plates and silverware.. "And brilliant. And..."

"Yeah." I nodded, watching her face. "She is. All of that.”

"You felt it too, didn't you?" Her voice was quiet and curious rather than accusatory. "That spark."

I could have lied. Maybe should have—Piper and I had been together all of three days. Instead, I went with reckless honesty. "I did."

Piper nodded slowly, like she'd already known. "Good. I thought I lost my mind."

"You're not jealous?"

She turned to face me fully, those blue eyes bright with something I couldn't quite name. "That's not me. And I don't think you'd quit and bounce on me like that. I'm more... intrigued?”

“Intrigued about…?”

"C'mon, Ryan, you've been overthinking this since we ate lunch at her truck. I could see it in your eyes during dinner—you were calculating, planning, wondering if..."

"If what?"

"If there's room for three in whatever we're building here."

"You're not talking only food truck plans, are you?"

"Not only about the food truck." She held my gaze with a slight nod, her lips curling into a wicked grin..

Whatever we were thinking hung between us, loaded with possibility. I stepped closer and cupped her face in my hands—her skin warm and soft. When I kissed her, she tasted like beer, spice, and promises.

“You’re right. I just don’t know what to do with it,” I admitted, feeling arousal swirling inside of me.

“Go low and slow.” Piper bit her lip, then giggled. “Like you did with me.”

We headed inside, fingers intertwined, but I could tell we were both thinking about Mari, about tomorrow night, and about what we were walking into.

Our simple food truck idea had just become a hell of a lot more complicated.

In the best possible way.
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Chef’s Kiss Barbecue continues with Fiery Flirt

books.macklandry.com/fiery-flirt

Chef’s Kiss Series

books.macklandry.com/chefs-kiss-barbecue


PIPER'S HONEY JALAPEÑO COLESLAW


Ingredients

small head of cabbage, thinly sliced

carrot, julienned

small red onion, sliced, not diced

1-3 jalapeños chopped w/seeds

Cilantro (optional)

Dressing

scoop of mayonnaise (Piper recommends Duke’s)

juice from a lime

2 pinches of kosher salt

2 pinches of coarse-ground black pepper (Piper likes the H.E.B. Brand)

Enough honey for the desired sweetness

Whisk the dressing, pour it over the veg, and top with a sprinkle of chopped cilantro.


THANK YOU FOR READING - SMOKE SHOW


If you loved reading this book, we’d be delighted if you’d leave a quick review—more reviews encourage us to write more books!

Review on Amazon – Smoke Show!

Ready for more?

Keep turning pages to read the first chapter of Fiery Flirt
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SNEAK PEEK - FIERY FLIRT

Chapter 1 - The Collaboration Framework

It was Friday night, and Piper and I were getting ready for Mari’s arrival. I’d rearranged the cushions on the dinette three times before I caught myself and forced my hands to still. The laptop sat open on the small table, spreadsheet tabs already loaded—projected costs, permit requirements, potential locations. My phone buzzed with a weather update I didn't need, and I realized I'd been checking it every few minutes like some nervous teenager waiting for a text back.

This was ridiculous. Mari was coming over to talk business. We were three adults who'd agreed to workshop a partnership to create a premium Texas barbecue food truck centered in Corpus Christi. There was no reason for my pulse to be doing double-time just because she'd be sitting in my space again, close enough that I'd catch that subtle jasmine scent she’d worn when she visited yesterday.

"You're spiraling," Piper called from the kitchen area, where she was pulling plates from the compact cupboard. She'd tied her sun-bleached hair back in a messy bun, and flour dusted the front of her vintage band t-shirt. "I can practically hear your brain grinding its gears from over here."

"I'm not spiraling. I'm preparing.” I gestured toward the laptop. "I've run preliminary numbers on startup costs, researched health department requirements for mobile food service, and mapped out high-traffic locations⁠—"

"Ryan." She set the plates down with a gentle clink. "It's Mari. She's been here before. She knows we don't bite."

The truth was, I wasn't entirely sure what we were anymore—what I was to either of them. Two short months ago, I was a burnt-out workaholic who checked out of the rat race and checked into a low-key RV nomad lifestyle, convinced that my carefully ordered solitary life was precisely what I needed. Then Piper crashed into my world, all wild energy and impulsive decisions, turning everything sideways.

And Mari... Marisol Torres somehow slipped into the calculus of our ad hoc plans, making our burgeoning food truck dream feel manageable, as if she were the missing random variable that balanced our particular equation. She had the operational know-how to help us, but she also had deep brown eyes, a thick, curvy figure, and a flirtatious game that captivated both Piper and me, as if she could kick-start the business and my heart at the same time.

Now, here we were, about to workshop the impulsive idea into a viable business venture. The analytical part of my brain—admittedly, most of it—wanted clear definitions, concrete plans, and measurable outcomes. The rest of me was still catching up to the fact that I was apparently the kind of person who contemplated food truck partnerships and potentially polyamorous relationships with equal seriousness.

A knock at the door saved me from further overthinking. Piper shot me a look that clearly said relax before moving to answer it.

One click to grab Fiery Flirt to keep binge-reading

books.macklandry.com


MACK LANDRY
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Mack Landry crafts addictive MFF+ urban fantasies and harem romances packed with all the spicy heat you’d expect. A former software instructor turned author, he lives with his wife and family in Plano, Texas.

https://books.macklandry.com


WANT MORE FROM JACKL PUBLISHING?
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Are you a fan of these guys?


Join The Straight JACKL Facebook page, enroll in the
newsletter, and check out our website.
jacklpublishing.com



SUBSCRIBE AND FOLLOW JACKL PUBLISHING
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Are you a fan of these guys? Complete these steps.

	Follow JACKL Publishing’s Facebook Page 

	Join The Straight JACKL Facebook Group 

	Subscribe to The Straight JACKL newsletter 




Find all JACKL heat at jacklpublishing.com
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JACKL PUBLISHING AUTHORS
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Mack Landry ignites passionate tales of lust, love, slice-of-life adventures, male-led harems, and irresistible romance.

Mack Landry’s Author Page

[image: Hank Dolworth Logo]


Hank Dolworth pens scorching hotwife and freeuse tales brimming with sizzling sex, mind-melting orgasms, and feel-good romance.

Hank Dolworth’s Author Page

[image: Drake Storm Logo]


Drake Storm crafts spicy romances packed with slow-burn tension, on-page heat, delicious angst, swoony grand gestures, and guaranteed HEAs

.Drake Storm’s Author Page
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FREE PREVIEW BOOK - DO YOU LIKE WHAT YOU SEE?
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“I’d like Gina to have blue hair. She can pick hue and the style,” I continued, “Rhi black hair, but keep the style. Rhi has light blue eyes, and Gina has deep green eyes.”

A few blinks and changes were incorporated. Gina’s blue bobbed hairstyle reminded me of the tropical ocean. Rhi’s cropped black pixie cut was a dramatic difference from her natural blonde hue,

“Do you like what you see?” Rhi smiled, shifting her pose.

Grab “Do You Like What You See?” for free and sign up for Mack’s newsletter.


FREE PREVIEW BOOK - I DON’T THINK YOU’RE BRAVE ENOUGH
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“Fuck off!” she replied.

“Is that a promise?” I asked as she walked swiftly away from us.

I never got an answer. Later, I saw her leaning against the side of a stairway in her dorm. I asked if she remembered my question.

“I don’t think you’re brave enough,” she challenged me.

Grab “I Don’t Think You’re Brave Enough” for free and sign up for Mack’s newsletter.


CHEF’S KISS BARBECUE
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE
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When tech burnout meets Texas BBQ, sparks fly hotter than hickory smoke.

Ryan Mitchell cashed out of the startup world and hit the road in his RV, seeking something real. He found it in the smoky art of barbecue—and incredible women who'd change everything.

Full of witty banter, explicit heat, and mouth-watering BBQ, this contemporary harem romance serves up age-gap attraction, polyamorous passion, and the ultimate found family. Each book is a complete 2-hour read of Ryan's adventures as he learns that the best things in life are worth the wait—and the heat.

The Chef's Kiss Barbecue series is a slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this midlife renewal harem romance series.

Chef’s Kiss Barbecue

https://books.macklandry.com/chefs-kiss-barbecue


HOME OFFICE HAREM
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dive into the complex world of Matt Lewis—a flawed workaholic wrestling with his demons and the intoxicating pull of taboo desire. Grasping at straws after his wife leaves him, he hires the tempting babysitter next door as his nanny while he figures out the next steps.

Home Office Harem

https://books.macklandry.com/home-office-harem


THE CANDY MAN’S HAREM
A SUGARY SWEET MFF+ HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dominic Butterworth inherited the Rocky Cove Candy Company after his grandfather's death. Dom has focused on preserving his grandfather's legacy and has started trying his secret recipes. Things shift when his co-workers start looking at him differently. Can love be mixed in without destroying what he's built?

The Candy Man’s Harem

books.macklandry.com/rocky-cove-candy


CASCADE MOUNTAIN HAREM
SECOND CHANCE HAREM ROMANCE


Kurt Darby's impromptu vacation in the Cascade Mountains takes him back to growing up nearby and some old friends from high school. The years have passed, but Kurt and Amy's connection as teenagers sparked a fire between the old flames. Kurt's challenges grow when Amy's friends join them to spend a wild weekend in Amy's mountain cabin resort.

Cascade Mountain Harem

books.macklandry.com/cascade-harem


BELINDA AND THE BEAST


“Okay, Bee, truth or dare?” Shelley asked me with a mischievous grin.

My best friend since before I understood what a friend was, Shelley knew all of my secrets. Choosing a dare was not an option.

Uh uh, no way.

“Truth.”

Continue reading Belinda and the Beast

books.macklandry.com/belinda


OUR ETHEREAL LEGACY - CALIFORNIA


The Jackson Family is moving to San Diego, and what they find is more magical than expected. Alyssa and Jeremiah are pulled in to help clean up the aftermath of an out-of-control feeder and link up with the resident fae in the area, bringing their powers to benefit humans and fae alike.

Series includes:

	JACKL Inc. 

	Once Bitten 

	Twice Shy 




Our Ethereal Legacy—California

https://books.macklandry.com/oel-california


OUR ETHEREAL LEGACY


Our Ethereal Legacy contains all four novels about Jeremiah’s harem family and legacy in one volume and the correct series order. All of the individual books and expanded universe stories are available here:

Singles: https://books.macklandry.com/OEL

	Molding Minds 

	Awakening Angels 

	Dueling Demons 

	Familiar Fairytales 




Omnibus

https://books.macklandry.com/ourethereallegacy


BASICS: NEURAL CONTROL NODE
NEURAL CONTROL NODE


Josh is bored with working from home and buys a gadget online, expecting a fun toy. When the gamer girl neighbor next door grabs it, everything changes instantly.

Will Josh be able to fix the damage? Will an upgrade change everything back to normal? Will he lose his soul mate?

Read this slice-of-life contemporary men's fantasy harem romance.

Basics: Neural Control Node

http://books.macklandry.com/basics


MACK LANDRY COLLECTION
DIVE INTO MORE POLY HEAT, HAREMS, AND HARD-WON LOVE BELOW


Chef’s Kiss Barbecue—A smoky slice-of-life men’s romance about a burned-out tech guy, three fierce heroines, and the Texas BBQ circuit, blending polyamorous heat with cartel danger and a hard-won found family.

Home Office Harem—My life was perfect—until my wife Naomi left, stripping everything and leaving me an overwhelmed single dad. In the wreckage, four devoted young women offered unexpected love and support, forging a devoted harem to heal my soul. Then Naomi returned, forcing us to redefine family... or lose it all.

Cascade Mountain Harem - Second-chance harem romance in the Cascades: wounded hearts reunite at a remote mountain resort, where a mystical spring forges a slow-burn harem as one guy claims a whole new life with the women who insist on sharing it. Six-book series with a spine-tingling ending.

The Candy Man’s Harem (Rocky Cove Candy Company) — Sweet, sticky, and a tad strange: divorced candy man Dominic leads his devoted young team in a quirky age-gap harem at Rocky Cove's coastal shop. They twist taffy—and taboos—into spicy-sweet bliss, unearthing echoes from his grandfather's past.

Belinda and the Beast—Standalone paranormal harem romance: Young Belinda chooses her dream-monster lover, only to lose everything. Amid grief and bisexual awakening, the beast under her bed isn't her only savior—her three devoted friends join the heat. Explicit magic forges an HEA from desire and found family.

Our Ethereal Legacy - A super spicy urban fantasy harem origin: ordinary friends awaken wild powers through trial, error, and tangled desire—binding as lovers against demons, succubi, and ethereal forces in an epic adventure of devotion.

Basics: Neural Control Node—Work-from-home retail therapy buys Josh a dead-on-arrival gadget—until his gamer-girl neighbor activates its seductive AI. She morphs into his perfect assistant for cooking, cleaning, and more, sparking a slice-of-life men's fantasy harem romance.

Explore Mack Landry’s Amazon Author page or find all his stories at his website:

https://books.macklandry.com/mack-landry-collection

[image: Facebook icon]


ABOUT MACK LANDRY
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Mack Landry crafts scorching, male-led harems where polyamory meets slice-of-life bliss and every story ends in heart-pounding happily ever afters. A former tech instructor turned romance rebel, he fuels your fantasies with ethical heat.

Explore all his titles at books.macklandry.com.

Follow on Amazon or Goodreads.
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