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      “Come on, baby, don’t quit on me now.” Adam Parker coughed as he waved black smoke out of his face. With a deep, grinding rumble, the port-side engine of his near-antique fishing boat sputtered to an unceremonious stop. He stuck his hand in his pocket to rub his dad’s gold coin for luck. Liberty Landing was in view. If his starboard engine would hold, he’d make it to the dock without too much difficulty.

      A black cloud billowed with a hiss from his remaining engine as its rhythmic puttering morphed into an ominous knocking. Adam pulled his coin out of his pocket and polished it on his chest just above his heart. “Dad always said you were the luckiest piece of pirate gold he ever found,” he muttered to the coin. “Now’s your chance to prove it.” He kissed it, and then shoved it back into his pocket.

      He set his course for the dock and lashed the helm with a piece of frayed rope that served as his makeshift autopilot. Taking a small fire extinguisher from beneath the dash, he descended the ladder leading to the deck where his twin engines sat in compartments on either side of the boat. With the amount of smoke still pouring from each engine, he didn’t dare assume that he was just burning oil. His experience in the US Navy had taught him that there were few things in life worse than being trapped on a ship in flames.

      He wasn’t taking any chances.

      The hatch creaked when he opened it, revealing an engine barely clinging to life. His eyes stung as a thick column of smoke spewed from somewhere beneath the ancient machinery. Aiming the nozzle of his extinguisher low, Adam sprayed down the surface. With a boom that sounded more like an ordinance test fire than an engine backfiring, the clanking machine went silent, save the faint sound of sizzling, overheated metal.

      The sudden silence was almost as suffocating as the noxious, black cloud enveloping him. So much for his lucky coin.

      If there was one glimmer of a silver lining to this acrid cloud, it was that he’d been able to drop off his last charter group at their port of origin before his engines had given up the ghost. It was bad enough that the most difficult man in the party had slipped while onboard and jammed his wrist. Getting stranded at sea with his customers would have been the rottenest cherry on top of a long run of bad luck.

      Well, the rottenest since finding out that he and Julia would probably remain childless; news didn’t get any worse than that.

      Holding his shirt over his nose, he opened the other hatch and sprayed down his second engine. He picked up a rubber mallet and gave the housing a smack. It didn’t fix the problem, but it made him feel a little better.

      “Congratulations, Adam,” he said to himself. “You’re now the proud owner of fifty-two feet of useless ocean scrap.” He gazed over the bow, relieved to see that his momentum was still carrying him toward the landing.

      He hurried back up the ladder and took control of the helm. “Just make it to the dock and I’ll never call you a rusty old tub again,” he said, patting the dashboard.

      How he was supposed to pay for repairs to get his charter business back up and running was going to take some serious mental gymnastics to figure out. He didn’t even know if he and his wife had enough money in their checking account to pay for a tow back to the dock, much less a major overhaul of his engines. The astronomical costs of infertility treatments had a way of bankrupting a man.

      Now that his bread and butter was toast, he had no idea what he was going to do.

      He couldn’t fix his boat without money. He couldn’t earn money to fix his boat without his boat. It was a nauseating merry-go-round from which there was no escape.

      This fifty-two-foot monstrosity was supposed to have been a cash cow that would provide for Julia and him well into their golden years. But from where he stood, it looked more like a ravenous money pit. Too bad he had no cash to throw in to satisfy the beast.

      Adam held his breath as his boat drifted into place at Liberty Landing, where a couple of familiar faces smiled and waved him in.

      “Toss a line, bro,” Levi called as he held his hand out to receive a rope.

      “Thanks, man.” Adam tossed the forward line to Levi before grabbing the aft line and hopping onto the dock to secure it.

      “Whoa!” Levi said, taking in the sight of the smoke still rising from the deck. “What did you do to those beautiful engines?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I can see that.” Levi scratched his strawberry-blond beard with a chuckle. “No maintenance. No love. No nothing.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “The scent of scorched oil begs to differ,” Levi teased.

      “Oh, Levi, don’t give the boy a hard time,” Kat Davenport, one of the new owners of Liberty Landing Marina scolded. “What seems to be the trouble, Adam?” She tucked her shoulder-length silver-gray hair behind her ear, her kind eyes scanning the light-blue hull of his boat.

      “I’m not sure. I was on my way home and the engines gave out.”

      Kat crossed her arms, her mouth screwing to one side as she thought for a moment. She turned to Levi. “I know your specialty is choppers and vehicles, but what do you think? Can you fix it?”

      “An engine’s an engine,” Levi said with a wide smile. “I never met one I couldn’t make purr. I’d love to get my hands dirty on this beaut. I haven’t worked on a pair of engines this old in a while. It’ll be like taking a step back in time.”

      “Slow down there, Levi,” Adam said. “Before you start drooling all over my boat, you should know that I have no money to fix her.”

      Adam thought about the old treasure map he kept locked in a small safe in his cabin. His father had filled his mind with stories of pirate gold every night as a boy. If only he could figure out the missing piece to his puzzle and find something—anything—valuable buried in the sand, his problems would be solved both professionally and maritally.

      As matters stood, he had a broken boat that would be out of commission indefinitely, and a strained marriage he was equally at a loss for a way to fix. He and Julia had barely survived their decision to suspend their efforts at fertility treatments. Nothing between them had been the same since the night they’d sat down at the dinner table with the bills spread out in front of them. The numbers staring back at them in black and white had made the decision for them.

      Stop treatments or go belly up financially.

      He hadn’t liked it, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. That had been hard to take. His vow to never give up control of his own destiny had been swallowed up that night in a sea of red ink that had made demands of Julia and him that neither were happy about. The sudden loss of control of his world had been a slap in the face that still stung to this day.

      “I’m done for the day,” a young teen said, walking around the corner of the corrugated metal building situated on a large platform at the end of the dock. His blond hair was tousled by the sea breeze and spatters of paint covered his arms.

      Kat motioned for the kid to come near and then wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “That mural is already shaping up so good, Evan. I can’t wait to see it when it’s finished.” She turned her attention back to Adam. “Did you see the masterpiece our fine young local artist is painting for us when you were on your way in?”

      “I sure did,” Adam said. “I especially loved the octopus in the corner with his tentacles wrapped around the treasure chest. Nice touch.”

      The kid stood a little taller. “Thanks. It’s a nod to all the legends about Jean Lafitte’s lost treasure everyone talks about around here.”

      Adam smiled. “I cut my teeth on all those old stories.” He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “If only I could find a little bit of that treasure, I might be able to afford to hire Levi to fix my tub.”

      Kat waved a dismissive hand in the air. “We can’t let something as trivial as money keep you from getting your boat back up and running.”

      “I don’t think Levi would agree that costs of repairs are trivial,” Adam said with a wry smile.

      Levi rested a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Don’t even bother arguing with the lady. I recognize the look in her eyes. She’s cooking up a plan, aren’t you, Kat?”

      “It doesn’t take a whole lot of cooking to see that there’s an easy solution to Adam’s predicament,” Kat said with a wink.

      Adam clutched the back of his neck, trying to squeeze the knots out of his tense muscles. It wasn’t any secret around Liberty Cove that he and his wife had been trying to start a family ever since they moved in four years ago. There wasn’t such a thing as a secret in a small town, but he doubted anyone knew the extent of the toll the medical bills had taken on their finances.

      On the outside, he looked like a successful businessman who never had a problem booking customers for his guided fishing tours along the Gulf coast. His wife was a vivacious, fan-favorite teacher at Liberty High, somehow able to make even tenth-grade English fun for her students. Their four-bedroom, two-story house sat on a spacious corner lot and was encircled by the customary white picket fence. Their lives looked like the American dream in action.

      But that was only the part of their lives people could see.

      Nobody but him saw his wife’s tearstained cheeks after receiving the results of yet another negative pregnancy test. It was his mailbox that was stuffed with medical bills containing so many zeros it was a wonder the hospital hadn’t run out of ink printing them. And only he felt the icy chill that had settled inside their home after he said they’d need to stop the treatments. As matters stood, they’d already racked up so much medical debt that they wouldn’t be able to afford diapers if they’d managed to beat the odds and have a baby.

      Julia knew it, but that hadn’t made their decision any easier for her to take. He hadn’t been happy about it either, but what else could they do?

      “Adam?” Kat’s voice intruded on his gloomy thoughts.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “Do you want the job?” she asked.

      “Would you mind running that by me again?” Adam scrubbed a hand over his face. “I was kind of lost in a black cloud.”

      “Aren’t we all,” Levi said, waving his hand in front of his nose.

      “I was just saying that since you can’t earn any money with your boat right now, you can come to work for me at the rescue. Use the money to fix the boat and get back out on the waves. You get your boat back in working order, Levi gets to work on engines he’s clearly excited about, and we get to see more of you at the rescue for a while.” She paused for a moment, a bright smile on her face, and placed a hand on each hip as if she was satisfied with a job well done. “It’s a win, win, win situation if I ever heard of one.”

      Adam’s mouth fell open for a moment as he considered the offer.

      It wasn’t a half-bad idea. Jobs weren’t all that easy to come by in a small town, and to have one handed to him was a blessing he couldn’t pass up. Whatever the pay, any job was better than no job. At the very least, he’d have some good news to share with Julia this evening. He hadn’t been looking forward to walking through the door for the first time in three weeks and dumping nothing but impossibly horrible news on her.

      “It’s a deal!” Adam said.

      “Fantastic.” Kat slapped him on the back, and then walked down the dock toward shore with Levi and Evan in tow. “I’ll see you at the rescue soon.”

      Adam squatted down, trained his attention on the boat, and double-checked Levi’s work on the forward line. Air Force veterans weren’t known for their knowledge of tying seaworthy knots.

      He allowed himself to believe that all was not lost, and relief settled in his heart. Hope sprung to life in his chest as he ran his fingers across the rough fibers of the rope. He hadn’t needed that pirate treasure to fix his problems, after all. While finding gold coins never hurt anyone, it really wasn’t a substitute for a good, hard day’s work.

      A stiff breeze blew in from the Gulf, clearing away what remained of the smoke. He took his first deep breath of completely fresh air, and it felt good. The winds of change were finally starting to shift his way.

      “Are you Adam Parker?” a gravelly voice asked behind him.

      Adam looked over his shoulder and saw a middle-aged man whose belly was giving its best effort to pop the buttons on his faded Hawaiian shirt. His nose was sunburnt, and his expression was stern. He hugged a clipboard to his chest as he squinted against the late afternoon sun.

      “That’s me. What can I do—” Before Adam could finish his question, the man tossed a large manilla envelope on the dock beside him and started back toward shore. “Hey, what’s this?” Adam called, but the man ignored him.

      Adam stood up with an eye roll at the man’s lack of civility and opened the envelope.

      His heart palpitated in his chest and his gut twisted into a painful knot when his eyes landed on the three words at the top of the page.

      Petition for Divorce.
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      Julia’s steps were more hurried than usual as she approached the white sandy beach ahead of her. She used to stretch out on that very beach to await Adam’s arrival at the marina. Butterflies would flitter about in her stomach, coming to life when his boat came into sight after one of his long days of work at sea. It was the same beach where she and Adam had celebrated their twelve-year anniversary with a picnic, hidden away among the dunes.

      It was their beach.

      Adam had sent her a text message the night before, telling her that he’d be docking today. He’d been gone a long time, busy with a series of charters down the coast, but there weren’t any butterflies in her stomach this time. Today, her insides crawled with the burning anxiety of a thousand fire ants at what she knew was coming.

      A process server had been loitering around for the past day and a half; he wasn’t hard to spot in a town the size of Liberty Cove, with his sour look, his clipboard, and his questionable choice in wardrobe. Nor was it difficult to guess that he was the man tasked with serving her husband with divorce papers. People in his line of work were just about as rare in this town as a schoolteacher with a fat bank account—neither had ever been spotted in the wild. The last thing she wanted was to be nearby when he did his job.

      Maybe that made her a coward, but she knew her limits.

      It was hard enough to admit that her marriage was dead. She couldn’t bear to see Adam’s reaction. Would he be hurt? Angry? Relieved? The last option was the most likely response—and it was the one she most feared witnessing.

      If it wasn’t for the book she needed to drop off for Evan’s next tutoring session, there was no way she’d be here right now. No one could have paid her enough money to go anywhere near that beach today. Well, unless it was enough cash to cover another round of fertility treatments. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t give for another shot at bringing a precious new life into the world.

      When she crested the last dune before the marina, the Legacy came into view. The baby-blue fishing boat they’d invested in the moment Adam had received his discharge from the Navy had already docked, and Adam wouldn’t be far off. Her stomach twisted and her breath became as choppy as the glistening water her soon-to-be ex-husband loved so much.

      Tears stung the corners of her eyes when she remembered the night they’d christened the boat. They’d dropped anchor a couple hundred yards offshore. Adam had stood behind her in the bow with his arms wrapped around her. She’d leaned her back into his solid frame as he’d rested his hands on her stomach, and they’d dreamed of the little ones they were sure would soon be on the way.

      A couple had never been more wrong than they’d been that night.

      Now even the name of his boat was nothing more than a taunting reminder of her body’s brokenness. It was a monument to the fact that she’d leave no legacy behind, other than a broken marriage to a man who preferred the solitude of the sea to her company. There would be no children. No grandchildren.

      Only loneliness in her future.

      The faint sound of voices met her ears, and she spotted Evan walking down the beach toward the Wounded Warrior Rescue with Kat. They appeared to be parting ways with a man. Her breath caught in her lungs for a millisecond, her body on high alert until she recognized the man. It wasn’t Adam. It was the man who ran the local car repair shop.

      She scanned the marina and still couldn’t see Adam. She had to make her move and deliver the book before he made an appearance. Get in. Get out. Those were the words on repeat in her head. Increasing her pace to a sprint in the sand, she caught up to Kat and Evan, her chest heaving.

      “I’ve got your study assignment here, Evan.” She said the words between puffs of heavy breathing.

      “Do you usually go for jogs toting grammar handbooks, Mrs. Parker?” Evan teased, pointing at the book.

      She forced a smile onto her lips, hoping to maintain her happy front long enough to escape without having to answer any more questions. “Only when I’m in a hurry.”

      “Oh?” Kat said with raised brows. “You’re in a hurry tonight?” She looked over her shoulder toward the Legacy. “That’s a shame. The sunset is going to be amazing. Young married couples shouldn’t waste such romantic moments.”

      Evan groaned as Kat winked. “Please, Miss Kat, no. I get enough of the lovey-dovey stuff around the house with Aunt Penny batting her eyelashes at Uncle Pete all the time. Don’t get me wrong. I like girls, but I don’t want to think about old people making out on the beach.” He put on a forced shiver that had them all laughing—even Julia, despite her nerves.

      Kat looped her slim arm through the teen’s. “All right. All right. I won’t say another word about how romantic the beach is for old people at sunset. Or about how important it is not to waste one’s youth racing off to do who-knows-what. Or about what a perfect place the cove is for an old couple in love to sneak away for some quiet time.” She wagged her brows at Julia, then turned her attention back to Evan. “Old married couples, I mean. You don’t need to be sneakin’ off anywhere with girls at your age, darlin’.”

      “I get it,” Evan laughed. “Can we please talk about something else now?”

      Yes! Anything else besides romance.

      “I’m all for that,” Julia said, casting a wary glance over her shoulder to where the Legacy rocked in the water.

      Julia’s gaze swept the beach. A small, quivering knot formed in her throat. Kat was right. This was exactly the kind of night that she and Adam used to live for. The perfect temperature. A thin layer of clouds in the sky creating a painted sunset over the water. And a lonely stretch of beach to stroll, hand-in-hand.

      Adam had the best hands—strong but gentle. Calloused but tender. When her hand disappeared into his, she’d always known she was safe. How long had it been since he’d last reached out to her with those large hands of his and invited her into his world? When was the last time he’d led her away to a quiet place where she could rest in the safety of his arms?

      She knew exactly how long. Nine months. The light in their marriage had been extinguished the day he’d given up on her and pulled the plug on their fertility treatments. All hope of ever conceiving a child of their own had disappeared for good with that single decision. He’d walked away emotionally that day, and he had never come back. His emotional retreat had soon turned into physical distance as he began staying out at sea for extended periods of time working—or rather, avoiding her, their home, and all the shattered dreams that resided there.

      He’d made it clear that he was done with their marriage. All that was left was to make it official on paper.

      Pain gripped her heart as she forced her longing for the happier days of their marriage to the deep recesses of her mind. The last thing she needed on the day her divorce papers were sure to be served was to be harassed by memories of what they’d lost.

      She bit her bottom lip and buried her nose in the book, hiding her tears long enough to blink them back. “We’ll be going over the material from chapter eight in our next session,” she said to Evan, handing the book over, sure that her tears were fully in check. “Go ahead and read this section between now and then.”

      Evan took the book with as much enthusiasm as could be expected from a teen who had to spend his summer working on gerunds and dangling participles. “Thanks, Mrs. Parker.”

      Sweet kid.

      For a moment, Julia forgot about her own troubles and smiled at her pupil. Moving in with his aunt and brand-new uncle had been a major adjustment for him this past school year. It was a wonder that he only needed a bit of help in one subject. He was a sharp kid who deserved better than his mother had given him.

      Julia would see to it that he was more than well-prepared for tenth-grade English next year—even if that meant she had to commute to Liberty Cove for his tutoring sessions after she moved away in a month or so. “It’s my pleasure, Evan. You’re doing amazing. You keep studying like you are and you’ll⁠—”

      Kat threw her hand in the air and waved at someone behind Julia. Her stomach clenched, and she looked toward the marina.

      Adam.

      Her husband was walking up the dock with a fist full of papers. Her diaphragm refused to pump enough air into her lungs. She was probably the first person that had ever been in real danger of suffocating in the fresh, salty sea air of the Gulf of Mexico.

      “And I’ll what?” Evan asked.

      “What?” Julia’s eyes blinked several times, her feet beginning to retreat of their own accord.

      “If I keep studying, I’ll what?” he asked.

      “You’ll… you’ll.” Every thought in Julia’s mind had lost cohesion. She was an award-winning English teacher with such great credentials that a high school in a much larger city had head-hunted her last month. And yet, she was unable to construct a simple sentence to reply to her student. “You’ll do great. You’re doing great.” She took a few clumsy steps backward. “I’ve got to go now. See you soon.”

      “Come on, Evan,” Kat said. “Mrs. Parker is anxious to go see her hubby. Let’s give them a little privacy.”

      “Bye, Mrs. Parker,” Evan said.

      Julia waved silently, her voice refusing to work, as a vast portion of her brain power was devoted to trying to read Adam’s body language as he headed down the dock.

      Kat wrapped an arm around Evan’s shoulders and guided him back toward the rescue but not before offering Julia an overly exaggerated wink. “Don’t forget what I said about sunsets and such.”

      Julia forced a tight-lipped smile and nodded in reply. With her heart thundering in her ears, she put the Gulf behind her and headed inland. There was no way she was going to be able to avoid a more-than difficult conversation with Adam tonight, but that wouldn’t keep her from postponing it for every possible moment that she could. If pretending not to have seen him could buy her an extra five minutes to regain her composure, so be it. Learning that he was off the hook where she was concerned might come as a relief to Adam, but it was the most gut-wrenchingly horrible decision she’d ever had to make.

      “Julia!” Adam’s strained voice called out. “Julia, wait.”

      She stopped in her tracks, wishing the powdery sand beneath her feet would turn into quicksand and swallow her whole. Her chin fell to her chest as she waited for Adam to catch up to her. She didn’t turn to face him. There would be no slowing her racing heartbeat or tamping down the
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