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A GREATER FORCE - AN event in which no party can be held accountable...

Louis invites Gibby for a weeklong stay away from Coral Cove, and they embark on a trip to Hilton Head. She thinks it will be a romantic getaway, but Louis has other ideas and keeps it platonic. 

She spends her days lounging while Louis golfs. While she does meet a couple of women who invite her to play in a golf tournament, she’s alone on this supposedly romantic getaway. 

Even though she’s never played golf, Gibby agrees to join the tournament, just to have some fun. Louis tries to coach her, but that only ends up in an argument. She insists they take a day off from golfing, and they have a good time together away from it all. 

After a week of nothing, Louis finally tells her he cares about her. Except he’s leaving for Europe soon, so where does that leave Gibby? 
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“WHAT THE HELL IS THAT noise?” 

I hopped out of bed and walked into the living room.

Chirp! Chirp!

It wasn’t a cricket. Close, but not a cricket. I walked to the door that opened to the balcony. It didn’t quite close all the way. It hadn’t since the hurricane. Who knew what was making its home inside my apartment. It seemed like all the critters were on the move since the hurricane. They were displaced and looking for refuge. I grabbed the towel I had rolled up and been using to seal the bottom of the door and shoved it back in place. 

“Wait,” I muttered. “If whatever is chirping is already inside, do I really want to trap it in here?”

I gnawed on my lip and debated what to do. What I needed to do was fix the damn thing. Unfortunately, I kept forgetting. I was busy helping everyone at the complex get things put back together as well as assisting at the crab shack. A little missing weather stripping on a door that probably needed an adjustment seemed like small potatoes in the grand scheme of things. I didn’t dare put in a work order. The maintenance crew had enough work to keep them hopping for another month. I would have to deal with it, but I wasn’t sure I could deal with the critters. I wasn’t a nature girl. I didn’t like sleeping under the stars with bugs and animals that could eat me. 

I heard the noise again. This time it came from behind me. “Shit!”

It was inside. Whatever it was. I slowly moved to turn on the light. I didn’t want to move too fast and startle it. As if that would matter. If it was a cricket, big deal. I would squash it. But I needed a shoe. My shoes, well, my shoes were everywhere but right where I was. I was afraid to move. I didn’t want the damn thing to attack me. 

“Okay, little dude. This is a people house,” I said calmly. “Now, the door is closed, but I’m going to open it. You go ahead and make your way out. Tell your friends not to come back here. I do have a lot of shoes, and I’m not afraid to use them. Do not attack me, and by attack, I mean approach me in any way, shape, or form. If you fly, don’t. Just casually walk out and we’ll be okay.”

I was talking to a bug. At least I hoped it was a bug. What else chirped? Not snakes, right? Did snakes chirp? No, snakes hissed. They didn’t chirp. “It’s not a snake,” I assured myself. 

“Alligator?” I asked into the darkness. 

I knew they made a noise. I just wasn’t sure what that noise was. “No.” I shook my head. There was no way an alligator got up to my second-floor unit and slipped through the tiny crack. 

“Okay, Mr. Cricket, lights on in three, two, one.” I flipped on the light just in time to see a lizard scurry across the floor and into the kitchen. A squeal escaped my throat. It was just short of a scream. The damn thing scurried up the cabinet and behind some cookbooks that were really nothing more than décor on the shelf. 

“Oh, no.” I shook my head and walked back to the front door. “You are not living here. I don’t do reptiles.”

I unlocked the door and stepped out. I closed the door behind me and considered opening it again. Maybe the damn thing would run out and things would go back to normal. I would duct tape the shit out of the crack and that would be that. 

I knocked on Louis’s door. I knew he was home. I’d heard him walk into his apartment and nothing since. When he didn’t immediately answer, I knocked again. “Louis!”

He opened the door wearing a pair of shorts and nothing else. I was always gobsmacked when I saw his naked torso. His tattoos were sexy as hell. “What’s wrong?” he asked with concern. 

“Did I wake you?”

“No, I was just going over some tournament details.”

“I have a lizard,” I muttered. 

“You have a lizard?”

“Not like I have a lizard for a pet,” I clarified. “I have a lizard intruder.”

He gave me a funny look. “Are you using euphemisms?”

“No! There’s a lizard in my apartment! You have to get it. He can’t be there. I can’t be there with him. What if he crawls into bed with me? What if he crawls on my face or—” I shuddered at the thought. “What if it gets in my hair? What if it has lizard babies? I could end up with a whole fleet of lizards!”

His lips quirked. “I’ll admit I’m not a biology expert, but I believe there would need to be a second lizard to create a fleet of lizards.”

“Not the point, Louis,” I growled. “You have to come get this damn thing out of my apartment. I can’t live there with a lizard.”

“I suppose you would like me to remove the lizard,” he said with a sigh. 

“Well, I didn’t want you to sing it a lullaby,” I shot back. 

He sighed. “All right, all right.” 

He followed me to my apartment. I pushed the door open and pointed. “It was behind those books.”

He walked in with no fear or hesitation. “

Over there,” I instructed. 

He moved the books. I saw movement and yelped, jumping back into the hallway. “Right there! Right there! Did you see it? Get it!”

“I’m standing right here,” he muttered. “Yes, I saw it.”

A moment later, he had the damn thing by the neck. I cringed and looked at the gross little reptile. “What are you going to do with it?”

“What do you want me to do with it?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Put it outside, I guess.”

He walked toward me, and I shrieked and ran down the hall. “What are you doing?”

“Do you want me to toss it out the window?” 

“No,” I replied. 

“Then I have to carry it outside.” He sighed. “This is the only exit.”

“Fine.” I stayed a safe distance behind him as he walked down the hall and eventually down the stairs. “Tell it not to come back.”

“Yes, I’m sure he’ll listen,” he said sarcastically. 

I waited on the stairs and watched him open the door and evict the intruder. He wiped his hands on his shorts and started back. “Thanks.” 

“It’s a lizard,” he said. “You live in Florida. You’ve never seen one?”

“I’ve seen them, but I’ve never shared an apartment with one.” 

“How did it get in?”

“My patio door doesn’t close all the way. The weather stripping got torn off in the storm. I had a towel to block the gap, but I must not have put it back earlier.”

“Did you call maintenance?”

“No.” I shook my head. “They have so much on their plate right now. It’s fine. I can buy that stuff you stick on the door. I just hope it’s not bent.”

“You don’t need to buy anything. Just put in a work order.”

“I can’t bother them,” I said. “It’s really not a big deal. I can take care of it.”

“Let me see,” he said. 

I showed him the door. He knelt down and inspected it while I ogled his naked back. The urge to reach out and touch him was very strong. “It’s not bad. I can make do for now.”

“Why make do?” he asked as he got to his feet. “Just call them. Like you said, it’s probably a simple fix. I think it’s better to leave this to the professionals. Besides, I’m sure there is some kind of tenancy rule that says they need to make the repairs. If you do it wrong, it might put you on the hook for any future damage.”

“Well, that would suck,” I said with a sigh. 

He smirked. “Yes, it would.” 

“I’ll just keep the towel there for a couple of days,” I said. “I have some duct tape. I’ll tape the thing in place.”

“And never plan to go on the balcony again?” 

I shrugged. “I’ll take off the tape if I want to go outside.” 

He shook his head and pulled his phone from his pocket. I listened with horror as he called the maintenance guy. I waved my hands and shook my head, trying to get him to stop. It was too late. He called. I stared at him with my hands on my hip. 

“Done.” He put the phone back in his pocket. 

“You didn’t have to do that,” I scolded. 

“Yes, I did,” he said. “You can ask for help sometimes. You’re not alone. The entire complex sustained some damage. It’s not like anyone thinks you did it yourself or that you’re trying to jump the line. You’re on the list.”

“Thank you.” I should be grateful he cared. It was very sweet. 

“Do you need anything else?” He looked around my apartment. “Anything broken? Any more critters?”

“Not that I know of.” I laughed. “Thank you. I’m sorry I bugged you. I was trying to go to bed early and that stupid thing kept chirping.”

“It’s fine,” he said. “Get some sleep. If you have any more unwanted guests, just holler.”

I closed the door behind him and locked it. Not that locking the door would keep critters out. I grabbed the roll of duct tape from my emergency kit and taped the towel in place. Just to be safe, I added another layer of tape from the top to the bottom of the door. I hoped it was enough. I turned off the lights and went back to bed. 

I couldn’t sleep. That was why I needed to go to bed before the senior citizens who lived in the same complex. I couldn’t sleep. I had not been able to sleep right since the night of the hurricane. The night Louis and I had sex. It was a little strange to know what he looked like naked and not be able to talk about it. We were just leaving it alone like it was something people did in a hurricane. He didn’t want anything serious. I didn’t either. It was better we pretended we hadn’t seen each other naked. I was glad there was nothing awkward between us, but I was also bummed there wasn’t anything else. It was like we were before he gave me some, if not the best, sex I ever had.

Getting involved in a relationship was exactly the wrong thing to do. I had way too much going on. I was working my ass off to save money for school and the Hawaii tournament. I had no free time. A relationship with what was essentially a coworker and my next-door neighbor would muddy the waters. Never shit where you eat, someone once told me. If things didn’t work out, how awkward would it be to run into him going home? There were monthly events at Coral Cove we would both be expected to attend. It could get messy trying to avoid him while pretending everything was all good in front of the many busy bodies that called Coral Cove home. 

It was best to leave things as they were. I could fantasize about him and maybe hang out with him, but it would have to be totally platonic. It didn’t matter that I was seriously crushing on the dude. It was hard to say what he wanted. Louis was the definition of a poker face. The man revealed nothing. 
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I KNEW THEY WOULD GIVE me hell. The ladies of the book club could be ferocious when it came to unearthing the best gossip. I managed to dodge them the last few days with everyone focused on the cleanup after the hurricane. I tried to cancel the book club meeting, but the ladies weren’t having it. There was no way they read the book. This would be nothing more than a gossip session, and I knew exactly who would be the star of the hour. 

I knocked on Glenda’s door and waited. 

“Gibby!” she answered with her usual exuberance. “We were just talking about you.”

“I’m sure you were,” I said with a sigh. 

I walked into the living room. The ladies were already sitting around drinking margaritas. One was quickly put in my hand. “Thank you,” I said and took my seat. “How is everyone? Everyone getting settled back in?”

“We’re all just very lucky it wasn’t worse,” Beatrice said. “I think I’m getting too old for hurricanes.”

“Ladies, we should ask how Gibby fared in the hurricane,” Glenda said with a knowing smile. 

“I did fine. I’m here. Although, the weather stripping was torn for my balcony door and a lizard has decided to make my apartment its home.”

“They’ll move on once things calm down,” Beatrice assured me. 

“This is normal?” I asked. 

“It’s not abnormal,” Vera added. “The hurricanes disrupt the natural order of things.”

“Just lizards, right?” I asked anxiously. “Should I be on the lookout for snakes?”

They exchanged looks. “No, no,” Glenda said in the most unconvincing tone ever. 

“Great.”

“So, how did you do in the storm?” Vera asked innocently. 

I immediately looked at Big Mouth Glenda. “I did fine.”

“Were you alone?” Beatrice asked. 

“Not really,” I said. “I mean, for some of it. But I couldn’t sleep. Louis couldn’t sleep. We hung out.”

“I’ve heard that’s the word kids use these days to refer to sex,” Vera whispered. 

I groaned. “Guys, stop.”

“Oh, come now, you may as well just tell us,” Vera said. “We won’t tell anyone.”

That was a pretty big lie. “Guys, I’m not going to kiss and tell.”

“She kissed him!” Beatrice declared. 

“They were alone in a violent storm, thinking they were going to die.” Glenda snickered. “There was a lot more than a kiss going on.”

“Glenda!” I gasped. 

“Okay, fine, just give us the highlights,” Beatrice said. “We won’t tell anyone.”

“I’m not telling you anything. Louis and I are friends.”

“I think they call it friends with benefits,” Glenda added. 

“No,” I said with a sigh. 

I could deny it all I wanted, but they knew. It wasn’t like we could hide the chemistry between us. The whole complex was trying to put us together. They were certain we belonged together, but I was convinced it was more about us being the only two people our age in the complex. That was kind of a last-man-on-earth scenario. Louis and I weren’t the only two twenty-somethings on earth. We weren’t desperate and looking for a relationship. 

“Is he—” Vera stopped. “What’s that word kids use when a man disappears?”

“Ghosting,” Glenda chimed in.

“That’s it!” Vera exclaimed. “Is he ghosting you? You better tell us. A man doesn’t get to use a woman for comfort one night and then never call her again.”

“He didn’t ghost me,” I corrected. “I see him all the time. We’re friends. He doesn’t need to call me or anything else. It’s okay.”

Hattie weighed in on the situation. “I think we should help her out, ladies. I’ll talk to him.”

“No!” I blurted out. “We don’t need help. We’ve got this figured out. We spent one night together because we were both up. It was two friends hanging out. I don’t want anything from him. I’m really too busy for all of that. I like having him as my friend. We don’t want to be together. We’ve both made that clear. Louis has his life of golf and tournaments, and I have my own life. You guys have to stop meddling. We are not one of these silly romance books we read. We’re just two people who live in the same area code.”

The ladies were quiet—finally. I hoped that meant they were over their little matchmaking party. I sipped my margarita and relaxed a little. 

“I’ll talk to him,” Glenda said. “I know a little about these things.”

I rolled my eyes and gave up. To argue was futile. They were on a mission, and there wasn’t shit I could do about it. I would warn Louis the book brigade would be on his heels very soon. I let my mind drift while they gossiped. They weren’t completely off base when they claimed to see something between us. Something was there, but it wouldn’t go anywhere. 

“I have to get home,” I said. “I’m still trying to catch up on laundry. Ladies, as always, it’s been fun. I’ll see you around.”

I left before they could say anything more. The humidity was high, and the heat from the sun had me instantly sweating before I reached my building. I unlocked my door, pushed it open, and waited in the doorway. I wasn’t interested in coming face-to-face with another lizard. “If you’re in here, you better scurry out before I get out my shoe,” I warned. 

“If you’re talking to lizards, fine,” Louis said from behind me. “But if they talk back, we’ve got problems.”

“Very funny.” I turned to look at him. He was juggling several bags of groceries. When you lived on the second floor, you got creative. Anything to avoid making a second trip to the car in the heat. 

“Let me help you,” I offered. 

“Thanks.” He handed me two bags. “I was in danger of losing a finger.”

He quickly unlocked his door, and I followed him in. It was like revisiting the scene of the crime. I tried to block the memories of that night. His naked body over mine while the wind and rain howled and pounded against the windows. 

“I should warn you,” I said after putting the groceries on the counter. “I was just at book club. The ladies are very invested in us. Specifically, they are talking about the night of the hurricane. I’ve told them nothing, but that doesn’t stop them from drawing their own conclusions. They have active imaginations.”

“I guess we knew that was going to happen,” he said. 

“I didn’t confirm anything,” I reiterated. “They’ll move on eventually. Has anyone said anything to you?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think that’s really how that works. Isn’t it usually the ladies doing the gossiping?”

“Hey!” I protested. “That was super sexist.”

He flashed a half-smile. “I was kidding. I’m sure Doug will have something to say. But only because Glenda and the gang will put something in his ear.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “This place runs on gossip.”

“I really don’t care,” he said. “We know what happened. I’m not running my mouth, and you’re not running yours. Besides, we’re two adults. We can do what we want.”

“Something else will happen and the focus will shift from us,” I assured him. “It’s the typical gossip cycle. We’ll ride it out.”

“Actually.” He grabbed a bottle of water and tossed it from me before getting one for himself. “I think we might be old news by the end of the day.”

I leaned in, excited to hear some new juicy details. “Do tell.” I grinned. 

“You know Madeline? The lady with hair the size of Texas.”

“She is from Texas,” I reminded him. “She’s a firm believer in the motto the higher the hair, the closer to heaven.”

He chuckled. “I think she’s going to be doing a lot of praying.”

“Why?” I gasped. “What happened?”

“I was just on my way up and saw a big commotion by the pool,” he said. “A couple of residents were not happy. Madeline was shrieking and having one heck of a moment. I went to see what was going on. A kid and his girlfriend were wrapped up in towels, looking pretty darn embarrassed.”

“What happened?”

“Apparently, they got drunk and thought it would be a good idea to go skinny dipping.” 

“In the pool?” I asked with my nose wrinkled. “In the middle of the day? In a busy complex?”

Louis nodded. “They’re pretty drunk. I don’t think they are thinking all that clearly.”

“Who was it?”

“Madeline’s grandson,” Louis revealed. 

My mouth dropped open. “No! She’s such a Bible thumper.”

“Oh, yeah.” He nodded. “She was hysterical. I guess her grandson came over to make sure she was okay after the hurricane. Madeline went to church for one reason or another. While she was gone, her grandson got up to no good. It was quite the scene.”

“Dangit, I missed it.” I pouted. “I came around the other way.”

“So, I think we’re no longer the talk of the neighborhood.” He shrugged. 

“Good. I’ll try to get the ladies to back off. I’ve told them repeatedly that we’re just friends. I wanted you to know whatever gets passed around isn’t coming from me.”

“I believe you,” he said. “It’s fine. I don’t really care what anyone thinks. We know the truth. People are always going to gossip.”

“I’ll let you get to your groceries,” I said. “I’ll see you around.” I was a little disappointed he wasn’t putting up more of a fight about squashing our relationship. I supposed I still held out a little hope that he might want to spend more time together. He was right back to the way he’d been before—aloof. Unconcerned. Unbothered by anything. 

“Wait!”

I stopped and turned back to him. “What is it?”

“I’m going to Hilton Head in a few days. I won a stay at a resort in one of my recent tournaments. I’ve been putting it off, but with the golf course out of commission for a few days, it seems like a good time to do it.”

“That sounds like a good plan.” I smiled. “Good for you.”

“Would you like to come with me?”

My ears were buzzing. “Really?”

“It’s a beautiful resort,” he said. “Very posh. There’s a spa and plenty of amenities. There’s a pool, and I’m willing to bet there won’t be any naked people in it. The golf courses in the area are amazing.”

He wanted me to go with him. Inside, I was squealing, and my brain was doing a happy dance. “Are you sure?” I asked casually. 

“Yes.” He nodded. “Unless you’ve got something better to do. I’d like the company. Is the crab shack open?”

“No, I’m going in tomorrow to help again,” I answered. 

“Great. I’ll book the rooms and let you know.”

“Okay.” I smiled. “Thank you.”

I returned to my apartment and calmly closed the door before I let out the excitement. I wiggled and shook, and fist-bumped the air. He did like me. I told myself I didn’t care. He was just a guy. I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and I didn’t want the hassle of dating. But dammit, one night with him didn’t feel like enough. Being with him had been wonderful. Sex with him was good. It was like trying to eat one Dorito. I wanted more. I was totally on board with a friends-with-benefits situation. I liked hanging out with him—most of the time. He could be surly, but I also knew the other side of him. He had a very, very dry humor, but he wasn’t rude. He just had little to say. When he did speak, it mattered. 

I danced around my living room with the prospect of more great sex and alone time with him. We wouldn’t have to worry about anyone watching us. We would get to hang out without feeling like we were under a microscope. And sex. We could have sex, and no one would be the wiser. 

Now, I had to figure out what I would wear.
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I WAS NERVOUS AS HELL. I hated to ask for time off. I never asked for time off. I needed the money, but I couldn’t help but think I needed a vacation. I left California and had been going ever since. I never stopped moving. It would be nice to take a day or two off and just breathe. 

I pushed open the back door to the restaurant. We weren’t open for business. A couple of the other employees and I were working on cleaning the sand and water from the place. The shack was almost directly on the beach and had been flooded before. There wasn’t any damage, but the cleanup was always a bitch. The power outage meant all the food had to be tossed, which was a damn shame. 

“Hi.” I nodded at one of the workers. “Is Biff here?”

“He’s out front talking to one of the contractors.”

“Thanks.”

Since we weren’t serving customers, no one was wearing our uniforms. We were here to work, not refill drinks and serve food. I pulled my hair up in a ponytail and grabbed the sanitation stuff I would use to wipe down the chairs and tables. The health department would be in soon to inspect the place and make sure we could open again. I didn’t want to fail. 

Biff was talking to a couple of guys by the door. One window had been broken in the hurricane, and the bottom half
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