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        Not all knights wear armor. Some wear coveralls and carry a big wrench.

        

        As deeply as he craves his own fairy tale happily-ever-after, resort owner Cody Prescott doesn't have time for a relationship. That doesn't stop him from crushing on most men on Piedras. Luckily for him, they're emotionally unavailable or already taken, so he doesn't have to worry about getting attached.

        Wade Buckner, the island's handiest handyman, is tired of waiting for Cody to wake up and realize Wade is the man for the job. He's ready and willing to rescue Cody from just about anything, even questionable hotel guests.

        The Harvest Feast is the kick-off for the resort's one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary and they have a full house. But something sinister is afoot at the resort, something that even his knight might not be able to rescue Cody from.

        Are they trying to kill him, put him out of business, or both?

        Read on for The Real Thing
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      This is a work of fiction, created without use of AI technology. Any names, characters, places or incidents are products of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental or fictional.

      Elle Keaton’s creative body of work cannot be used in any manner for the purpose of training AI.

      The author, Elle Keaton, supports the right of humans to control their artistic works. No part of  this book has been created using AI-generated images or narrative, as known by the author. The primary style sources used in the writing of this book are the online versions of  the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and The Chicago Manual of Style. Due to their  inherent limitations for fiction-writing and the author’s personal style choices, there  are instances where other style guide rules have been consistently applied. Region-based idioms, age- or era-appropriate slang, UK spelling and style rules, and other deviations based on specific dialects may inform some of these choices. Should you have questions, please contact the author at: dirtydogpress@gmail.com
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      Cast of characters who have appeared in other Piedras Island books—in no particular order:

      Marshall ‘Doc’ Soper - ER doctor, Mat’s best friend. Gets his story in a short title: Man Flu.

      Foster Jennings - Piedras Island EMT, Devon’s close friend. First Appears in Conspiracy Theory.

      Dutch Schumach - Cooks at Brooch resort, we first meet him in Real Trouble.

      Hazel Abigail Schumach - Dutch’s eight year old daughter, match making mastermind.

      Winston Parson - Appears in Black Moon, Park Ranger (He gets his happily ever after in a free read on my web site titled Get Real).

      Benny Brambilla - Moved to Piedras in Jewel in the Rough.

      Teagan Morrison - Benny’s partner.

      Ben Sutcliff - Works at the Brooch, he has his own story in Not a Boy.

      Claribel Delacombe - Shay’s great great (great) aunt. Matriarch of the Delacombe family. Just know she is everywhere.

      Niall Hamarsson - MC 1 of The Veiled Intentions series, Mat’s partner, collector of protective dogs and cats. Learning to laugh.

      Dany Petyr - First appears in When it Rains (Shielded Hearts).

      Mat Dempsey - MC 2 of Veiled Intentions, Niall’s partner, Piedras Country Sheriff. Extremely patient.

      Soren Jorgensen - New deputy to Piedras island, first appeared in When it Rains along with his partner Dany Petyr. Their story was told in Real Trouble.

      Birdy Flynn – some would argue she is the glue that holds the island together. Sheriff Dempsey’s right-hand person, and sister to Devon Flynn.

      Devon Flynn – Piedras County Fire Chief. He gets his story in Real Risk.

      Kim Carr - Owns Octopus Ink, Winton’s partener.
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      Cody - Monday

      From his spot at the “management” table, Cody surveyed the dining room. No resort guests were in the room on this blustery Monday evening; everyone in attendance worked for the Brooch Resort. These people were the heart and soul of the Brooch family. Cody’s family.

      This night, the hotel dining room was closed for a few hours so Cody could celebrate and thank his staff for their hard work. It was important that his employees knew they were appreciated—he’d even offered to do the cooking but Dany had laughed in his face.

      Apparently, he was not trusted behind the stove. Whatever.

      Inhaling a deep breath and releasing it, he rose to his feet. The table he was sitting at with Dany Petyr, Ben Sutcliff, Ashley Jones, and Dutch Schumach quieted. Gently, he tapped against his water glass to get the rest of the room’s attention. Twenty-two pairs of eyes focused their attention on him.

      A door slammed in the distance. The only door that slammed like that was the kitchen delivery door. Cody waited. He knew who it was. Why did the infuriating man always have to make an entrance?

      Seconds later, Wade Buckner strode through the dining room entrance, and all attention was upon him now. Served him right.

      Wade’s light green eyes shot Cody’s direction and abruptly the other twenty-two pairs of eyes swiveled back to Cody as well. Panic suddenly threatened. Was his fly unzipped? Was his hair okay? He resisted the urge to swipe at his face. Shit.

      “Sorry, I had to deal with something,” Wade growled as he stalked across the room.

      Cody managed to suppress the shiver of delight that the sound of Wade’s gravelly voice always gave him. Sadly, Wade was all look and no touch. It was obvious he thought Cody was barely able to keep his head above water even on a good day. Wade’s words both helped him regain focus and caused butterflies to careen wildly in his stomach.

      “It’s fine.” He gestured in Wade’s direction. “Find yourself a seat.”

      Wade nodded, crossing to the far end of the dining room where the three housekeepers sat with Raffy from the kitchen, probably so they could corner Raffy about his spillage rate. 

      “Okay, everyone.” Cody stared around the room. “Now that we’re all here and I have your attention, I want to thank you all for being part of the Brooch family, and if you’re new to the fold, we all welcome you.”

      Again he looked around, taking in the newer faces. The two new housekeeping staff, Kiely and Zoe. Raffy, the newish line cook who’d come on board in the spring, and three new dishwashers-slash-bussers. At another smaller table off to one side sat Joel and Roxy, the newest waitstaff.

      His gaze landed back on the other pair at that same table, two of the employees who’d been with the Brooch the longest. Ona and Marcus were both long-time employees, between them they kept customers happy in the two bars on the property seven days a week. And sitting with Cody at the front table were the people who kept him from running away to live a normal life in the big city. Ben Sutcliff, Cody’s right-hand man. Head chef Dany Petyr and the recently promoted kitchen manager, Dutch Schumach. And next to Dutch sat Ashley Jones, who worked the front desk along with Ben and Cody.

      Finally, his attention drifted back to Wade Buckner, just like it always did. The surly contractor had come on board a year ago to help prep the resort for the yearlong celebration of its one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary. The upcoming Harvest Feast was the kickoff event and Cody had quite literally bet the bank on it being a success. Over the past year, Wade had become the hotel’s de facto maintenance man. He was on-site more often than not, which was a good thing. It turned out there were a million things that could go wrong in buildings as old as the Brooch.

      Cody cleared his throat.

      “Starting with the Harvest Feast on Thursday, we are officially kicking off a year of celebration for the resort. All of you, all of us, are key to the success of this celebration. I may run the resort but you, my friends, are the heart and backbone of this place. You”—he caught Ona’s eye and then Raffy’s and Ashley’s—“make us the unique place to visit that we are. You are why so many of our guests come back, year after year.”

      Outside the wind hammered against the patio doors, trying to break inside. A shiver, much different than the one Wade’s presence caused, ran up his spine. 

      “Starting tomorrow, all our rooms are booked from tomorrow through the New Year, and I couldn’t be happier. I know it’s a lot to ask that you stay on your toes and stay focused, especially after the busiest summer in many years, but that’s what we need to do. In January and early February, everyone will be getting extra paid days off to make up for the next six weeks.”

      He stopped speaking and smiled, looking around again. Most of the attendees clapped and cheered at his words. Wade, of course, didn’t. And neither did Dany or Dutch—they both knew just how busy they were going to be and how important the slower January would be to allow everyone to recharge. At least Dutch and Dany were smiling though, unlike Wade.

       “Then,” Cody cackled, rubbing his hands together like a master villain, “on Valentine’s Day, it all starts up again.”

      Groans were followed by laughter and catcalls.

      “Wade’s gonna be working overtime,” Dany snarked. “Are we taking bets on which breaks down first? The elevator or the walk-in? I’m betting on the walk-in.”

       Everyone looked at Wade, who stared back at Dany for a long moment before slowly lifting his hand and raising his middle finger.

      “As long as I’m in on the pool, Petyr,” Wade said.

      Cody wondered if it was good for employee morale to trash the resort’s appliances. Or if it was good for his morale. He’d put his entire savings, all his credit, and more into this remodel. He was truly balanced on a knife’s edge. 

      “The elevator just went through its yearly maintenance,” he protested, albeit weakly. The darn elevator had a reputation and the last thing they needed was it breaking down with someone inside it. Again.

      “Alright. Then you’re in the walk-in breaking first pool?” Dany asked him. “What do you think, everyone? Five bucks?”

      “We are not betting on the walk-in breaking down,” Cody said fiercely, but no one was listening to him. They were all calling back and forth, adding to the list of possible of things that could go wrong. Cody had totally lost control of his audience. He clinked his glass again and after the third clink, everyone was—well, not quiet, but at least somewhat paying attention to him.

      “What I want to say is how much I appreciate the work you all do. It shows in the fact that we are packed for the next six weeks and both the Harvest Feast and the New Year’s dinner were sold out by the end of October. Thank you,” he finished lamely, not knowing what else to say to his crew but feeling a little emotional about everything.

      Cody plopped inelegantly back down into his chair and was immediately hit in the forehead with a wadded-up napkin. Nice. He glared at Dany.

      “We’ve got your back, Prescott,” Dany said. “Quit trying to get all maudlin. We don’t have the time for it. Can we eat already? Or are you going to keep talking and let the food Dutch and I worked our asses off over get cold?”

      

      “So,” Dany began, around a bite of roasted yam, “who’s coming for the Harvest Feast this week? Anyone special, famous?”

      Cody had just stuffed a huge amount of mashed potatoes in his mouth. Ben caught his glance and answered for him.

      “You mean aside from the wedding party, which you’d better not have forgotten about?”

      Dany shook his head. “Who wants to go to a wedding in November?”

      Cody rolled his eyes, swallowing his bite. “Lots of people, including Russell Perry and Patrick Lum and their families.” That earned him a glare. He snickered. Of course Dany hadn’t forgotten about the wedding on Saturday, but Cody liked to ride him when he could.

      “There’s also the Codere family, which is eight guests,” Ben added. “And there’s the couple returning to celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, thus proving that people do in fact have weddings in November and have for a while. Who am I forgetting?”

      “The history club.” Cody had been emailing back and forth for months with the head of a group of history buffs who were coming to be a part of the Harvest Feast while exploring the island and trying to track down some original documents. The document part was a little hazy but frankly, Cody didn’t have the bandwidth to do their homework for them.

      “Right,” said Ben. “There are five of those folks, I think.”

      “Yes,” agreed Cody. “And one of them has emailed again with a list of questions about the resort that I haven’t had time to answer.”

      Ben eyed him. What was it now?

      “Have you reconsidered my suggestion about the website?”

      Cody groaned inwardly. Updating the resort’s website with a more in-depth page on its history was on his List of Things To Do. It just didn’t seem as important as all the other things Cody had been working on, like refurbishing all the suites with new—very pricey—mattresses and bedding. New window coverings and fresh paint on the walls, even period-style wallpaper where appropriate. As well as the already installed special-order light fixtures and wall plates that were true to the 1890s when the hotel was built but weren’t a fire hazard.

      The cottages on the grounds were still works in progress. Of the six, three were finished, one was livable, and the other two were… not guest-ready was the best way to look at it. Who cared about the website when he was turning people away because every spot they could stash a visitor was filled? Money talked, and history was… well, history.

      “I’ll work on it when we slow down.”

      “Who knows? Maybe this group of historians will know something you don’t. They could have some factoids we could add to the website.”

      Cody raised his eyebrow at the pure ridiculousness of Ben’s comment. No one knew more than he did about the Brooch.

      “Fine.” Ben lifted his hands in mock defeat. “There’s no way they’ll know anything. How presumptuous of me.”

      “I promise to take a look at the site in January. There’re those journals we found of Mabel’s. I’ll be able to look through them during the downtime and see if there’s anything cool I don’t already know.”

      The journals, written by Cody’s ancestor who’d almost single-handedly kept the Brooch from failing during the Great Depression, had been behind wainscoting in the suite that had been Mabel Prescott’s apartment when she was alive. Not so much hidden, at least Cody didn’t think so, as stashed behind a panel convenient to her bedside.

      Cody had carefully tucked the tattered, fragile notebooks into a box and stored it in his cottage until he had the time to go through them. He wanted to read them slowly, to savor Mabel’s words. She’d been a woman before her time in terms of business, but she’d also been incredibly observant, a trait that probably helped her when it came to running the resort. Cody was excited to learn what she’d thought about her famous and not-so-famous guests. No doubt there would be more than a few tidbits of ancient gossip and innuendo he could use on the website—he just needed time to read them.
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      Cody - Tuesday - check in day

       Early the next evening, Cody was hustling back to his office after being upstairs for too long. He’d been in the third-floor storeroom sorting through boxes of stuff that had gotten shifted around during the various room remodels. The lobby was empty except for an older man who’d been admiring prints hanging above the settee. Spotting Cody, he moved toward him.

      “Excuse me, young man. May I have a word?”

      Cody slowed in spite of himself. He did not have time to chat right now. The wedding planner for the Lum-Perry wedding—or was it Russell-Lum? he couldn’t keep it straight—had called, informing him she had a family emergency that would keep her from arriving at the hotel until Friday morning. It was up to Cody to make sure they had everything on hand that had been requested, which was why he’d been digging in boxes.

      The event’s success wasn’t actually up to him, but he wouldn’t have anyone spreading word around that his resort was unhelpful when there was a wedding emergency. 

      Ben—or Dany—probably both—would tell him to delegate the task but that wasn’t Cody’s way.

      “Yes, sir?” He tried not to fidget. “How may I help you?”

      The man stepped into his path, forcing Cody to come to a stop, and held out a hand for him to shake. Unfortunately, Cody was carrying several bags of tealights for the Saturday afternoon wedding.

      Cody smiled. “Sorry.”

      The stranger retreated a bit, shoving his hands into his dark brown pinstripe wool slacks that were paired with a matching vest and white dress shirt. Cody noticed because he noticed things like that, and the outfit was cool in a 1940s hipster kind of way.

      “My name is Darius Hall,” the man offered.

      Ah, yes, the spokesperson for the history club staying through the long weekend. Darius Hall looked to have once been a tall man but he was stooped these days, maybe from years of adjusting his height to others’, and appeared to be in his late seventies or early eighties. His clothing was either artistically rumpled or he didn’t launder much, and what was left of his hair was a faded gray slicked back against his skull. As bushy as they were, Cody dismissed the thought that the man’s eyebrows had taken over the job.

      Ben had called to warn him that Mr. Hall had been to the desk several times since he checked in, asking to speak with him. Apparently, he’d decided to lie in wait.

      “Cody Prescott, but you knew that. Right?” The bags of tealights rustled in his twitchy hands.

      “I did. It’s quite a pleasure to meet you. You’re younger than I expected.”

      Cody signed inwardly. Yes, he was young to own and run a resort. It wasn’t his fault his uncle had been a terrible person who’d met a terrible end, leaving the Brooch in a mess that Cody had been working his butt off to clean up for several years now. They were almost there, so close he could taste it.

      “Life and lemons, right?” Cody made the best of it because he’d known since he was a boy that he’d run the Brooch one day. It’d been his fantasy since he’d first walked through the lobby doors when he was twelve, one fueled by a lonely boy’s imagination. Now it was his reality, and he loved it.

      The old man’s head bobbed up and down as if he was trying to figure out the lemon metaphor. Cody wasn’t going to explain; it made sense to him. Mr. Hall’s face reminded Cody of a roadmap topped with woolly eyebrows, and it was highly distracting. He had to force himself to make eye contact but still registered that the man’s heavily lined cheeks really made him look like one of those carved apple heads instead of a map. “I’m sorry I can’t stop right now.” Cody hefted the bags of tealights. “I need to do drop these in the ballroom and grab some more things from the storage room.” The more he did today, the less he needed to do tomorrow when they would be working on the penultimate preparations for the Feast.

      Cody knew he’d have just as much tomorrow, but he could pretend.

      Mr. Hall’s salt-and-pepper caterpillar eyebrows drew together, and Cody caught himself staring. They even moved like the fuzzy insects.

      “I was hoping to speak with you for a few moments,” Mr. Hall said. “I’m visiting with a history club. Lorena Garrison, Natasha Volkov, Katherine James, and Alistair McDonald are also members.”

      Cody had yet to meet the rest of the party. “My apologies, Mr. Hall.” Cody put a smile behind his words, one thing his criminal uncle taught him well. “I just can’t make time this evening. How about tomorrow?” He mentally shuffled through what Wednesday looked like for him. “Morning would be best, I think. Around nine?”

      The frown got… frownier, and Darius’s eyebrows morphed into a single woolly gray line across his forehead. Cody blinked, struggling not to gawk.

      “Call me Darius, please. Today really would be better,” he insisted. “I’ve arranged for us to tour the island tomorrow and actually, I was hoping you’d have the time to look at a few documents I have with me and, well, maybe provide a private tour of the grounds if it’s not raining too hard.”

      Rain didn’t bother Cody; wind, however, was a different story.

      “Unfortunately, I honestly don’t have any time today for a tour. But maybe my assistant manager can help you?”

      “No, no, no.” The older man shook his head. “That won’t do at all. These documents are for your eyes only. Nothing bad. Fun, actually. I think you’ll be pleased,” he added upon seeing Cody’s expression. “I suppose tomorrow morning will just have to do.”

      “Darius! There you are!”

      They both turned, watching as a tall, well-tended woman in her early sixties descended the staircase. Her dark blonde hair was artfully tousled, and she wore a pale blue tunic-style sweater that fell to her thighs, her long legs encased in thick leggings. Cody was going to have to reassess what he’d assumed members of history clubs looked like.

      Crossing to where Cody and Darius waited, she tucked herself under the older man’s shoulder, wrapping her arm possessively around his waist. The heels she wore brought her close to Darius Hall’s height. 

      “Natasha Volkov, it’s a pleasure.” She greeted Cody without extending her hand toward him. Which was good since Cody was still holding the damn tealights.

      “The pleasure is all mine. But if you’ll excuse me...”

      Without waiting for a reply, he darted to the right and down the hall toward the ballroom.

      

      It wasn’t unusual for Cody to eat his meals—when he remembered to eat—in the dining room, a little like the captain of cruise ships having a special table. But tonight he couldn’t bring himself to sit down and make chitchat with the guests. On Wednesday and The Big Day, he would go all out, but for now, even his extroverted heart needed quiet time.

      Which explained why he was hiding—er, sitting—at his desk in the office behind reception when there was a knock on his door.

      “Yeph?” he said through a mouthful of roast beef sandwich.

      The door opened a crack and Ben’s dark head appeared.

      “Just wanted to quick update you on the guest situation.”

      “Come in, I was just having a bit to eat.” Cody set the plate with the remains of his dinner to one side.

      Ben shut the door behind himself and moved to the chair near Cody’s desk, collapsing into it with a sigh.

      “That bad?”

      Ben rolled his eyes. He was always professional out front, but back here they could, and did, let their feelings free.

      “Aside from the wedding planner⁠—”

      “Ronda Weaver,” Cody reminded him.

      “Right, Ronda Weaver. There’s another later arrival, Alistair McDonald. He called a few minutes ago to say he won’t be here until tomorrow. Apparently, he is also with the history-mystery pack? The grooms are all checked in and seem to be happy with the suite. I triple-checked that housekeeping had the special champagne they ordered placed in their room.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Half the family reunion is checked in. Apparently the other part of their group is catching the last ferry so they’ll arrive around nine this evening, if they’re lucky. The Penns are here and I made sure Ona knows it’s their twenty-fifth anniversary, so she’ll put a round of drinks on the house for them. They’re thrilled to be here, by the way. Mrs. Penn kept talking about how wonderful everything looks.”

      “I think it’s so awesome they are back to celebrate! Can you imagine? Twenty-five years.” Cody sighed dramatically as he dropped back against his chair.

      “Then… there are the Kwans.”

      Cody sat back up, eyeing his assistant manager.

      “What?”

      “Not really sure what. I can’t put my finger on it, but they both seemed upset when they arrived and only Mr. Kwan came down for dinner.”

      “Please let there be no drama over the next few days.”

      Ben’s cheeks creased and he snorted at Cody’s wish.

      “There’s always drama. You know there’s gonna be drama. If wishes were horses and all that.”

      Especially when they had a full house. Guests tended to stick to their own groups and not interact, but Cody and Ben weren’t sure how the Harvest Feast was going to play out. The Feast was the first elaborate event like this that Cody had planned for the Brooch. It was meant to be a celebration all guests could participate in, not a drama-fest.

      There was the wedding party, which made up almost half the guests, so hopefully no drama there. And the Coderes, an additional eight guests, which seemed small for a family reunion if anyone asked Cody. But, seeing as he was the only Prescott of the Piedras Prescotts left, maybe he wasn’t one who should be passing judgment. Family reunions were happy, right?

      “Okay, but controllable drama—please. The kind where we can make the customer happy by buying them a drink or comping a meal. Not the kind that ends up on the Internet.”

      “Fucking Internet,” Ben said with a grin still on his face.

      “And I’d like the weather to cooperate.”

      They stared at each other, each knowing what the other was thinking. Cody had been haunting the weather app on his phone. As usual, one day the “atmospheric scientists” were warning of a possible storm, the next the prediction had returned to cloudy with a chance of rain. He wished they would just decide what the weather was going to be.

      But seriously, the last thing Cody and the Brooch needed was a windstorm like the one thirty years ago that had left the hotel and half the island without power for days. He, of course, hadn’t been born yet, but his uncle had told him all about it.

      Please let the weather be normal.
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      Wade - Tuesday

      “You’re blocking my view,” his father complained over the sports analysts discussing the upcoming football games.

      Wade didn’t move from where he was standing with his back to the blaring TV, facing his father.

      “Have you taken your pills today?” he asked Ray again.

      Raymond Buckner waved a careless hand from where he was sitting in his ratty lounger, patched and re-patched over the years until it looked like something he’d dragged off the side of the road.

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Pretty sure? Or you didn’t bother?”

      Once a week, Wade made sure all his father’s medicines were loaded up in the pill organizer. Sometimes, though, he was a day late, and his dad was being evasive today. Ray was only in his mid-sixties but he’d lived life hard and was now paying the price. And he didn’t seem to care. Wade wanted not to care, he wanted to just let his father wallow, but he couldn’t. Not only had he made a promise to his mother half a lifetime ago, he also wasn’t the kind of person who turned his back on family.

      Even toxic family.

      Funny that his older brother Scott had no such issues, but they’d never gotten along anyway.

      “I don’t remember. Are you happy now? Now get outta the way. I wanna see the replays.”

      Sucking a deep breath in through his nose, Wade stepped away from the TV and headed into the kitchen. As usual, it was a mess. Dishes had piled up since the last time Wade cleaned. Empty frozen food containers, beer bottles, and wrappers from god knew what littered the kitchen counters. At least it was fall so there were no flies. Rolling up his sleeves, he spent the next half hour washing bowls and flatware and taking out the trash. Then he refilled the pill organizer and set it on the table next to his dad’s chair.

      The announcers were still going on about some player’s prospects and his dad didn’t look at him. He hardly ever did.

      “Have you been out for a walk? The doctor said you needed to at least get out and walk around the yard every day.”

      “Sure, I’ve been for a walk.”

      Liar. But Wade didn’t feel like fighting with Ray tonight about his medications or his nonexistent exercise regime.

      “I’m busy at the Brooch this week but I’ll try and check in. I’ll be back Thursday though, and we can have dinner.”

       Because, yes, he couldn’t wait to spend the holiday listening to his dad bitch about everything Wade had done wrong with his life and was still doing wrong. Funny that Ray seemed to think the sun shone out of Scott’s ass when Scott did nothing for him. Didn’t even bother to visit over holidays, instead making excuses about his workload.

      Frustration propelled Wade down the porch steps toward his truck. The mother-in-law he rented in Killegen’s Point was conveniently located between Ray’s house and Brooch Resort. He wouldn’t call it home, more just a place he slept and kept his belongings. Also, a place that didn’t have Ray in it.

      He couldn’t believe it had a been a year since Cody Prescott had hired Wade to help him remodel and restore the resort. To, in Cody’s words, “right the wrongs of the '60s and '70s,” in preparation for the hotel’s one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary. Who knew he’d still be there months later, doing his best to shore up Cody’s dreams.

      He hadn’t gotten to everything on Cody’s List of Things To Do, but he’d gotten to most of the stuff visitors would see. A few things, like all-new plumbing, would have to wait until Cody had more available cash. And only three of the cottages were done. The other three—well, one was sort of livable, but the other two still needed to be gutted and brought back to life.

      When the engine rumbled to life, Wade put the truck in reverse and pressed on the gas. As he turned the steering wheel, the truck’s headlights lit up a fifty-foot cedar tree that had needed trimming for ages. Its massive limbs swayed with the wind, perilously close to the back of the house. Another argument to be had with his father, one he hadn’t pressed so far, but he knew in his bones that tree was going to be trouble.

      
      As it always did, seeing his dad, arguing with his dad, and just being inside the house he’d grown up in made Wade consider leaving Piedras and never coming back.

      Except he wouldn’t, and not because of his father. No, it was all due to a completely oblivious, funny, loyal, dramatic hotel operator who’d crept into his heart when Wade wasn’t paying attention.

      Cody Fucking Prescott. If it weren’t for Cody, Wade would’ve left months ago. 

      Unlocking his front door, which at one time had been the entrance to a detached garage, Wade pushed inside his chilly, dark apartment. Maybe he needed a cat or a dog, make it feel like someone missed him when he was gone.

      Who was he kidding? With his hours, a dog or cat would hate him.

      He pushed the door shut with his heel and bent down to take his work boots off, leaving them by the door. Then he padded into the kitchenette and flipped on the overhead light before opening the apartment-size fridge to see if he’d been wrong in thinking it was mostly empty.

      The weak light illuminated a few slices of pre-sliced cheddar, some limp celery, half a jar of olives, and a squeeze bottle of yellow mustard. Depressing. He needed to stop eating whatever Dany or Dutch made him while he was working and start grocery shopping again.

      Did he want to put his boots back on and head out to Chester’s?

      He opened the tiny freezer that wasn’t even big enough for frozen pizza. Bingo. Next to the empty ice tray was one lone Hot Pocket, enough to get him to the morning anyway.

      While Wade waited for the microwave to heat his frozen meal, he wandered into the tiny living room and powered up his sound system. Music was the one thing he had splurged on as a teenager, haunting Hidden Harbor’s funky music store for days on end and probably driving the owner, Neb Gajić, bonkers with his questions about what bands were cool “in the old days” while Neb worked on his latest guitar. Neb was always kind to him though, even encouraging Wade’s enthusiasm by “accidentally” special-ordering Led Zeppelin’s Physical Graffiti and introducing him to the wild and passionate music of the Bosnian musician Goran Bregović.

      Unlike his father or brother, whose passions did not extend past the little worlds they lived in. It was bad enough Wade was dyslexic and had needed help in school; loving music they couldn’t listen to on the island’s classic radio station was just another knock against him.

       Neb Gajić had arrived in Hidden Harbor almost twenty-five years ago, a widower and refugee who’d grabbed his young son Luka and had fled the ravages of war in Eastern Europe. Wade had often felt like a refugee in his own life. Somehow, Neb had probably recognized this, as well as Wade’s need to escape his lonely world through music rather than books or organized sports. His stint in the Army—even if he’d hated it—had helped Wade find purpose too, pushing him to recognize his strengths rather than focus on his weaknesses. It was more than his own father had ever given him.

      Wade’s turntable, a gift from his mom, was one of the few possessions Ray hadn’t sold in a yard sale or given away before he had returned from his time in the armed forces. Maybe Ray had thought the turntable and vinyl were Scott’s, but who knew? The vagaries of Ray Buckner’s brain were beyond Wade.

      What was he in the mood to listen to? Wade had a little bit of everything and stared at his collection for a moment before plucking Lyle Lovett’s Pontiac album off the shelf next to the player. Just as he lowered the needle, the microwave pinged and his stomach rumbled in anticipation of food.

      While Lyle sang about wishing he had a boat, Wade flopped down on his futon couch and ate the Hot Pocket in two bites. It was unsatisfying and he was still hungry, but it would have to do. And hey, at least he hadn’t incinerated the roof of his mouth this time. He flopped his head back against the couch cushion and shut his eyes. Dealing with his dad depressed him.

      Was his job worth staying on the island? Or Cody Prescott? a traitorous voice whispered. When Wade had left the service, he’d promised himself he wouldn’t get caught back up in the Buckner cesspool. And yet here he was, treading in the mud.

      Resolve tightened in his gut. As soon as the job at the Brooch was finished, he’d be leaving the island. He’d returned out of what… guilt? A promise he’d made his dying mother? She’d begged Wade to watch over Ray, and he’d been seventeen so of course he’d said he would, not even knowing what he was agreeing to. All Ray did was make Wade feel like a failure—and yet he hadn’t left.

      He tugged his socks off, the nice thick wool ones that Cody had given him. Wade shook his head. Cody must’ve heard Wade bitching about his feet being cold, because a few days later when Wade was passing by his office, Cody called him in and tossed Wade a three-pack of practical wool socks.

      Damn him for making Wade feel the slightest bit special.

      Cody Prescott was the most infuriating, sexiest man Wade had ever met. He didn’t know how many times he’d jacked off imagining Cody’s lips around his cock or his cock deep in Cody’s perky ass. Sometimes the fantasy was so detailed he thought he smelled Cody’s musky cologne.
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