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CHAPTER 1
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“You’d think there’d be some decency left in this world.”

You’d think, but two hours at the DMV seemed to contradict that. Patience already thin in the overcrowded room, the odor of so many bodies pressed together further sapped the waiting customers’ good humor, including the older gentleman who’d spoken.

Then, there was the woman across from him, openly nursing a child of, at least, a year old. 

“You reckon she’s one of them that keep that up ’til the kid’s three?” asked someone else, two seats down.

A third speaker gave an explosive snort. “She does and those’ll look more like dried prunes than apricots.” The woman who’d spoken grasped her young son and made him face backward.

A ripple of laughter whisked over the disparate group.

“Number one-twelve,” a uniformed clerk called from behind the long counter.

He pushed to his feet, grateful to be away from the others, and his empty seat was immediately consumed by one of seven people standing around the room. The chatter shifted.

The DMV clerk gazed back over the rim of her black eyeglasses, her voice monotone. “Look in there, sir, and read the highlighted letters.” 

He obeyed, pressing against an aged optical viewer. “E, S, R, O, and the last one’s a three.”

Without comment on his accuracy, she slid a form beneath his nose. “Sign at the bottom. That’ll be seventy-five dollars.”

“Seventy-five?” 

Her brows drew tight, and her gaze took on an angry snap. “Cash, credit, or debit?”

He sighed, scrawled his signature, and handed her his card. After processing, she waved him to the next station.

This clerk looked even more bored if that was possible. Her arms stiff, one hand on the photo machine, she appeared to speak without much moving her lips. “Look at the green dot on the wall.”

The flash popped, before he could locate what she’d described, and he was ushered, walking blindly, toward a second waiting area. Multicolored spots swirled in his vision as he searched for a seat.

“I hate this place.”

He turned toward the woman’s voice, her face gradually clearing in his view. She was his age, give or take a year, and attractive, chestnut-brown hair woven in a long braid, her large blue eyes framed by soft, black lashes.

“I failed my first three driving tests here. Three,” she said, holding up an equal number of fingers. “On my third try, the officer was so mean, I left, bawling my eyes out.”

Unsure what to say, he didn’t respond at all. He’d passed his with flying colors. Although, he agreed, the officer hadn’t been the friendliest person.

“Celia Boyle,” she said.

“Gator Lawrence.”

His eyes brightened. “Gator? For real?”

He smiled. He’d heard the jokes, off and on, his whole life and, for the most part, didn’t mind them. “For real.”

She tilted her gaze. “So, how’d it work? There you were, newborn, your mom and dad incredibly proud, and she looks at you and says, ‘He looks like a Gator.’”

Gator laughed beneath his breath. “Something like that.”

Celia wriggled in her seat. “I suppose you drive a big truck, have a gun rack, and go hunting on the weekends.” She made arm gestures as she spoke, mimicking holding a steering wheel then a rifle.

“Yep.” He reclined, his neck propped on the back of the seat. 

“Then, you’ll need a good woman to sit on the hood,” Celia continued. “I think I can dig up something short and tight that’ll work.”

He turned his gaze. Her in something short and tight was a mental image it’d take a while to shake. “I reckon. Should we set this up?” 

He was teasing, but her expression said she heard differently.

“If I give you my number, you’ll actually call?”

He pulled himself upright. She was serious? 

“Mr. Lawrence, your license,” the clerk said, “and Miss Boyle, yours as well.”

They rose in tandem, side-by-side claiming their respective licenses, and exited the building together. The January chill rose goosepimples on his arms, despite the glaring sunshine.

“You really drive a truck?”

He jerked his chin toward the diesel parked in the center of the lot. “You really giving me your number?”

Why would she? Then again, why did it matter to him? Because, for a reason he didn’t understand, it did. 

She moistened her lips. “If you’ll promise to take me away from all this. Somewhere with warm beach sand, blue ocean waves . . . me in a bikini.”

Gator raised his eyebrows. Another unforgettable image. 

“I think that can be arranged.”
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“What’s with all the travel brochures?”

Gator sifted through the selection in front of him, pulled one out of the stack, and unfolded it. Turquoise waters edged by cream-colored beach stretched to the empty horizon. In another photo, a patch of feathery-leaved palms danced against the blue sky. Bora Bora, read the brochure.

“I’m deciding where to take my girlfriend.”

His younger brother, Buck, released a loud breath. “Your girlfriend? You don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Do too. Met her today at the DMV and promised to go somewhere warm.”

Buck’s knuckles rapped sharply on his skull, and he released the brochure, catching his brother’s hand midway up, and twisting it left.

“Ow. I forget you’re fast,” Buck returned.

“You forget a lot of things, like I’m older and smarter, and now, also apparently cuter. Because I have a girlfriend, and I’m taking a trip.” Gator released his brother’s hand and fell back in his chair.

Buck eyed him, lips pursed, face crinkled. “You’re not joshin’?”

Gator didn’t respond but unfolded another brochure. He stabbed it with a blunt fingernail. “There. Right on that square of earth I will kiss the daylights out of her.”

“You do know Dad’s going to kill you before you get on the plane?”

Gator grinned. “He won’t know.”

Buck took a seat at the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “How do you figure that? You can’t just take off and not ask for vacation time first. He depends on you.”

“Correction. He depends on us.” Gator made a motion between them. “You just got promoted.”

Buck shook his head and snorted. “This is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done. I don’t believe you met any girl today or that you’re taking her on a trip or that you’re going to give me your job.”

Gator released the brochure, and it fluttered onto the table top. “No?”

“No.”

Gator reached for his phone and brought up a photo. Spinning it around, he held it in front of his brother’s face. “Tell me what’s in the background.”

Buck’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “The DMV.”

“Correct. And that beautiful girl standing in front of the doors is Celia Boyle, who asked me to take her away from here, and I promised to do it.”

“You’re nuts.”

Gator revolved the phone and stared down at the screen, absentmindedly tracing the girl’s outline. “Maybe so, but I have a feeling that this is exactly what I need, and no matter what it costs me, I’m going ahead with it.”

His screen went dark, and he returned his gaze to the brochures. 

Buck scooped up the topmost paper and raised it in front of Gator’s face. “I want to know where you’re going to sleep. One room or two?”

Gator snatched the brochure back, leaving his brother’s hands aloft. “Two. What kind of a person do you think I am?”

Buck’s lips twisted into a crooked smile. “Once you get alone with her, a desperate one.”

Gator made an unhappy face. “’Desperate’ has never been a word I’ve used to describe myself, and I’m not going to start now. I remember what Mom taught us.”

Buck gave a sharp laugh. “You forgot the part about not taking a girl you just met on a vacation . . . alone.”

“If you’re so concerned, then find you one and come with us.”

Though that would ruin everything. Buck’s idea of a girlfriend would be a six-foot-two Neanderthal who ate as much as he did. It’d be crowded and uncomfortable. Not what he wanted of this trip at all.

“Oh, that’s a super idea,” Buck replied. “Then who’s going to do your job while you’re gone? No, thanks. I value my head attached to my shoulders.”

Gator shrugged. “Your choice. But you remember that when you get my postcard.”
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Celia dropped the used comb in the jar of blue disinfectant and spun the chair toward the girl standing just outside the reach of the foot rest. “Next victim.”

The girl laughed and settled in, folding her hands in her lap.

Celia reached for a pink plastic cape, swinging it in a wide arc, and fastened it behind the girl’s neck. “How is Miss Ann today?” she asked, cheerfully. 

“I’m good. Thanks. But you can drop the Miss. The preschoolers call me that, not the adults.”

Celia smiled and rearranged the girl’s hair down her back. “The usual?” she asked.

Ann nodded, and Celia reached for her scissors and a fresh comb, pumping the foot pedal to raise the chair a few inches.

“Kenny asked about you yesterday,” Ann said.

Celia blew out a puff of air and snapped the scissors closed just over Ann’s head. “I’m likely to shear your hair off if you mention him again.”

Ann wrinkled her nose and laughed. “Knew you’d be upset, so I told him you hated his guts.”

“Did he believe you?” she asked, hopeful. Moistening the girl’s hair with a spritzer, Celia tugged a section outward and snipped the ends. 

“I’m not sure. He’s pigheaded.”

Pigheaded didn’t begin to describe that buffoon. Her mood souring, Celia released the thought. He wasn’t worth the effort.

“Won’t matter what he thinks anyway a month from now.”

Ann stared back at her in the mirror. “Why? What happens a month from now?”

Celia didn’t respond right off, for concentrating on her work, and soon, five minutes had passed. She paused then, the scissors hooked in her right hand. “I’m getting out of this
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