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SOMETHING NO REASONABLE man could have expected...

Everything seems to be going well for Gibby and Louis. When Louis’s friend Doug passes away, they’re both shaken by the loss. 

Doug leaves Louis his house, but he hesitates to take it. He doesn’t want to feel like he’s taking advantage of Doug’s kindness. Instead, he intends to think about it while he takes Gibby to Alaska for a romantic trip. He’s going to look at a golf course, but the time away might help him plan his next steps in life with the woman he loves. 

They spend a couple of wonderful nights in a beautiful, secluded cabin. However, the peaceful setting doesn’t last long. A wildfire forces them to evacuate just when Louis has made up his mind. He can’t wait to move into Doug’s house—with Gibby. He plans to propose, but those ideas are foiled by Mother Nature. 

Will have a chance to ask her to start a life with him? Or will more obstacles get in the way? 
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I WALKED IN THE DOOR and kicked off the thick, rubber-soled shoes I wore for waitressing. It was an early day. I wasn’t used to getting home so early. Usually, I worked at the crab shack and then raced to class or to clean a rental. I was officially done with night classes. I felt like I had so much time on my hands now. In reality, I had the same amount of time I had last year when I first started the classes. I just wasn’t used to it. My life had changed so much over the last year. I loved it. I was happy and settled. Things were looking up.

One year down. One year to go and I would have my degree. I was three-quarters of the way to fulfilling my dream to be a teacher. I was a few years behind schedule, but it was better late than never at all. I looked around my apartment. I should clean, but I didn’t want to. It wasn’t dirty, but it was messy. It was always messy. That’s the way I did things. I knew where everything was. Louis was a total neat freak and even organized his closet. 

Usually. 

I had a book club meeting soon, so I decided to sit down and enjoy some light reading. I looked around my apartment and couldn’t find the book. Then I remembered I left it next door at Louis’s place. His bed was bigger and nicer, as was his apartment in general. We spent a lot of time at his place. Being with him was amazing. I loved him. I loved being with him, and I especially enjoyed taking things slow. We were neighbors and lovers. We both had our own lives but we also basically lived together without actually living together. 

However, it would be so much easier if I didn’t have to use my keys to his place to get the stuff I left in his apartment. Somehow, and I still hadn’t quite figured out how it happened, I managed to have one shoe to a pair in my place and the other in his place. I wondered if he did it to mess with me. He was always giving me shit about leaving my shoes all over the place. If we moved in together, I would have to do a much better job putting my things away. But I wasn’t ready to have that talk with him. If he wanted to move in together, he would broach the subject. I didn’t want to pressure him into doing anything. Things were fine for now. I wasn’t worried about moving. Moving sucked. 

Eventually, I wanted a place of our own. Unfortunately, with me in school and my wages at the crab shack and cleaning duties, I wasn’t making great money. Louis was determined to support himself with his golf tournaments, but it wasn’t a guarantee he would win the purse. And golf wasn’t a year-round sport. He had to make sure he budgeted his money. 

While he made pretty good money with golf tournaments and teaching golf at Coral Cove in Fort Myers, it was expensive. It was hard to find a place. We’d be in a tiny one-bedroom if we were lucky. We wouldn’t be able to live at the retirement village, which was convenient and nice. I would miss my people. Louis would as well. We loved our old folks. They took care of us like we were their own. Neither of us had the best family lives. It was nice to have a huge family that looked after us as much as we looked after them. 

I grabbed the keys and let myself into his apartment. As usual, it was neat and tidy. There were a few additional personal elements to his apartment than what it used to have, but it was conservatively decorated. He didn’t like stuff. I loved stuff. I found my book and took it back to my place. 

It was a beautiful day. It had been a while since I hung out by the pool. I changed into a bikini and put on my coverup before taking the book out to the pool. 

“Hey.” Glenda looked up from her book and smiled. 

I smiled back. “You look comfy.” 

“I am,” she replied. “I pretend I’m reading, but I’m actually sleeping.”

“I won’t disturb you.”

“You’re not disturbing at all.” She sat her chair up. “How have you been?”

“Busy.” I sighed and sat down. “But I’m done with classes until fall semester.”

“You finished your exams?”

“I did.” I nodded. “It was good. I am so glad I was able to test out of my general education requirements. I’ll do a couple of random electives online to get my credits up. I’m so excited to be able to graduate early. I hope I can become a teacher like I have always wanted to. I’m so close I can almost taste it.” 

“I always knew you were one smart cookie. And you are certainly deserving of a good job. A better job. You don’t need to be hanging out with us old people all day.”

I laughed. “But I like hanging out with you old people.” 

“Nonsense.” She waved a hand. “You and Louis need to find your own place. I think we’re holding you back.”

“I don’t think that at all,” I said. “We both love it here, and it’s good for Louis to be close to the golf course.”

“He has a car. He can drive here.”

“But we’d have super high rent,” I said with a laugh. “That’s not an easy thing to give up.

“How are the two of you doing? Are you guys getting along well?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “Why?”

“We hardly see you guys. We were worried you were having some trouble. Young people today are built differently than our generation.”

“How so?”

“Well, I can’t personally talk given the number of husbands I’ve had, but I’ve heard you’re supposed to fight to make a marriage work.”

I laughed. “I’ve heard the same.”

“Are you and Louis fighting to make it work or is it easy?”

I shrugged. “It feels pretty easy right now. We don’t fight. We have silly disagreements but nothing too terrible.”

“Are you going to move in together? I’m not so old-fashioned. I know kids live together before marriage.”

“I’m not sure,” I answered. “I have thought it would make our lives easier, but I’m not sure he’s ready to take that next step.”

“I bet you money he is,” she said with a knowing smile.

“Do you know something?” 

“I just know he’s thought about it.”

“I’ve thought about it as well, but I think we’re both hesitant because we would either have to live in our small condos or move off the property. Trust me, there’s not much out there. We have it pretty good here. We’ve got all the amenities, security, jobs, and friends. If we move, we might have to give up the beach and golfing. I would probably have to drive to work, which means traffic and driving my piece-of-shit car. Plus, I like doing the activities and stuff here, even if I haven’t had a lot of free time lately.”

“You guys are young and should be living in a nice, private place. Louis can afford it.”

“I’m not going to be a mooch. I don’t want him to be footing all the bills. I need to feel like I’m contributing. I hate the idea of not pulling my own weight. I want to be able to help pay the rent.”

“In my day, we were okay with our men footing the bills,” she said. 

“Maybe if we were married,” I said. “I don’t want him or his rich family thinking I’m sucking him dry.”

“Anybody that knows you would know you aren’t worried about his money. That’s what makes you so special. I am sure that’s why he loves you. You’re a very natural, loving person. I know for a fact he doesn’t care what his family thinks.”

“I would still like to think I’m equal,” I said. “I’ve been in a relationship before that didn’t make me feel like I was doing much to help. He used that over me. I felt like I owed him.”

“And Louis is nothing like that,” she said. “Stop being afraid. This is the next step in your relationship. Unless you plan to get married first. We definitely want you guys close, but you don’t need to live on the property. You should have friends that come over and hang out. You should be able to go down to your pool and not see a bunch of shriveled-up bodies.”

I laughed at the idea. “That’s definitely not the case.”

“I don’t want you to leave,” she said. “Don’t get me wrong. But I don’t want you to waste your youth hanging out with us old people.”

“I have found hanging out with you old people is much more enjoyable than going out to clubs and all that stuff. Louis feels the same way.”

“I have a friend that was in real estate. I could give her a call and we’ll see what we can find for you.”

“Glenda, I appreciate that, but I don’t know if that’s what Louis wants yet. It’s been less than a year that we’ve been together. Ten months. He might want more time.”

“Life goes by fast,” she lectured. “I wouldn’t waste much more time.”

We talked for a little while before I left the pool. I wanted to make dinner for Louis. Usually, we ate some quick takeout. Tonight, I wanted to make something special. I returned to my place and dropped my book on the table. I paused to smile at the picture of me and Louis in Hawaii. He had made the trip to the tournament with me. We didn’t win, but I didn’t care. I had a blast with him. My volleyball team came in third, which wasn’t terrible given our competition. I had to put volleyball on the back burner with school and work and everything. I tried to play on occasion, but if I had a free night, I usually spend it with Louis. 

I opened the fridge and pulled out some chicken. The condos were very nice, and we didn’t have to pay a lot of rent because we both worked at Coral Cove. If we moved, our rent would be four to five times what we paid now. I was worried we might lose all the things we were spoiled by right now. 

But to have our own place and privacy would definitely be nice. I loved the Coral Cove people, but they did tend to meddle. They were always watching and gossiping about us. Not in a bad way, but it was tough to enjoy any privacy with the busy-bodies looking out the window. If we went for a walk on the beach, everyone knew. If we got playful in the pool, everyone knew. It was like living in our parents’ basement except we had forty parents. 
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DOUG AND I WERE OUT on the golf course enjoying the warm sunshine and perfect weather like we did religiously twice a week. I couldn’t help but comment on how beautiful it was. Life was good. I loved my life. I loved my woman, and I loved my job. I loved where I lived. I could easily make people crazy with my rosy outlook. I usually kept my excitement for life under wraps. I had been around people who were too happy. They were obnoxious. 

“Isn’t this just perfect?” I asked Doug. 

“It’s nice.” He nodded without a lot of enthusiasm. “The weather in Florida is unbeatable. It’s why I love living here.”

We continued our game, chatting and laughing. More like I was laughing. Doug seemed to be tired. He wasn’t his usual spunky self. As we approached the eighth hole, we paused to take in the view.

“You can’t beat this view.” I gestured toward the sweeping vista before us. “It’s spectacular.”

“I agree,” he said with a smile. 

“Are you feeling okay? Is the heat too much?”

“No, no,” he said. “I just didn’t get enough sleep.”

“Why don’t we call it a day?” I said. “We don’t need to do all eighteen holes.”

“It’s been a great day,” he said. 

I gave him a funny look. “Yes, it has.”

“Have you told Gibby about the trip?” he asked as we made our way to the next hole. 

“Kind of. She knows I’m going.”

“Did you book the tickets?”

“I did.” I nodded. “I think I’ll tell her tonight.”

“What have you told her?”

“I told her one of my friends is designing a new golf course and wants me to come see it. I just haven’t told her exactly where it’s at. She thinks I’m just going on another golf trip.”

“Don’t you think she might need some warning to get the time off work?”

“I already cleared it with Biff,” I said. “I got her ten days off.”

“Wow.” He nodded. “Does Biff know what’s going on?”

I smiled and took my swing. We moved on to the next hole, taking a little longer than usual. Doug and I played golf on this course twice a week. We could probably do it with our eyes closed. I was the professional, but Doug had been golfing longer than I had been alive. He didn’t need lessons from me. I was sure he took them because he wanted a golfing companion. I didn’t mind at all. It was nice to be able to golf and not teach. Plus, I really liked Doug. He was a good guy full of wisdom. Over the last year, he had become more like a father to me. Maybe a grandfather. 

“He doesn’t,” I said. “Not really. Just you, Doug.”

“Ah.” He chuckled with very little enthusiasm. 

Again, I got the feeling he wasn’t feeling his usual self. I didn’t want to bug him about it. Doug was a capable man. He wouldn’t want to be coddled. The best thing I could do was be there for him. I slowed my pace, giving him a chance to catch his breath. 

“Got any tournaments on the books?” he asked. 

“A couple.” I nodded. “None with big purses.”

“Are you going pro? I thought I’d see you in the Masters.”

I laughed. “Not quite there. I’m not sure I will be.”

He chuckled. “You’re the big fish in a small pond, right?” 

“Yes. I guess I’m a little worried about making the jump and finding out I’m the smallest fish in a big pond. I want a little more experience under my belt. And I love playing golf. I’m not sure I want the pressure of a major sponsor and all that stuff.”

“I understand,” he said. 

I noticed him leaning on his club, slightly hunched over. He wasn’t well, but he wouldn’t admit it. “You know, Gibby is supposed to be off early today. Do you mind if we cut it short today?”

“Oh, she’s off early?” he asked. “Is she done with school?”

“For now,” I said. “She starts up in a few months.”

“Let’s finish this last hole,” he said. “It’s always been my biggest challenge. I need to conquer it.”

He sounded determined. My goal had been to stop before we reached the eleventh hole. Doug was a laidback golfer, but this hole always gave him trouble. It gave everyone trouble. That was kind of the goal. It wouldn’t be a good course if it was too easy. 

As the sun beat down on the green, feeling just a little extra warm than usual, I watched Doug as he stepped up to the tee. The hole was infamous among the regulars at the golf course. A long, winding dogleg that required precision and skill to navigate. It was the kind of hole that could make or break a game. It was tough for me, and I was supposed to be a semi-pro. I knew Doug was feeling the pressure to conquer the damn thing after trying over and over and over. 

I watched in silence as Doug lined up his shot, adjusting his stance and grip before finally bringing the club down in a smooth, fluid motion. I silently prayed he got the hit he needed. The ball soared through the air, twisting and turning as it made its way down the fairway.

We both held our breath as the ball landed, bouncing once before coming to rest in the rough. It was a decent shot, but not good enough to avoid the tricky bunker that guarded the green.

“Damn!” I exclaimed. While it wasn’t great, it was his personal best. “You were so damn close!”

As we made our way down the fairway, I saw the frustration on Doug’s face. Doug was a good golfer, but this hole was a challenge for the most seasoned players. It was his best tee off yet. I thought that was damn good progress. 

“Close, but not close enough,” Doug mumbled. 

“You beat me.” I laughed. “I bet you’ll get it at par.”

With each shot, I saw the tension mounting in his shoulders. I watched as Doug tried different clubs and strategies, each time falling short of the mark. I didn’t offer an opinion. This was up to him. He had a determination in him. I didn’t understand where it came from. I remained supportive, offering words of encouragement and cheering him on with each swing.

Then, finally, it happened. With a smooth, controlled stroke, Doug sent the ball soaring over the bunker and onto the green. We both watched in awe as the ball rolled toward the hole, coming to rest just inches away from the cup.

“Holy shit!” I laughed. “That was nothing short of a miracle!”

Doug offered a slight smile. “A miracle would have been getting it out of there two strokes ago.”

I gave him a gentle pat on the back and congratulated him on a job well done. “You did it, that’s what counts.”

“It’s my best yet.” 

“Are we ready to call it?” I asked him. 

Sweat dripped down the side of his face. He looked pale despite his usual year-round tan from spending every day on the golf course under the hot Florida sun. 

“I think we better.” Doug reached for the towel he kept in his back pocket. He wiped his face and took a moment to look out over the course. 

“Want me to take your clubs?” I asked. 

“I got it,” he murmured. 

We walked back to the parking lot, nodding and waving at some of the regulars on the course. We didn’t stop at the clubhouse for a drink like we normally did. On the way to his car, Doug stopped and swayed on his feet. 

“Why don’t I drive you home?” I suggested. “You look like you got a little too much sun today. It’s pretty humid. I’m guessing you might be dehydrated.”

“Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.”

“I’ll come back with Gibby to get my car home,” I assured him. I put his clubs in the trunk of his car and helped him into the front seat of his car. 

“Thank you.”

I blasted the AC and aimed it directly at him. I drove him to his house on the beach that backed up to the golf course. I looked over and noticed he was breathing hard. “Maybe I should take you to urgent care,” I said. “You don’t look good, Doug.”

He chuckled. “I’m just old. This is what happens. I might have overdone it a little. I’m going to get some water and take a nap.”

“I’ll help you in,” I said. 

“No, no,” he said and seemed to rally. “I’m good. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”

I walked him to his door, nervous about leaving him alone. “Are you sure I can’t take you to the doctor?” I asked. 

“No, no.” 

“Let me get you settled.” I followed him into his house. I didn’t give him an option. I walked him to his recliner and got him settled before going to the kitchen to get him something to drink. I found him a glass of water and snatched a banana from the fruit bowl. 

“Here,” I said. “Drink this and eat a banana.”

“Thank you.” He leaned back. “The cool air feels good. I’m already feeling better.”

“All right, I’ll call you later,” I told him. “Get some rest.”

“Thanks.” 

I left his house and walked to Coral Cove. I spotted Glenda and quickly rushed over to talk to her. “Hey,” I said to get her attention.

“Hello, Louis.” She smiled. 

“I was just golfing with Doug. He doesn’t look good. He looks worse than good. I think he needs to see a doctor. I tried to get him to let me take him to the doctor, but he won’t go. He needs to go. Can you convince him?”

Glenda started laughing. “I would have a better chance of moving a car with my finger.”

“I think he needs a doctor,” I said again. “Seriously, Glenda. I’m a guy. He won’t admit anything to me. It’s a pride thing.”

She frowned. “What’s wrong with him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. He was pale and sweating and just not himself. He was off. Something wasn’t right. He said he hasn’t been sleeping well, but it looked like more than that.”

She stared at me and then nodded. “Okay. I’ll give him a call.”

“I gave him a bottle of water and a banana,” I said. “It felt inadequate and I doubt it’ll do much, but he wasn’t interested in having me stick around. I didn’t want to insult him.”

“I don’t scare off easily.” She laughed. “I’ll give him a call and ask if he’d like to have dinner together.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Let me know.”

“Enjoy your dinner,” she called out. 

“What?” I asked with confusion. 

She smiled and walked away. Glenda could be a bit of an odd duck at times. I headed inside and stuck the key in the door of my apartment, when I changed my mind. I knocked once on Gibby’s door. “Babe?” I called out and opened the door. 

“In here,” I heard her say. 

I pushed the door open and inhaled the scent of peppers and onions. “Damn,” I breathed. “Are you making dinner?”

“I am.” She smiled. “Chicken fajitas and rice.”

“Damn,” I said again and walked over to give her a kiss on the cheek. “It smells amazing.”

She laughed. “I hope it tastes just as good.” 

“It will. I’m going to take a quick shower. It’s hot as shit out there. I’m sweaty and gross.”

“I don’t mind you sweaty,” she replied. “I actually like you sweaty.”

“I’d prefer to be sweaty for a different reason.” I laughed and swatted her backside. “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”
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