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ALLIE SANDS TOOK THE news of Dell’s death hard. I didn’t realize how hard until she told me they were seeing each other well before I arrived on the scene. She told him about me, and explained how much heartache and trouble I got her mixed up in back in the city. She insisted it wasn’t all my fault. That she had to accept some of the blame.

By the time Allie asked me to come to Panama Crossing to help her out with the marina business, she and Dell were pretty serious as a couple. When I showed up on the scene, Dell backed off and left the two of us to figure out for ourselves where we stood.

Had it been me, I don’t know if I could have done the same and stepped back. Perhaps if I had known from the start she and Dell were an item, I would never have made another move on Allie. I might have given both of them a lot of space. That she wasn’t capable of saying no didn’t bother me, though.

I liked Dell right off. He seemed to be a good man. Steve, his partner working with him at Allie’s boat charter business, wasn’t such an angel. Down in Mexico, Steve ended up turning traitor and killing two people, Dell and Lindy, my lover. He would have killed all of us, too, if we hadn’t got lucky and floated our way out of Dodge on our sweet yacht. The yacht was apparently off the books and unregistered to boot. I wanted to float it home as my contribution to Allie’s business.

The bullet I sent Steve’s way and Kara’s knife sticking out of the man’s back did the deed to avenge Dell’s death and that of Lindy. Knowing both of us could do the deed appeared to assuage the doubt that we had about each another.
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The annoying tone on the phone awakened me to breaking daylight. The air conditioner was doing its job. The sheets were dry. The temperature in the upstairs bedroom was just right for sleeping. I ignored the phone’s siren call and continued to feign sleep. Allie crawled over me and out of bed to shut the damned thing up. It began ringing again, and she answered. I listened until she handed it over.

“It’s for you,” she announced.

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask. It’s a woman.” She was more than a little annoyed.

“I don’t let women call me anymore since I moved in with you,” I told her.

“Take the damned phone, Jim. I want to go back to sleep.”

Allie finally allowed herself a much-needed day off, so I did what any man would do in my situation. I kissed the girl in bed beside me on the cheek, took the phone, and listened. I sat bolt-upright.

Allie wasn’t so sleepy she didn’t know something was wrong. “What is it?” She reached to turn on the light.

“It’s nothing. Go back to sleep,” I told her. Like she’d listen.

“It’s not nothing. You’re white as a ghost,” Allie said. “What’s going on?”

I wanted to lie, but she’d see right through me. The woman always could, even when it was important to me that she didn’t. Maybe that was because I was a terrible liar when it came to her. “I’m going to have to load up a boat and take a trip for a couple of days.”

Pounding on the door interrupted the speech I was preparing. For once, I looked forward to seeing who it was if it would get Allie to stop asking questions.

“Allie! Jim! Get up. I need to talk to you.”

Well, perhaps not. Already Erica was in a state of near panic. Right off I knew she’d gotten the same call. This wasn’t going to be anything to look forward to.

Erica yelled past the closed door. “Why did you hang up on Kara?” She insisted on knowing.

“What are you talking about? I didn’t hang up on anyone,” I told her. “I just talked to her.”

“Kara said you hung up,” Erica insisted. Why? What’s wrong with you?”

Allie was just as upset. “Erica. Calm down. Will one of you tell me what’s going on? And Jim, where do you think you’re going with a boat all by yourself?”

Already I knew what was coming. I was sure of it, and I wouldn’t be capable of saying no. Or calling a halt to it.

––––––––
[image: ]


It took only as long as getting dressed for Erica to devolve into an even worse state of panic, if that was possible. She paced back and forth outside our closed door like an animal in a cage. “Kara is in trouble. She needs help. She’s south of the border again. She says she got caught up in a smuggling and counterfeit ring. Sass is with her.” She paused and took a breath and knocked on the door again. “What’s taking you so long?”

Allie’s eyes bored into mine.

I had been home for a month. Things weren’t going well for us. I think Allie suspected something had gone on between Kara and me. She didn’t ask questions, but I knew it was in the background, festering.

I couldn’t blame her. She knew me. She knew what I was like back in the city. When it came to women, I was weak. It was like I was still in college. When we were in the city, she had cut me a lot of slack until it had almost done her in.

In fact, it had done her in. Thanks to me, she quit a job she was good at and came down to the coast to help her brother run the family business in Panama Crossing. Her mistake had been calling me down to help her get through a rough patch with her brother’s drug addiction. Hank was stuffing the family business up his nose.

When I fixed that, she kept me on. They both kept me on. I figured there had to be something good in it for me. Except, I couldn’t swim, and I knew absolutely nothing about boats.

That’s when Dell took pity on me and showed me some of the ropes, literally. I managed not to hang myself. Instead, I learned some knots and soldiered on, and became a part of the business. I helped and contributed where I could, and kept my nose out of the money end of the business.

I liked it that way.

And I liked it even more when Allie walked through the door at day’s end and talked business and problems and solutions that I’d never know. I enjoyed being her sounding board.

I refused to offer advice, mostly because I didn’t have any. Instead, I listened. I must have been good at that, because most of the time she seemed happy to have me.

So why was I always screwing it up?
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By the sound of it, Kara and Saskia—Sass, as she was called—were down Mexico way in yet another drug investigation. Judging by the phone call to Erica, Kara’s sister, they were in over their heads and needed to be extracted. There’d be no talking Allie out of this deal, especially now that Erica had taken the call from Kara and was asking for my help. Allie wasn’t about allowing me to do it alone.

On my last expedition south of the border, Erica surprised our team by showing up in the Mexican port where Kara and I had berthed the yacht. That’s when I learned she was Kara’s sister—even though I didn’t believe it at the time. Erica almost compromised our op, and at the same time, she caught on to me. She knew I was doing something in Mexico that involved her sister. She just didn’t know what. She didn’t trust me. She didn’t want me involved with her sister in any way, shape or form.

Despite all of it, Allie was on a mission with Erica, and she was not about being refused. There would be no holding the pair back. They developed a form of loyalty to each other ever since Allie hired Erica to do dive work for the company. Erica and daughter Lily fit in perfectly. Hell, she and Hank had finally fallen in love. Even Zelda jumped into the mix and adopted little Lily. Or maybe it was the other way around with that pair. Big black dog and little girl chased after each other everywhere.

“I’ll pack some coolers with food,” Allie said. “Erica, set Lily up with Hank. Explain what’s going on. He’ll take care of things until we get back.”

I busied myself throwing clothes for two into a bag and went for my automatic. In twenty minutes, we were at the wharf. Hank was already fueling the boat.

Lily helped as best she could. “I packed this for you, mom,” she said.

Erica hugged and kissed her. Without looking, she threw the bag into the boat. She kissed Hank like I hardly ever saw a woman kiss a man, and climbed aboard.

Thanks to Allie, the engines were running.

Zelda stood by Lily and Hank, watching the frenzy of activity with an interested eye. If we let her, she’d probably jump on board, sensing adventure.

“Take care of our new boat,” Hank yelled after us through the flurry of activity. Lily waved goodbye.

I untied while Hank pushed us off and we were gone. I never for a minute considered what Hank or Lily had to be going through as they watched the circus depart the wharf. Once past the breakwater and in open sea, I stopped thinking about it entirely.

Instead, I got busy needing to know what Kara told her sister about the op she was on.

“All right. Now that we’re ship-shape, what the hell is going on? Kara didn’t tell me much. She’s down on Bagdad Beach with Sass. She asked me to come and get them.”

“Erica, you need
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