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    To my beautiful wife, I love you so much.

  

  
    Salt Air and Rusty Hinges

    The ferry cut through the glassy water like a reluctant guest arriving late to its own party, and Hailey Brooks stood at the bow, salt spray kissing her face as the Florida Keys came into view. She'd left this place three years ago, chasing boardroom dreams and city lights, but now, with her father's letters growing shorter and vaguer by the month, the pull of home had won out. The sun hung low, painting the horizon in lazy strokes of pink and gold, and for a moment, everything felt like it used to—simple, endless, alive with promise. But as Marisol Sands emerged from the haze, that feeling twisted into something sharper, like a conch shell pressed too hard against her ear.


The resort's dock looked smaller than she remembered, the pilings weathered gray and leaning just a bit, as if tired of holding up the weight of so many summers. Hailey gripped the ferry's railing tighter, her sun-bleached hair whipping in the breeze. She'd pictured faded glory, maybe a few overgrown palms, but this—this was different. The main building's white paint had peeled in long, curling strips, revealing the wood beneath like old skin sloughing off. The tropical gardens, once a riot of hibiscus and bougainvillea that her mom had tended with such care, were choked with weeds, the paths barely visible under tangled vines. It wasn't just quiet; it was hushed, the kind of stillness that whispered of neglect.


She stepped onto the dock with her duffel bag slung over one shoulder, flip-flops slapping against the warm planks. The air smelled of salt and diesel and something faintly metallic, like rust. Elias—Big E to everyone who knew him—was there waiting, his broad frame silhouetted against the late afternoon light. He waved with that familiar, booming energy, his white beard catching the sun like sea foam. "There's my girl!" he called, his voice carrying across the water with the effortless power of a man who'd spent decades hollering orders over engine noise.


Hailey forced a smile and quickened her pace, dropping her bag to wrap him in a hug. He smelled like sunscreen and pipe tobacco, the same as always, but his embrace felt looser, his shoulders not quite as solid. "Dad," she said, pulling back to look at him. Up close, the changes hit harder. His blue eyes twinkled as bright as ever, but there were new lines etched around them, and his skin had that sallow tint she'd seen in photos of folks who'd been fighting off the flu too long. He coughed—a dry, rasping sound that he covered with a fist to his mouth—and waved it off before she could ask.


"Humidity's got me today," he said, clapping her on the back a little too heartily. "Thick as pea soup out here. Come on, let's get you settled. Boat ride wear you out?" He bent to grab her bag, but Hailey snatched it first, noting the slight hitch in his step as he turned toward the path. He moved slower than she remembered, his captain's hat tilted at that same jaunty angle, but his limp was more pronounced, pulling at her heart like a riptide.


They walked side by side up the dock, the boards creaking underfoot. "Place looks... cozy," Hailey said carefully, her eyes tracing the sagging eaves of the main office. A shutter hung crooked on one window, banging softly in the breeze. "Been a while. Feels good to be back."


Elias chuckled, a deep rumble that echoed off the water. "Cozy's one word for it. She's like an old boat—needs a little patching here and there, but she'll sail true. Don't you fret. We've weathered worse than a few paint chips."


Hailey nodded, but her mind raced. The letters had painted a picture of minor setbacks—slow bookings, a cranky generator. This was more like a ship taking on water. They reached the end of the dock and stepped onto the crushed-shell path that wound through what used to be the gardens. Now, the shells were half-buried under knee-high grass, and the palm fronds drooped like forgotten party streamers. A faded sign reading Marisol Sands Resort – Paradise Found leaned against a post, one corner splintered.


"How's business?" she asked, keeping her tone light as they approached the main office. It was a low-slung building with a wide veranda, the kind of place where guests used to sip mai tais and swap fishing stories. Now, a couple of lounge chairs sat crookedly, their cushions mildewed and sagging.


"Off-season blues," Elias replied, fishing keys from his cargo shorts. "Folks chasing winter up north. But spring'll bring 'em back. Always does." He unlocked the door with a jangle, holding it open for her. Inside, the air was cooler, thick with the scent of old paper and faint mildew. The front desk was cluttered with ledgers, a half-empty coffee mug, and a fan that whirred lazily, stirring dust motes in the slanted light.


Hailey's gaze landed on the stack of mail shoved under the ledger—envelopes bulging, some with red URGENT stamps peeking out. Bills, probably. Or worse. Her stomach tightened. "Dad, what's all that?" She nodded toward the pile, reaching for it before he could intercept.


Elias coughed again, louder this time, and stepped in front of the desk with practiced ease. "Junk mail, mostly. You know how it is— catalogs, flyers. Humidity makes everything curl up like a bad perm." He grinned, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Hey, speaking of humidity, did I tell you about the no-see-ums? They're throwing a convention out back. Size of gnats, sting like hornets. You'll need the bug juice I left in your room."


Hailey paused, her hand hovering. It was classic Dad—deflect with a joke, steer the conversation to safer waters. But she wasn't a kid anymore, and this wasn't a leaky kayak. "Those letters look pretty official," she pressed gently. "We should probably—"


"Later, honey. Unpack first. You've been cooped up on that ferry all day." He steered her toward the hallway with a hand on her shoulder, his touch warm but insistent. "Your old room's waiting, just like you left it. Posters and all. Bet you miss that boy band."


She let him guide her, but the weight settled heavier now, like an anchor dragging across the sea floor. The hallway walls were still lined with faded photos—her at five, grinning with a stringer of snapper; Mom laughing in the garden; Elias hoisting a trophy marlin. Memories that used to comfort her now felt like ghosts, lingering in the dim light.


Her room was at the end, the door sticking slightly as Elias pushed it open. It smelled of salt air and lavender sachets, the twin bed made up with the same quilt she'd had since high school. The window overlooked the beach, waves whispering against the shore. "Home sweet home," Elias said, lingering in the doorway. "Get some rest. We'll talk shop tomorrow—bright and early, captain's orders."


"Sounds good, Dad." Hailey set her bag down and hugged him again, feeling the fragility beneath his shirt. "Love you."


"Love you more, kiddo." He coughed once more on his way out, the door clicking shut behind him.


Alone, Hailey exhaled slowly, sinking onto the bed. The springs creaked in protest. She unpacked methodically—jeans, swimsuits, a stack of linen shirts—each item a reminder of the life she'd built away from here. Hospitality management degree, sleek apartment in Miami, promotions that came with corner offices and cocktail hours. But none of it had prepared her for this. The resort wasn't just fraying; it was unraveling, thread by thread.


She thought of the mail, those red stamps like warning buoys. Elias had always been the rock, the one who fixed leaks and chased off developers with tall tales and a stubborn grin. But the cough, the limp, the hidden bills—they painted a different picture. One of a man carrying too much, alone. Guilt twisted in her chest; she'd been gone too long, chasing her own horizon while home slipped away.


Sunset came softly, bleeding orange across the sky. Hailey changed into shorts and a tank top, wandering back to the office under the pretense of grabbing water. The desk was cleared now, the mail gone—tucked away somewhere, no doubt. She sighed, filling a glass from the cooler, the ice clinking like tiny wind chimes.


Dinner was quiet, just the two of them on the veranda with plates of grilled mahi-mahi and conch salad Elias had whipped up. He spun stories of the glory days—tourists who proposed on the dock, the time a dolphin pod followed a guest's kayak all the way back. Hailey laughed in the right places, but her eyes kept drifting to his hands, thinner now, veined like driftwood.


"You're staring, girl," he teased finally, pointing his fork at her. "What's on your mind? Sea legs not settled?"


"Just happy to be here," she lied, smiling around a bite. "Though I could use a rundown of the books tomorrow. Make sure I'm up to speed."


His fork paused mid-air. "Tomorrow. Plenty of time for numbers. Tonight's for eating." Another cough rattled through him, and he chased it with a swig of tea. Hailey let it drop, but the unspoken hung between them, heavy as storm clouds.


Later, after Elias had shuffled off to his cabin, Hailey slipped down to the beach. The sand was cool beneath her feet, the ocean a dark murmur under a sky pricked with stars. She walked the water's edge, shells crunching softly, the waves tagging her ankles like old friends. The resort loomed behind her, a silhouette of peeling paint and good intentions. How bad was it, really? A few thousand in arrears? Or enough to lose the place her mom had named after the sea—Marisol, star of the sea.


She stopped at the end of the beach, where the mangroves met the shore in a tangled embrace. The weight of it all pressed down—the disrepair, Dad's secrets, the impossible task of pulling it back from the brink. Could she do it? Fix the gardens, chase bookings, patch the roof, all while coaxing Elias to see a doctor? Her fingers traced the scar on her knee, a jagged reminder of the time she'd tumbled off the dock chasing a hermit crab. She'd gotten up then, scraped but stubborn. Maybe this was no different.


Or maybe it was everything different. The dark ocean stretched out, vast and indifferent, whispering possibilities she couldn't quite hear. Hailey hugged her arms around herself, breathing in the salt air that had shaped her. For the first time in years, she let the question settle fully: could she save her home? The waves offered no answer, just the steady rhythm of what had always been.


Back in her room, she lay awake long after midnight, the fan stirring the humid air. Sleep came in fits, laced with dreams of overgrown paths and stacks of envelopes that multiplied like sand fleas. When dawn finally crept in, pale and tentative, Hailey rose with a resolve as firm as the tide. One thing at a time. Start with the mail, the cough, the truth. Whatever it took, Marisol Sands wouldn't fade into memory. Not on her watch.


But as she stared out at the ocean one last time before dressing, doubt lingered like the morning mist. The place she loved was holding its breath, waiting. And she wasn't sure she had what it took to make it exhale.

    
  

  
    The Grumpy Guest

    The morning humidity was already thick enough to chew on by the time Hailey made it down to the lobby. It was that specific brand of Florida heat that didn’t just sit on you; it wrapped around you like a damp wool blanket, heavy and insistent. She had spent the last hour in the crawl space beneath the front desk, wrestling with a copper pipe that had decided to start weeping sometime during the night. The resort was full of these small rebellions—faucets that hummed, floorboards that groaned, and now, a leak that was threatening to turn the sub-flooring into a sponge.


Hailey adjusted her grip on the heavy-duty wrench, her knuckles scraped and her tank top streaked with a cocktail of rust and old dust. The space was cramped, smelling of salt-rot and damp earth, but it was the only way to reach the main shut-off valve for the lobby’s auxiliary line. She’d grown up knowing these nooks and crannies like the back of her hand, but three years in Miami had softened her calluses. Now, every turn of the bolt felt like a personal negotiation with the building’s stubborn soul.


“Just one more turn, you old bucket of bolts,” she muttered, her voice echoing hollowly against the floorjoists. She could hear the faint, rhythmic whir of the lobby fan above her, a sound that usually meant peace. But today, the stillness felt fragile. She needed this fixed before the morning’s only expected guest arrived. Elias had mentioned a reservation—a two-week stay, which was a godsend for the books but a nightmare for a building held together by hope and duct tape.


Suddenly, the sound of the front door’s bell chimed—a bright, silver sound that felt entirely too cheerful for the situation. Hailey froze. She wasn't ready. Her hair was falling out of its bun in sweaty loops, and she was currently horizontal in a puddle of lukewarm water. She heard the heavy, unhurried thud of boots on the hardwood. It wasn't her father’s jaunty, uneven limp; these steps were deliberate, echoing with the weight of someone carrying a heavy load.


“Hello?” a voice called out. It was a rich baritone, sounding a bit frayed at the edges, like a piece of velvet that had been dragged through the sand. “Is there anyone working the desk?”


Hailey gritted her teeth. For the love of coconuts, she thought. She gave the wrench one final, desperate heave. It was a mistake. Instead of tightening, the rusted valve gave way with a sickening crack. A jet of pressurized water erupted from the pipe, hitting the underside of the floorboards and spraying back down directly into Hailey’s face. She gasped, sputtering as the cold spray blinded her. In her shock, she scrambled backward, her shoulder catching on a support beam, and she practically tumbled out of the access hatch behind the counter.


She emerged like a swamp creature, dripping wet and gasping for air, clutching a wrench as if it were a weapon. Across the mahogany counter stood a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a very expensive, very exhausted travel magazine. He was tall, lanky in a way that suggested he forgot to eat when he was busy, and his sandy hair was wind-tousled to the point of chaos. He wore a rumpled linen shirt and tortoise-shell glasses that were currently being speckled by the fine mist still drifting from the hatch.


He didn’t move. He just stared at her, his hazel eyes wide behind the droplets on his lenses. He looked like he’d been traveling for forty-eight hours straight and had finally reached his breaking point, only to find a water-logged woman wielding a plumbing tool at his destination.


“I… I’m so sorry,” Hailey panted, wiping a stream of water from her eye. “The pipe—it just—it didn’t like the wrench.”


The man didn’t laugh. He didn’t even smile. He slowly reached into his pocket, pulled out a pristine white handkerchief, and began to methodically wipe the water from his glasses. “I was told this was a sanctuary,” he said, his voice flat and weary. “I wasn't aware that the sanctuary included a surprise water park in the lobby.”


Hailey felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the humidity. She stood up, trying to regain some semblance of dignity despite the fact that her shorts were plastered to her legs and she was leaving a puddle on the rug. “It’s an old building. It has character. Sometimes that character involves plumbing emergencies. I’m Hailey. You must be… Mr. Whitaker?”


“Andrew,” he corrected quickly, almost sharply. He didn’t look at her, instead focusing on the leather satchel slung over his shoulder. “Just Andrew. And I’m looking for a room. Specifically, a quiet room. One that doesn't require a life jacket or a background in civil engineering to navigate.”


Hailey’s sympathy, which had been flickering for a moment at the sight of his tired eyes, suddenly snuffed out. There was an arrogance in his tone—a clipped, metropolitan impatience that didn’t sit well with the slow rhythm of the Keys. He was one of those guests. The kind who expected five-star precision in a place that ran on sunshine and "maybe tomorrow."


“Well, Andrew,” she said, emphasizing the name with a touch of salt, “we’re in the middle of the off-season. Most of our rooms are quiet because there’s nobody in them. If you’ll just give me a second to dry my hands, I’ll get you checked in.” She reached under the counter for a towel, her movements jerky with irritation. “You’re here for two weeks, right? That’s a long time to spend in a place you’re already criticizing.”


Andrew sighed, a long, heavy sound that seemed to deflate his shoulders. He looked past her, out toward the window where the sun was beginning to bake the dock. “I’m not criticizing the scenery. I’m just… tired. I’ve spent the last three months in airports and hotels that all smell like industrial lemon cleaner. I just want somewhere where nobody knows my name and nothing moves faster than the tide.”


He reached out to sign the ledger, and Hailey noticed he didn't use the name Whitaker. He signed it Andrew James. She raised an eyebrow but didn't comment. If he wanted to use his middle name and pretend he was a man of mystery, that was his business. She had a resort to save and a father to worry about; she didn't have time for the whims of a grumpy travel writer, even if he did have a jawline that belonged on a coin.


“Right. Andrew James,” she said, sliding a heavy brass key across the counter. “I’m putting you in Cabin Eleven. It’s the farthest one out, right at the edge of the mangroves. You won’t hear a soul out there except for the herons and the occasional jumping mullet. It’s about as far from 'construction and noise' as you can get.”


What she didn’t mention was that Cabin Eleven also had a window unit air conditioner that sounded like a jet engine during takeoff and a porch screen that rattled whenever the wind picked up. If he wanted isolation, he was going to get it, along with every quirky sound the Florida coast had to offer.


Andrew took the key, his fingers brushing hers for a fleeting second. His skin was cool, a sharp contrast to the humid air. For a moment, his gaze met hers, and the irritation in his eyes softened into something else—a flicker of recognition, or perhaps just a shared moment of exhaustion. But then he blinked, the wall went back up, and he hoisted his bag.


“Thank you,” he said, his voice dropping back into that formal, detached tone. “I’ll find my own way. I don't need a tour.”


“Suit yourself,” Hailey called after him as he pushed through the screen door. She watched him walk down the shell path, his gait unhurried but stiff. He looked like a man carrying the weight of the world in that leather bag, though she’d yet to see him look at anything with actual interest.


“Well, he’s a ray of sunshine, isn't he?”


Hailey jumped, turning to see Lydia standing in the doorway to the back office. Her best friend was wearing a neon-pink sarong and holding a clipboard, her copper hair piled into a chaotic nest on top of her head. She was grinning, her eyes dancing with the kind of mischief that usually preceded trouble.


“For the love of coconuts, Lydia, don't sneak up on me,” Hailey groaned, picking up the towel again to mop the floor. “And if you’re talking about Mr. Grumpy-Pants out there, he’s lucky I didn't hit him with the wrench. He walked in right as the valve blew. I’m soaked, the floor is a lake, and he had the nerve to ask if we were a water park.”


Lydia leaned against the counter, watching Andrew’s retreating figure. “He’s cute, though. In a 'I read poetry and have deep thoughts' kind of way. Very brooding. Very Brontë hero. Is he staying long?”


“Two weeks,” Hailey said, dumping the wet towel into a bucket. “And he’s not brooding, Lydia. He’s arrogant. He checked in under a fake name—or at least, he omitted his last name. Andrew James. Probably thinks he’s too famous for the Keys.”


“Or maybe he’s on the run,” Lydia suggested, her eyes widening. “Maybe he’s a disgraced spy. Or a prince! Hailey, you just soaked a prince.”


“I soaked a man who needs a nap and a personality transplant,” Hailey retorted. She looked down at the access hatch, where the water was still gurgling. “I have to go turn the main off before the whole lobby floats away. Can you keep an eye on the desk? If anyone else arrives, tell them we’re experiencing a 'local atmospheric event' involving the plumbing.”


Lydia laughed, the sound bright and grounding. “You got it, Captain. Go be the plumber. I’ll stay here and dream about our mystery man in Cabin Eleven.”


Hailey shook her head, disappearing back into the crawlspace. As she worked, her mind kept drifting back to the look on Andrew’s face when he’d first seen her. It hadn't just been shock. There was a moment, just a heartbeat, where he looked like he’d seen a ghost. She dismissed it as a side effect of his travel fatigue. People like him didn't see people like her—not really. They saw service, they saw scenery, and then they moved on to the next destination.


Meanwhile, Andrew was navigating the winding path toward the edge of the property. The salt air was thicker here, heavy with the scent of decaying seagrass and blooming jasmine. Despite his frustration, he couldn't help but notice the way the light filtered through the palms, creating a mosaic of gold and green on the white shells beneath his feet. It was beautiful, in a way that felt honest. There was no fresh paint to hide the cracks, no manicured hedges to mask the wildness of the mangroves. It was fraying at the edges, just like the girl at the front desk.


He reached Cabin Eleven and stepped onto the small wooden porch. The wood was silvered by age, the grain standing out in sharp relief. He turned the key in the lock, the mechanism resisting for a second before clicking open. The room inside was simple—a queen-sized bed with a faded blue quilt, a small desk by the window, and a ceiling fan that wobbled as it spun. It smelled of cedar and salt.


He dropped his bag on the bed and walked over to the window. From here, he could see the water—a vast, shimmering expanse of turquoise that seemed to go on forever. It was the same view he remembered from twenty years ago, though back then, everything had seemed so much bigger. He remembered a girl with blonde pigtails and a laugh that sounded like wind chimes, showing him how to find ghost crabs in the moonlight. He wondered if she was still here, or if she’d long since escaped to a life that didn't involve fixing broken pipes in the humidity.


He reached for the air conditioner dial and gave it a twist. The machine shuddered, groaned, and then roared to life with a sound like a lawnmower trapped in a tin can. Andrew winced, closing his eyes. It wasn't the silence he’d been dreaming of, but as the first puff of cool air hit his face, he felt a strange sense of peace. The resort was broken, the hostess was prickly, and the noise was deafening. 


It was perfect. 


Back in the lobby, Hailey finally managed to bypass the broken valve and restore water to the rest of the building. She emerged for the second time, her skin tingling with the effort. She found Elias sitting on a stool behind the desk, chatting with Lydia. He looked better today, his eyes bright as he recounted a story about a rogue manatee that had once











    
  
OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Keys

J

Summer in &e
, 4

mched story of second chances,
iets, and a love that never truly
faded
“ ') 7 >






