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      After failing to land themselves Coast Guard husbands, local women Tabby and Suzy set off from Astoria, Oregon to find a future of their own making.

      Rescue Swimmer Tad and his rescue-helo Crew Chief Craig have been playing the field together at the bars for years. But when the two women return to town as Coast Guard lifeboat drivers, all roaming thoughts are soon lost at sea—target acquired.
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      “There’s something wrong with these people,” Craig waved his sandwich at the rest of the table.

      “Says the dude eating a clubhouse like the pansy he is.” Tad held up his own monstrous Buschman Burger, dripping with mushrooms, onions, and cheese out every side to make his point. The Workers Tavern was crowded with locals and off-duty Coasties, and most of them, Tad was glad to see, ate real food—not little triangular sandwiches on white toast.

      The USCG Station Cape Disappointment and its Motor Lifeboat School were just over the big bridge in Ilwaco, Washington. And the rescue helos of USCG Sector Columbia River were planted at the Astoria, Oregon airport on this side. There were also a pair of two-hundred-and-ten-foot cutters perched at the Astoria docks when they weren’t out saving people’s asses.

      Meeting in the middle at Workers, nestled under the big bridge that crossed the four-mile width of the mouth of the Columbia River was a thing long before he and Craig had shown up.

      “Just shows I’ve got taste.” Craig grimaced at Tad’s burger. It was an argument that had gone back to their third day of deployment together four years ago and they’d joyfully never resolved it.

      “Just shows you’re a lazy crew chief, sitting on your ass in the helo, while us swimmers do the real work.”

      “Fine, next time I won’t haul you back out of the ocean after a rescue and you may content yourself with swimming home.”

      Tad decided he was too hungry to keep it going, so he took a big bite of his burger before he remembered Craig’s comment and looked around their table. “Whuf ifz rong mif deez people?” he managed.

      Craig rolled his eyes, then waved at the two couples sharing their table.

      The cutter Steadfast was in to dock so Hailey and Vera, the two Landing Safety Officers, were ashore. And they sat with their helo-pilot husbands. It wouldn’t be quite so irksome if they weren’t all happier’n roosters-in-the-henhouse about it. And it was just rotten luck that they were the two pilots for his and Craig’s rescue helo.

      Sly and Ham just never shut up about these two women. Which was nauseating…except it wasn’t.

      He’d liked Vera when they did a cave rescue together. Hot, funny, but with an elegance that looked amazing on her. And Hailey was a hell of a laugh. The four of them actually made it look as if happy-ever-after existed.

      Tad scanned the dive bar.

      It looked the same as always. Battered as a twenty-year-old manure spreader. The only reason it didn’t collapse into the river and wash away was because it lay a block back from the waterfront. The late afternoon June sunlight sparkled off the sea salt that hadn’t been washed off from March’s final storm. The light was out there, it just didn’t dare come inside which gave the place a muddy but comfortable feel.

      Beer and booze signs on three walls; the fourth was covered in small bills from a hundred or more countries—for almost a hundred years mariners had been filling in the gaps on that wall of Workers Tavern.

      The big U-shaped bar took up half the space. Four old graybeards, too aged to go out to sea, sat in their usual spot telling lies and singing off-key harmonies to the jukebox. The tiny kitchen in the back offered the best meat in town. And the scattering of tables looked just as work-worn as the graybeards.

      But the bar looked different in some way.

      Normally when he scanned it, he’d see if there were any likely women about. Charlene was in, but she already had some boy-o at her side. She was fun, but not enough to get upset about. There was a new pair of fairly hot chicks he hadn’t seen before, but he’d spotted them holding hands when they came in, and were now very cozy at the bar. Nothing happening there.

      Tonight though, it all looked just a little too familiar. All the training time and hard work, yet all he’d done was trade one small town for another. Not a chance was he going to find what the Coasties sitting at his table seemed to have in spades. Of course, they hadn’t fallen for local talent: these Coasties had married Coasties. Local talent was always a bad bet.

      Didn’t matter. He’d never wanted that cute-couple stamp anyway.

      But…they did make it look damn tasty.

      Maybe he’d better stick with harassing Craig and eating his Buschman Burger. At least those he understood.
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      “You ready for this?” Suzy gripped the rusted door handle of Workers Tavern.

      “So not. It looks even worse than the last time we were here. What delusion makes you think I want to do this?” Tabby Alton would rather throw herself off the pier. Of course, it was June, so it wouldn’t be that much of a hardship—until the Columbia’s fierce current swept her out to sea.

      “You remember what Marj Kaye used to say.”

      Tabby sighed. No need to make it a question because of course she did.

      They spoke in unison. “You’ve got to face your shit and move on.” Their third-grade teacher never would have deigned to say “shit” of course, but all of the kids had picked it up that way as soon as Suzy had modified it.

      “But why?” Tabby waved a hand at the tavern. It was a dark hole under the on-ramp to the soaring Astoria-Megler suspension bridge. A place filled with memories of who they used to be. How many nights had they come here in tight tank tops to troll for a USCG husband? Way too many.

      “Because,” Suzy swung open the door. Seared meat, spilled beer, and off-key music reeled drunkenly out onto the sidewalk, stumbling on the cracks. “I’m hoping that Vivian is here. I’d like to thank her.”

      “Oh, okay.” That was good. She’d thought it might be one of her best friend’s long-running guy quests that she was inevitably swept up in.

      A year ago they’d been majorly chatting up a pair of Coastie officers right here in Workers—best chance at getting out that an Astoria girl could have. Then a female petty officer had nudged her way onto their table, busting up the play but good. The guys left. PO Vivian Schroder had delivered a lecture on all that it took to escape a town was leaving. And that until they’d looked around the outside world for themselves, they’d never know what they really wanted, or deserved.

      Vivian had been hella persuasive. She made it all sound so real and possible. So they’d gone. Bus to Portland, then Suzy’s whim had led them south. They’d ended up frying donuts in a hole in Alameda called Lee’s. It wasn’t really a hole; it was just another place in another strip mall in an upscale neighborhood close to the water—though a step down from the Blue Scorcher back home—the best bakery in Astoria.

      She’d been the one who’d walked into the Coast Guard Recruiting office on the other side of the building from Lee’s. Maybe it had been a fit of nostalgia for Astoria. Or maybe just wanting to see an eligible male not stuffing his waistline with lemon-filled carbs soaked in sugar, then glazed, then topped with sprinkles. Even the sight of a sprinkle had made her nauseous since then. Neither one of them ended up dating the recruiter, but they’d walked out of the office signed up to serve.

      Weirdly, training had suited both of them down to their boots. When it came time to file a Station preference, it had barely taken a glance at each other before they both wrote Astoria in the blank.

      Steppenwolf’s Magic Carpet Ride wandered out the door and thankfully faded fast into sunset—gone before the second verse.

      “I wonder if Sly and Ham are still here?” Suzy remarked before breezing through the door to Workers Tavern.

      “I knew it!” But Tabby was standing outside talking to herself. She hadn’t even remembered their names, but Suzy never forgot a guy. She was like a flirt-savant.

      Resigned to her doom, Tabby stepped out of the bright light of the long evening into near darkness of the tavern. She ran into Suzy’s back and almost knocked her to the floor.

      “What?”

      “They are here.”

      “Where?” She followed the angle of Suzy’s head; ever since kindergarten it was the very best indicator of where the cute guys were.

      She recognized them easily. Ham dark as night and Sly looking like he’d last sunbathed, maybe, in a former life. She’d remembered them as so dashing and so much larger than life.

      They still were pretty dashing, but they appeared to be more human-sized. She and Suzy were Coast Guardswomen now, so it brought the two officers into somewhat sharper focus. Sure they were just E-3 grade Seaman, but E-4 Petty Officer Third Class was looming near, if they did well on their first real assignment.

      But Sly and Ham were already sitting next to two women, also clearly in the Guard. There was just something about how a trained sailor sat that said they weren’t locals.

      She also noticed the two other men at the table. The one with his back to her had the unmistakable shoulders of a rescue swimmer, and he wasn’t Harvey.

      “Vivian’s gone.” A different swimmer and crew chief now sat to Ham’s and Sly’s other side from the women.

      “Aw shit. Maybe they’ll know where she went.” And Suzy just walked right up to the table. Nothing about socially awkward, or time to turn tail and run. They’d both been more than willing to bed the two pilots on the off chance of getting a ring from them. And they’d all four known those terms.

      She spotted the sparkler on each of the women’s hands. Yep! Married. The two Guardswomen had pulled off what she and Suzy hadn’t been able to—even if she and Suzy had been doing it for all the wrong reasons.

      “Hey Sly. Hi Ham.” Suzy planted herself at the end of the table by the two new guys. “Is Vivian still around?”

      Sly looked over and called out cheerily, “Hey Suzy! Long time no see.” Because he was just as unflappable as Suzy.
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