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YOU ARE A FORCE OF nature. You will bloom regardless of the soil...

After fleeing a bad relationship in California, Gibby Lawson settles in Florida. To save money, she lives in a retirement community, helping out with the book club while also working two other jobs. 

Everyone is intrigued when a new young person moves into her building in the retirement community. Louis Guthrie is unapproachable, but the residents try to push them together. 

Gibby and Louis spend time together, but much to the residents’ dismay, nothing happens. He seems uninterested, and she can’t figure him out. 

When a hurricane rolls in and they are forced to spend a night together riding out the storm, there’s no telling what could happen in the dark of the storm. 
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“HERE YOU GO.” I PLACED the basket of fish and chips in front of my customer. “Anything else?”

“No thanks,” the guy mumbled. 

“I’m about to end my shift, but Tanya will be taking over,” I told him. “She’ll treat you right.”

He nodded without looking up from his food. Not everyone liked to talk. That was fine. I walked behind the bar and pulled off my apron. It was an easy shift at Biff’s Crab Shack. Morning and lunch were never all that busy. I grabbed the tips from my apron and spread them out on the stainless-steel counter in the kitchen. It wasn’t much. 

“You would make a lot more in tips if you worked dinner,” Kyle, the bartender, said while tying on his apron. 

“I can’t work dinners,” I reminded him. “I’ve got a full schedule.”

“With the old people,” he teased. 

“Hey, spending time with the old people is the only way I get to live in my apartment.” I shrugged. “Besides, they are a lot more fun than the drunks that show up here.”

“Biff is still letting you crash there?”

“I’m not crashing there,” I said. “I’m paying rent, just not as much as I normally would. And it’s safe for a single lady like me.”

“Because you’re surrounded by geriatric people who wouldn’t be able to attack you if they wanted to,” he said with a laugh. 

“Exactly.” I nodded. “Although, there are a few spry old men that are more than a little handsy.”

“Wouldn’t you have more fun living somewhere with people old enough to be your grandparents?” he asked and leaned against the wall. 

“No.”

“Have you even dated since you’ve lived here?”

“No,” I said firmly. “And I’m still not going out with you. I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

“I have a friend who’s seen you a few times,” he said. “He wants to take you out. That’s not mixing business with pleasure.”

“No, thank you.” I smiled. “I’m fine. I like being single. Besides, I have no time to date. Between working here and for the cleaning service and then doing the activities at Coral Cove, I don’t have any free time.”

Which was on purpose. I didn’t want to date. I was staying far away from the male species. Life had been kind enough to teach me some hard lessons about men, and I sported the scars of my last relationship. Maybe one day I would be ready, but not today. Definitely not tomorrow and not next week. 

“Are you still doing the volleyball thing?” he asked.

“Yep, add that to my schedule.” I nodded. “Practice three days a week. See, I’m busy. I have no time to date anyone. It’s nothing personal to your friend. I’m just that busy.”

“Fine, but you’re missing out on all Fort Myers has to offer,” he said. 

“I’ll survive.” I smiled and stuffed my meager tips into the front pocket of my jean shorts. “I’m out of here. See you later.”

I grabbed my things from the breakroom and left out the back door. Heat and humidity hit hard. I slid on my sunglasses and started the three-block walk home. Kyle’s invitation ran through my mind. He, along with a lot of the other people I worked with, probably thought I was a recluse. I was around people but in groups. Dating was not for me. 

I moved to Florida almost a year ago from San Diego. It was the farthest I could get away from my life back there and keep the beach and warmth. Although, the heat in Florida was a lot different than San Diego. I was getting used to it, but some days the humidity nearly killed me. I felt lucky to be alive. Facing death had a way of making the little inconveniences like humidity seem tolerable. 

The gated complex where I lived was restricted to those fifty-five and older. Biff, my boss and owner of the crab shack, also owned Coral Cove. He took pity on me and offered me a condo in the complex if I would lead activities for the residents. The unit was a beautiful, immaculate, one-bedroom with lots of natural light. I would never be able to afford such a nice place on my wages. I felt safe. That was what mattered. 

I entered the gate code and let myself in. People with white hair milled about. The community was for wealthy retirees. It included everything they could want without ever leaving the safety of the fence. I nodded at a few ladies I knew coming back from the restaurant onsite. My condo was in the first building closest to the office. Most of the staff lived in Building A. 

I opened the door and stepped into the cool AC. “Hi, Mark.” I waved to the man manning the desk. 

“Hot out there?” he called back. 

“Brutal,” I groaned. 

“Just getting started.” He laughed. 

I jogged upstairs to my second-floor unit. I heard a noise down the hall and quickly looked to see who it was. I didn’t recognize the man carrying several bags in one hand and fumbling with his keys in the other. Biff told me a new hire would be moving in. I assumed he was the new guy. I was going to offer to help when he glanced at me with a frown. A patch of sweat formed a V on his back. 

The guy was tall and tan with an athletic build. A five o’clock shadow lined his jaw. His dark eyes matched his short hair. He looked grumpy. I offered him a smile and got a deep scowl in return. He could open his own damn door. I easily slid my key in and walked inside my condo. 

I dropped the keys on the kitchen counter and went to change clothes to get ready for my next job. The cleaning business required me to wear khaki shorts and one of their polos. After I cleaned the vacation rental, I had volleyball practice. I spotted my clothes on the floor next to the basket. “Shit,” I muttered. 

That was what I was supposed to do yesterday. I picked up the clothes I wore to volleyball practice and sniffed. “Ew, no. Gross.”

I tossed my dirty clothes into the basket and quickly changed into my uniform. I would have to do a quick load. I tossed a laundry pod on top of the dirty clothes and rushed out of the room. I balanced the basket on my hip and rushed down to the laundry room. Most of the residents paid for a laundry service. However, there were a few who preferred to do their own laundry and didn’t have washers and dryers in their unit. 

“Hello, ladies.” I smiled at Glenda and Beatrice as I walked by. 

“Gibby,” Glenda exclaimed. “Come have a cold drink with us.”

“Let me throw these in the wash and I’ll be right there,” I replied. 

I tossed the clothes in on a speed wash, checked the time, and joined the ladies in the lounge area overlooking the pool. Fans whirred over the tables to provide a breeze while keeping the bugs at bay. 

“I got you an iced tea,” Glenda said. 

“Thank you.” I smiled and took a seat at the table. 

The two ladies were in the book club I led. They were always together, gossiping and enjoying their days without anything more to do than entertain themselves. 

“How was work?” Beatrice asked. 

“Slow,” I replied. 

“Does that mean you don’t make many tips?” Glenda asked. “I remember waitressing a million years ago. I hated the slow days.”

“Not many, but enough,” I assured them. They were always worried about me. They took me under their wings and cared for me like I was their own. “Are you guys playing tennis this evening?” I asked. 

“Already did,” Glenda replied. “It’s hotter than hell out there.”

I laughed. “Yes, it is.”

“Did you meet any nice young men today?” Beatrice asked the same question every time I saw her. 

“I met lots of men.” I grinned. “Some were young, and some were nice.”

“We really need to find you a good man,” Glenda said. “Preferably one with money so you can retire young like us.”

I laughed. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”

My watch beeped, alerting me I had to get going. “Ladies, I will see you soon. I’ve got to get to work.”

I gave them each a hug before rushing out on a mad dash to the cleaning job. I went to the maintenance closet and grabbed the cleaning supplies I needed to turn over the unit. The complex was home to luxury rentals. Usually, they were fairly easy to clean and didn’t take long. Not today. I groaned when I walked in and saw the beer bottles and food containers littering every surface. 

“Assholes,” I muttered. I didn’t have time to bellyache. 

I pulled the scrunchie from my wrist and quickly put my long hair up in a messy bun before I put in my air pods and turned on my cleaning playlist. Then it was all about busting ass and getting the unit ready for the next vacationers. I didn’t mind the cleaning. It was cathartic in a way. I liked that I got to be alone. I could listen to my music and do my own thing. No one wanted a refill on their soda or complained they didn’t have enough sauce for their fries. Waitressing was not exactly my dream job. 

Then again, neither was cleaning up after people enjoying their lives. But life had a funny way of throwing curveballs. At twenty-six, I was young enough to pivot. Eight years ago, I thought I was on my way to Stanford. If life had gone the way I planned, I would be starting as a junior math professor somewhere or working as an aide. 

But it didn’t. Now, I was wearing rubber gloves and cleaning someone’s puke from the toilet. 

Awesome. 

I finished cleaning, left my card confirming I cleaned the place, and grabbed my bag. “Oh shit,” I groaned. 

I didn’t bring my bag with my practice clothes because I never put my clothes into the dryer. I spaced it because I was too busy gabbing with Beatrice and Glenda. I rushed back to the complex. I would have to wear the clothes damp. They would dry. Kind of. The humidity always left me feeling a little damp. 

I went to the laundry room only to find my clothes were gone. “Dammit!” 

Who in the hell would take my clothes? I couldn’t imagine one of the ladies running around in my booty shorts and sports bra. Pissed and frustrated, I headed upstairs to find something to wear for practice. I saw my clothes basket sitting in front of my door. In the basket, my clothes were dry and neatly folded. I smiled, assuming one of the ladies did it for me. 

I bent down to pick it up, inhaling the scent of what smelled like an ocean breeze. My new neighbor appeared at the end of the hall. I probably looked like a freak sniffing my clothes. 

“I wasn’t sure if you folded it all or hung stuff up,” he muttered. 

I looked at him, confused. I didn’t get to ask him to clarify his statement. He walked into his apartment and closed the door. I looked down at the basket of clothes once again. He dried, folded, and delivered my clothes? That was a surprise. I went inside and put the basket on my bed. Then I pulled out the practice clothes that were nice and soft. He must have used his fabric softener. 

“How sweet.” I smiled. “And a little odd.”
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I FILLED MY WATER BOTTLE, rubbed sunscreen on my nose, and rushed back out the door with a protein bar in my hand. I scarfed down my snack on the walk to the beach where practice was held. I made it to practice with a couple of minutes to spare. I loved beach volleyball. It always made me feel alive despite also feeling like I would keel over from heat exhaustion. 

After a grueling practice, I sat on the sandy beach, sucking down my water when one of my teammates flopped down beside me. “Nice work, Gibby,” Liv said. 

Liv, short for Olivia, was my only real friend in Florida. She and I met when I first moved to Florida. Our love of volleyball brought us together. 

“Thanks,” I replied, slightly out of breath. “You, too.”

“We’re going to get some drinks at Molly’s,” she said. “Come with us.”

“I wish I could.” I sighed. “But I’m working tomorrow morning.”

“Bummer. Anyone ever tell you that you work too much?”

“Yep.” I grinned. “You did yesterday.”

She laughed. “It was true then and it’s still true today.” 

“I’ve got to work. I’m still short for the tournament.”

“I told you I could loan you the money,” she said gently. 

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ll get there. I just need to work. Thank you, though. I appreciate the offer. Besides, I like working. I like being busy.”

“You could be busy out having fun with your friends.” 

“I know, and I will, but not tonight.”

“You’re going to have some serious premature aging if you spend all your time with old people,” she warned. 

I laughed at the idea. “If that’s the case, you’re going to revert to a ten-year-old because you spend all your time with kids.”

“If only,” she sighed. “Would you go back if you could?”

I shook my head. There was no way in hell I would ever go back to my old life. “No. Life is good the way it is. I’m not trying to get younger.”

Liv was an RN and had a cushy job as a school nurse at an elementary school. “I hang out with some teachers,” she said. “Actually, one of the second-grade teachers has been hitting on me. He’s cute, but I’m not sure I want to date a teacher.”

“What’s wrong with teachers?” I asked. 

“Nothing, but I would see him every day, and if it didn’t work out, it would be weird. Don’t shit where you eat.”

I laughed. “Good advice. Speaking of shitting where I eat, we have a new guy at the complex.”

She curled her lip. “Are you thinking about hooking up with a resident? Gross. I mean, I guess if he’s filthy rich, but I think you should really think about what that means.”

“Not a resident, come on.” I laughed. “I’m not that desperate for cash. A new employee. He has the condo next to mine.”

“Oh?” she asked. “Young? Old?”

“I would say he’s my age, maybe a little older.” I shrugged. “He did my laundry.”

“He did your laundry? Like he’s the laundry guy?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I left my load of laundry in one of the washing machines. I totally forgot about it when I went to the cleaning job. I was thinking I would be wearing wet clothes to practice. When I got home, my clothes were dry and folded, sitting in my basket in front of my door. This morning, I saw him and offered a smile. He scowled at me. I decided he was an asshole. Then I get home and he’s done my laundry.”

“How do you know it’s him?”

“He happened to be walking by when I was staring dumbfounded at the clothes,” I said. “He told me he wasn’t sure if I folded or hung the stuff up. The man folded my thongs!”

She burst into laughter. “Who is this guy pawing your panties?”

I shrugged. “No idea. That was all he said. He went into his apartment and shut the door. It was really odd.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure about that,” she said. “He could be a pervert.”

“Biff does background checks,” I reminded her.

“So, maybe he’s a pervert that hasn’t been busted yet.”

“Good point,” I mused. “I’ll have to make sure I handle my laundry.”

“Is he hot?”

“He’s not bad,” I lied. “Looks like he spends a lot of time outside. Tall. Athletic. Scruffy. I didn’t really get a good look at him. He didn’t seem interested in talking much. At all. Very surly.”

“What’s his name?”

I shrugged again. “I don’t know. Like I said, we didn’t talk. The only thing he said was folded or hung up.”

“Maybe he’s a criminal on the run.” 

“Background checks,” I reminded her.

“Oh, maybe he’s in the witness protection program.” She nodded excitedly. “That would pass a background check.”

I patted her on the top of her head. “Oh, if only I had your vivid imagination.”

“You should talk to him,” she said. “I mean if you’re going to be neighbors, it could be a good thing.”

“You want me to hook up with a guy who may or may not be a criminal or in the witness protection program.”

“No, I want you to get out there and hook up with anyone.” She laughed. “You’re young and beautiful. Guys are always hitting on you. I’m saying get out there. Date a little.”

“I’m not interested right now,” I said. “I’m enjoying life. And I work a lot. I don’t have the time. Maybe one day, but not today. You guys have fun and don’t do anything stupid. I’m going home. I need to shower and stuff my face.”

“Party pooper,” she called out as I walked away. 

I waved and kept going. People thought I was crazy, but I didn’t want to date. I didn’t want to know anyone like that. Everyone was constantly trying to set me up, like it was a crime to be single. The ladies at Coral Cove, the people I worked with, and my friends on the volleyball team were certain I needed to find love. If only they knew how and why I had such a strong aversion to love.

Just no. No way. 

I walked into the Coral Cove courtyard and was surprised to see my grumpy neighbor sitting at the bar overlooking the beach with Doug Abernathy. Doug was a resident at Coral Cove and a very nice man. When he saw me, he waved me over. “Gibby!”

My neighbor barely looked my way. I walked to where they sat. “Hi, Doug.” I smiled and gave him a side hug. “Been out on the course?”

“Yes.” He smiled brightly. “Louis and I did nine holes.”

Louis. Now I knew his name. “How’d you do?” 

“Louis kicked my ass.” Doug laughed. “But I would expect him to. He’s young and capable. I’m an old fart.”

“You are not an old fart,” I argued. 

Louis wouldn’t acknowledge my presence. He stared out at the water and sipped his drink. The man was rude. Obnoxious. Clearly, there was something about me he didn’t like. I had never caused such a reaction in anyone. It was a little insulting. 

“I don’t care if I’m the worst player on the course,” Doug said. “I have too much fun.”

“Never let anyone take away your fun,” I told him. “Even rude dudes with zero manners. Maybe your good nature will rub off on the people you choose to hang out with. Personally, I avoid negative energy, but if that’s what you like, you do you.”

Louis looked up at me. His dark eyes were framed by the thickest eyelashes I had ever seen on a man. His intense gaze burned through me. He clearly picked up on my insult. Good. That was the goal. I stared right back at him until he looked away. 

“Are you just coming from work?” Doug asked. 

“No, practice,” I replied. “I’ll let you guys finish your drinks. I need a shower and dinner. I’ll see you later.”

“Take care of yourself,” Doug said. 

As I walked away, I overheard Doug talking to Louis. “That’s a good one right there,” Doug said. “If only I was forty years younger.”

The reply from Louis was something between a growl and a guffaw, as if it was impossible to believe I was good. I shook my head and went home. I didn’t know what the guy’s problem was. He seemed like a genuine asshole. Or maybe it was me. Maybe I brought it out in him. He seemed to be fine when it was only him and Doug. What could I have possibly done to piss the guy off? 

I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I hoped we never had to spend any time together. I wasn’t sure what his job was. If it got too bad, I would talk to Biff. Maybe the guy was really shy and awkward. Maybe there was an underlying condition that made it difficult for him to talk to strangers. Then again, if that were true, he didn’t have to look so damn irritated. 

I walked inside and stripped out of my shorts and tank, dropping the dirty clothes on the floor. I was sweaty and sticky and needed a shower. Maybe that was why the man didn’t want to talk to me. I was sweaty. I didn’t stink, but I probably had sand in my hair. I told myself I didn’t care. The last thing I needed was a man in my life. 

I took a tepid shower, washing away the sand and sweat. After the shower, I slathered myself with lotion. I spent a lot of time in the sun, and I had to take care of my skin. My hair used to be darker, but with years on the beach and swimming in the ocean, it had lightened to a golden-brown tone. I put moisturizer on my face and dressed in my pajama shorts and tank. 

“Food,” I sighed. I was starving. It was too hot to cook anything. I rummaged in the fridge, then the freezer. I was exhausted but hungry, and it was a struggle to decide which need was more pressing. I finally settled on a peanut butter sandwich. I flopped on the couch without bothering to turn on the TV. The quiet was soothing. 

I chewed my sandwich and thought about the day. When I heard footsteps outside my door, I stopped chewing and waited. The footsteps stopped. There was only one other person who would walk by my door—Lousy Louis. Peanut butter stuck to the roof of my mouth. I held my breath and waited to see if he was going to knock on my door. 

A moment later, I heard the footsteps followed by a door closing. That was weird. I finished my sandwich and downed it with a glass of milk. I went to bed thinking about my new neighbor. The man folded my thongs. I didn’t know what to think about that. It was the gesture of a thoughtful person, right? He wasn’t a creep. Or was he a creep? 

For now, I would assume he was nice and socially awkward. It wasn’t like I needed to be his friend. He was a neighbor. Period.
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“SEE YOU GUYS LATER.” I waved to the night staff coming on. “Hope you make lots of money.”

“Sure, you don’t want to stay a few hours?” Kyle asked. “It looks like it’s going to be a wild crowd.”

“Nope, I’ve got Book Club tonight.” I grinned. 

“You would rather hang out with a bunch of old ladies talking about some boring book than be here with us?” Kyle asked. 

“My ladies are fun,” I told him. “And I promise you, no one is talking about books. There is wine, amazing snacks, and a lot of gossip.”

“You’re an odd duck, Gibby,” he said with a shake of his head. “There must be a million men lining up to take you out.”

“Just shy of a million.” I winked. “See you later.”

I went home, changed into something comfortable, and grabbed the bottle of wine I was taking to book club. We all brought alcohol. Leading book club was part of my job requirements to get the cheap rent. It was an easy job. I liked hanging out with the ladies because they were safe and fun. 

The book club meetings were held at Glenda’s condo. It was one of the nicer ones with two large bedrooms, a den, and a massive living room. Her condo was one of the freestanding units. The sprawling complex had thirty of them, and they were expensive with only the wealthiest retirees able to afford them. 

I knocked on the door and was immediately greeted by the loving Glenda wearing a beautiful, floral dress. Her silver hair was cut in a sleek bob. Glenda had been a model in her youth, and she was a beautiful woman in her advanced years. 

“Hello, darling.” She smiled. “Come in, come in. We were just talking about our new guest.”

I followed her into the living room. The other ladies were already seated with frosty margaritas in hand. “I made margaritas, dear,” Glenda said and took the bottle of wine. “It’s too hot for wine. Sit down and I’ll pour you one.”

“Thank you.” I smiled and sat down in one of the chairs. “Hello, ladies. You look guilty. What are you up to?”

“Have you seen him?” Beatrice asked. 

“He’s very handsome.” Vera nodded. Vera was very married, but she and her husband had a strange relationship. It was more like they were roommates. There were a lot of rumors about them that I didn’t care to give a lot of thought. Vera had a wild streak and she was an admitted flower child from the sixties. 

“Who?” I asked. 

Glenda handed me a margarita complete with a lime wedge on the rim. I popped my tongue out to lick the sugar on the rim before taking a sip. It was delicious. Not too strong and not too sweet. 

“The new guy,” Glenda said. 

“New resident?” I questioned. 

“No, the young man.” Beatrice smiled. “I heard he
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