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PROLOGUE
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SIX MONTHS EARLIER

SLEEP NEVER STAYS for long.

By the time the sky lightens to that thin, gray veil, I’m already up. The cabin is nothing but quiet behind me, with the kind of silence that presses instead of soothes. The trail beyond my back door feels like the only place where my thoughts slow enough to catch my breath.

I walk most mornings like this—early…before the coast wakes and the town stirs. Before questions and conversations and the low hum of other people’s lives disrupt my peace. The marsh is still at this hour, the air cool and damp, the world holding its breath.

It’s usually the only time of day I feel even.

I’m halfway down the narrow trail that cuts behind Blackbird Cottage when I hear the sirens. They rip through the quiet, close enough that my shoulders jerk and my breath catches. They are loud, which means they must be close. Something isn’t right. They don’t usually come this far back. My body reacts before my brain does. My pulse kicks up, my muscles coiling tight, like an old reflex I’d learned to ignore.

The lights come into view through the trees—blue and red bleeding into the gray dawn—and I know, with a certainty I don’t question, that something is very wrong.

My feet stop for half a second.

Dr. Penelope Young’s face flashes in my mind. 

Then I’m moving again. The pull is immediate and unmistakable. The way you hurry without realizing you’ve started, heart already ahead of your body. 

The cottage sits far off the road, nestled between the forest and the marsh. Used by Coastal Carolina University to house research faculty, not many people know it’s here. I do because just through the short trail beyond it, my cabin sits in peaceful solitude. 

As I break through the tree line, the driveway is already crowded. Patrol cars line the dirt road. An ambulance is pulled all the way up to the porch, its red lights reflecting on the cottage’s white siding. Unmarked SUVs are parked with casual authority, like they’ve been here before. The air smells of salt and damp earth, threaded with the tight, contained tension of those standing around, who probably know more than they’ll let on. 

I slow only when I see my friend Colt.

He’s in uniform near the porch, posture locked tight, jaw set the way it gets when he’s carrying something heavy and refusing to let it show. When his eyes find mine, the look that crosses his face isn’t surprise.

It’s warning.

He steps toward me quickly. “Reid. You shouldn’t be here.”

“What the hell is going on?” I bark, looking past him.

The front door stands open, light spilling across the porch in a harsh wash. I’ve walked up those steps more times than I can count. Sat at her table and listened while she paced, talking through funding battles and research setbacks and council meetings that went nowhere because certain men preferred things the way they were. We’d had an unlikely friendship, rooted in a shared love of the marsh and the solitude it offered.

“Where’s Penny?” I demand.

Colt sighs, raking a hand through his hair. His eyes meet mine briefly before he looks away, his gaze fixed on the horizon.

“She was due at the university for a meeting last night. She didn’t show.” Colt drags a hand over his face.

“That’s not like her.”

“Right. Her supervisor got worried,” Colt agrees. “He came over here, banged on her door. When she didn’t answer, he called us.” 

Before he can say more, the EMTs appear in the doorway.

They move carefully, guiding a stretcher between them. The sheet is pulled high, but the shape beneath it is unmistakable. Smaller than the woman I knew. Quieter somehow. Reduced to something that doesn’t argue or laugh or demand better.

Something fractures in my chest.

“She’s gone,” Colt says quietly.

I swallow the tightness in my throat, but my voice comes out like a whisper anyway. “What happened?”

Colt’s jaw tightens, just barely. “Apparent suicide.”

The words feel wrong the instant he says them. No. She was loud, unapologetic, and impossible to intimidate. This feels like a conclusion reached before any questions have been asked.

My gaze drifts back to the cottage.

The last time I saw her, she’d waved off my concern with a crooked smile.

They don’t love me working in what they’ve already claimed, she’d said. Especially when I keep standing between them and the money.

She’d said it lightly enough that I could brush it off. If she wasn’t concerned, then I wouldn’t be either. I’d told myself it was politics. Money. The same small-town power games Tidehaven has always played. I hadn’t wanted to believe it was more than that.

Standing here now, with too many lights and too many strangers already claiming the space, that explanation feels thin. 

I scan the scene before me and notice the one thing that doesn’t fit.

Plain clothed officers walking around my friend’s space with a presence that doesn’t need to announce itself. One of them glances my way, his eyes darting between me and Colt, before dismissing me as insignificant. 

“Who is that?” I ask Colt, keeping my voice low.

He exhales, slow and deliberate. “Feds.” He looks like he wants to say more but doesn’t.

Something heavy settles low in my gut. Feds don’t show up for an accident or a suicide. They don’t show up when everyone agrees on answers.

Before I can push Colt further, one of the agents steps onto the porch, phone pressed to his ear. As he passes, he gives Colt a brief nod. “We’ll handle it from here.” 

Not we’ll assist. Not we’ll coordinate.

Handle.

The ambulance doors close with a dull, final thud, and the sound echoes longer than it should. I feel the familiar urge rise—the need to push, to demand, to tear into whatever box someone’s just tried to seal shut. That’s my friend in there. And I want to know what the fuck happened to her.

Experience has taught me what pushing costs though. I’ve been wrong before. And I’ve seen what happens when you move too fast. When you act on instinct without proof. When people get hurt because you were wrong.

Colt finally looks at me with something in his eyes that mirrors my own restraint, stretched thin by duty and rules.

“You should go,” he says quietly. “I’ll come by later.”

I nod, even though every part of me resists turning away. As I step back toward the trail, Blackbird Cottage looms behind me, silent now, its secrets already being absorbed into something larger and far less visible.

I know, with a certainty that settles deep in my bones, that whatever’s happening here didn’t begin today.

And that in Tidehaven, the most dangerous things don’t announce themselves.

They wait.


CHAPTER ONE

EMERY
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“IF I DON’T get this grant, I’m quitting.” 

I lean back in my desk chair and fix my stare on the closed office door, willing it to open through sheer force of optimism. If I had telekinesis, Dr. Alan Reyes would be walking through it right now with a smile and very good news. 

Across from me, Lena, my best friend and colleague, snorts. “You are not.”

“I know,” I say, letting out a breath. “But Alan knows how much I want this. He’s watched me kill myself over this proposal for months.”

“We both did,” she says dryly, taking a long sip of the Dr Pepper she stole from the faculty lounge. “Did he at least write the letter?” 

I bite back a smile, shaking my head. “Of course. And he also said he was calling the Program Officer himself. Which feels…promising. I should have an answer by the end of today, I would think.” I hold up my crossed fingers.

Lena studies me for a second. “Look at you being all optimistic.”

“I’m trying something new,” I say. “Blind faith. Positive self-talk. Delusion.”

She laughs. “You’ve earned this, Em. You’ve been teaching the same two courses for, what—seven years now?”

“Seven,” I confirm. “Introduction to Marine Biology and Estuarine Systems. On repeat. Like academic purgatory.”

“And you still care,” she adds. “That counts.”

“I do,” I say, softer. “I just…need something different. A reason to feel excited again.” For a brief instant, the fear that my sixth grant proposal will be denied creeps back in. If I don’t get this, I don’t know what’s next for me—a thought I’ve been scared to say out loud. My brow furrows. 

Lena nods, then tilts her head. “Okay, but what’s with that face you’re making? Something else bothering you?”

I glance away. “What face? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Lena clocks the lie and raises an eyebrow. “Are you okay?” she asks, concern coating her words. “You seem off—even for you.”

“Gee thanks,” I mutter, frowning at her. 

“Well…” Lena’s mouth turns up at the corner, her eyebrows lifting. 

I rub my eyes, smearing iridescent nude eyeshadow all over my fingers and look back at her with a relenting sigh. “I guess I feel off lately. Stifled maybe. But I’m trying to combat that with lots of positive self-talk and optimism. Remember?”

She gives me a look that says she knows I’m full of shit. “Come on, Em. What’s really bugging you? Is this about Jason?”

I sigh. “It’s about everything. Work, Jason…the creeping suspicion that I’m thirty-five and somehow managed to design a life that feels like I just missed the mark.”

“That’s dramatic,” she says gently. “But also fair.”

“There’s been zero ring talk,” I add quickly, before she can ask. “Not that I’m pushing anymore. Honestly, it might be for the best. I don’t even know what I want right now.”

For a while, I was pushing hard for engagement. I told Jason I couldn’t move in with him without an engagement ring. But I couldn’t afford our place on my own, and he said he loved me. He promised it would come. That was over a year ago, when I first got tenure. I was so happy, I thought for sure we were headed toward our happily ever after.

It seems we’ve stalled at happy-for-now.

Except now I’m not—happy, I mean.

Lena leans back in her chair, studying me over the rim of her soda. “Do you still love him?”

The question lands heavier than I expect.

“I think I’ll always love him,” I say slowly. “I’m just not sure I’m still in love with him. I’m biding my time until I figure that out, I guess.”

She nods, like this confirms something she’s suspected for a while. “You know you’re not stuck, right?”

It’s a conversation we’ve had before—my discontent with my life choices—but I’m sure she’s run out of things to say to make me feel better. 

If you want to make any money in marine biology, you’ve got to enter academia or work for a government agency. But I’m starting to think I chose the wrong path. Lena, on the other hand, loves academia. “Never liked touching slimy things,” she’d said, scrunching up her nose, the day I met her.

I give her a look. “I hate when you say that.”

“I know,” she says, smiling. “But you’re not. You’re smart. You’re accomplished. And you’re one grant approval away from shaking up your entire life.”

I straighten in my chair and point at her. “See? That’s the energy I’m going with today.”

A knock sounds at my door.

Lena’s smile widens. “Speak of the devil.”

Dr. Alan Reyes, my department head, pokes his head in. “Emery? Mind if I come in?”

“Hey, Alan,” Lena grins, standing. “I was just going.” She shoots me a hopeful look, crossing her fingers behind her back as she leaves.

Lena slips past him and pulls the door closed behind her with a soft click. Alan follows her with his eyes, watching as she leaves.

His brow furrows as he takes the seat Lena just vacated. “Did she have a Dr Pepper?”

I grin, trying to decide if I should throw her under the bus. “I think she did.” 

“That was mine.” Alan folds his arms, but he’s smiling.

Then a silence falls over us and the air shifts.

Butterflies swarm my stomach, but from the expression on Alan’s face, I already know what he’s going to say. I brace for it.

“Hey, Em.” Alan rubs the back of his neck before speaking. “I got final word from NSF this morning.” 

I let out a deep exhale, causing tufts of blond hair to fall in my eyes. “Let me guess, another almost, but no.”

Alan hesitates, then nods. “Another final review. Exceptional science. But they got a strong proposal from microbiology and shifted the funding at the last minute. I’m sorry.”

I don’t speak, only stare past him at the ocean maps and research posters cluttering my wall.

“You’ve done everything right,” Alan says carefully, trying to soften the blow. “Five rejections don’t mean failure.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” I mutter, rolling my eyes.

Alan gives me a pointed look. “It means you’re swinging at the big ones.” He pauses, scratching his jaw. “But I can see you’re tired—getting burnt out, Em. Everyone can see it, if I’m being honest.”

Anxiety builds in my chest, and my eyes burn. I blink hard. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

Alan barks out a laugh. “Get rid of you? No. Don’t be ridiculous. You’re tenured. But I do think you could use a break.”

“You think I need a break?” My voice comes out brittle.

“I think you deserve a break,” Alan says, pointing at me. “There’s a difference.”

“Okay…”

“Hear me out. We’ve got department funds for research sabbaticals. I’d like to offer you one. Six months. No teaching load. Full pay.” Alan studies my face, waiting.

“That’s…generous.” I lift my eyes in surprise. “What’s the catch?”

Alan chuckles, pushing his glasses back up on his nose. “This just came across my desk this morning.” He reaches inside a folder on his lap that I hadn’t realized he’d come in with. “The timing seems serendipitous.”

Alan hands me a printout of an email.

“Temporary director of a research center? South Carolina?” I ask, scanning the email. “Why?”

Alan swallows. “The former director in Tidehaven passed away suddenly a couple of months ago. They’ve been looking for someone to run the place since.” 

I lick my lips. “What would I do there?”

Alan considers my question, his mouth curving slightly. “Well, the previous director was studying the population decline of terrapin turtles. I’m sure you could pick up where she left off. Or you could enjoy the quiet coastal town, estuarine access, and salt air and figure out what’s next. Maybe write a paper.”

“Turtles, huh?” I fight the twitch of my lips.

“I seem to remember you telling me you love turtles, oh, about seven years ago,” Alan teases.

“I really do love turtles.” I’m grinning now.

“Think about it? It might help. This seven-year itch is common, you know.” Alan rises, making for the door.

“I’ll give it some thought.”

“Let me know.” Alan nods, tapping my door on his way out.

Tidehaven. It does have a nice ring to it.
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I THINK ABOUT Tidehaven, South Carolina, the whole drive back to the townhouse Jason and I share, but I am still disappointed by the grant rejection. Picking up and leaving New Jersey wasn’t in my plan at all. But if I’m honest with myself, I haven’t been happy. My job is monotonous; my relationship is mundane. I can’t help but feel as if I’m searching for something, but I don’t know what. And I’d be going from one coast to another. How different could it be? 

Despite all that, I love my job at Cape Atlantic University. The campus is large and sits on Lake Fred. Even though we’re only about fifteen minutes from the coast, the university sits nestled on acres of pine barrens and wetlands. It’s alive with the sights and sounds of nature and wildlife. It’s peaceful. Our student population is around ten thousand, so it feels small, but the culture is a mix of laid-back beach vibes and quiet academic ambition. You can walk through campus and see kayaks leaning against dorms or students hiking the trails. I love it here. It’s a big decision to pick up and leave it for six months no matter how tempting a decrease in workload is.

I hadn’t heard back from Jason when I texted to let him know I didn’t get the grant. Now, the deep thrum of bass hits me before I even open my front door, and I force myself to swallow my irritation. When I push the door open, early 2000s rap—something from the Get Rich or Die Tryin’ era—blasts from the living room. I step into the foyer, and I don’t know why I’m surprised. Jason isn’t neat by any means, but the place is a mess and smells like takeout. I nearly trip over his loafers in the entry way, and it doesn’t take me long to realize his buddies are here too. Anger floods my cheeks, but I do my best to push it aside. It’s Friday, after all. He’s probably just blowing off steam. Something I could stand to do.

When I walk into the living room, Jason and three of his friends are crowded around the sectional, yelling at each other over the music, stuffing their faces with wings and pizza. Beer bottles and take-out containers litter the coffee table. Jason is at the center of it all, tie loosened, sleeves rolled up and beer in his hand, laughing at something his buddy Chris said. Video games are paused on the flat screen, and Jason’s headset hangs around his neck like the incessant over-grown gamer he is. If I wanted to unwind with my boyfriend and lament over yet another rejection, I came to the wrong house.

I drop my bag with a thud, hoping he’ll hear it. No one turns. I walk over to the Bluetooth speaker and turn it off. That gets their attention.

“Whoa,” Jason says, whirling. “Hey, babe.”

I frown, the frustration in me rising quicker than the tide. “Seriously?”

“You’re back early,” Jason stands, moving to kiss me. 

I cheek him.

“It’s after seven.” I set my hands on my hips, anger bubbling just beneath the surface.

“Whoops.” He lets out an awkward chuckle, turning back to his friends. “We ordered from Pat’s. There’s probably some left.”

I stare blankly at him. “I texted you three hours ago.” Right after I got my rejection.

“Must’ve missed it.” He shrugs. “It’s Friday—we cut out early.”

“I got the NSF decision today.” My voice comes out sharp.

“Let me guess, another no?” Jason doesn’t even pretend to be empathetic.

“That’s your response?” My voice catches, and I don’t bother to force my anger back down now.

“What do you want me to say, babe? You’re smart, yeah, but maybe they just don’t want what you’re pitching.” Jason looks at his friends and chuckles like some kind of hot shot.

Something inside me snaps.

“I spent the last six months teaching a full course load and writing that proposal in all my downtime. I’ve barely slept. And all I was looking for was a little sympathy from my partner.” The word tastes bitter. “But I walk in here to this? My thirty-five-year-old boyfriend and his friends, drinking and playing video games.”

Jason holds up his hands defensively. “Relax. It’s just the guys. Why are you always so wound up?”

“I’m wound up because I do everything around here. You crack open a beer and coast. And you didn’t even ask if I was okay.” My throat tightens, and my wavering voice threatens to betray me, but I hold strong. 

Jason smirks, his eyes rolling upward. “You seem okay enough to yell at me in front of my friends.”

I glance at Chris, Vinny, and Evan—all wearing shiny wedding rings and avoiding my gaze.

I shake my head. “God, grow up, Jason. I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to realize what this is.” I say, my voice ice. 

That gets his attention.

Jason straightens, eyeing me carefully. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I swallow hard, my pulse loud in my ears. I know that once I speak, there’s no pulling the words back. And yet rather than be stunned by what I’m about to say, I’m more surprised that I don’t stop myself.

“I’m taking a research sabbatical. Six months. South Carolina. And we”—I gesture between us—“are done.” 

The second the words leave my mouth, something unhooks inside me. A mix of relief and adrenaline. Not the devastation I expected. Instead, I feel lightheaded and terrifyingly clear, like I’ve just stepped off a ledge and discovered I can breathe on the way down.

Silence hangs in the air until Pete or Vinny, one of them, starts picking up the takeout containers. Another grabs his jacket, walking behind the couch and patting Jason on the shoulder.

“We should probably bounce,” he calls behind him. “Sorry, Em.”

Jason looks stunned, as if our problems the past year just snuck up on him. “Are you really doing this right now?”

I nod, my voice calm. “Yeah. I am.”

The front door clicks closed, and Jason lets out a defeated sigh, ripping the headset off his neck. 

I brace for a fight, but it doesn’t come.

I inhale a shaky breath and turn away. I’m already halfway to the bedroom, when I hear his muffled apology. I roll my eyes, reaching in my back pocket for my phone.

Opening a text to Alan, I tap it out quickly before I chicken out and tell Jason I overreacted.

Me: I’m in for Tidehaven.


CHAPTER TWO

REID
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THE FOG THAT rolls in this morning is so thick I can barely make out the boats in the harbor as I trek down the rocking, weathered dock. It’s the kind of dense fog that is easy to get tangled in. I would know, having spent ten years as a Navy SEAL—years I’ve worked hard to leave behind me. 

I cast my eyes on the empty slip beside me where The Maybird should have docked an hour ago. I hate when boats are late, not because I care about the schedule, but because late means one of two things—engine trouble, or something worse. I try not to think about the something worse. I came here to leave my pain and guilt in the past. To mind my own business and keep my head down. I don’t need to be tangled up in anything. I know that, but it’s in my nature to look beneath the surface. I can’t always pretend I don’t wonder what’s really coming in and out of this quiet marina.

I lift my coffee to my lips. It’s lukewarm and bitter, but I take a long, slow sip anyway. The dock creaks under my boots with the retreating tide. A skiff to my left bobs lightly, the hull groaning like it has something to say. But it’s otherwise quiet and calm, no sound but the water licking the pilings and the rustle of marsh grass behind me. It should be peaceful but instead, it feels…off.

Across the inlet, the gulls are restless, circling above the shallows like they’ve been summoned by something. I crush the paper coffee cup in my fist and scan the area. Not a soul in sight, save for the few crabbers, always out before dawn, their skiffs gliding through the channel like ghosts. 

I lift a hand in greeting to one of the commercial captains I have seen countless times. I don’t know his name, but I know his boat: The Salty Lady. He and some others rent slips and sell their haul to the buyers two towns north of here. They keep to themselves.

“Reid.” A voice startles me. 

I turn to find my childhood best friend, Tate Maddox, approaching. 

“It was supposed to be my turn to open.” He stops beside me.

I shrug. “What else have I got to do? I don’t sleep much these days.” I thrive on routine, a creature of habit. 

Tate shoots me a look that tells me he knows this. He’s the brother I never had. By the time we were ten, we could read the tides like clockwork. We knew which creeks ran dry by noon and which ones hid redfish under the reeds. We baited crabs with slices of white bread we’d stolen from our parents’ kitchens. We caught minnows in mason jars and knew how to cut an engine and drift or speed through the marshes. Sometimes we fished, and sometimes we floated. We could always tell a storm was coming by the way the herons flew. We were barefoot and mud-slicked, but the marsh taught us patience. The water taught us respect. 

After high school, I joined the SEALS and Tate took over his dad’s marina. When I finally left my post behind, Tidehaven was the only place I wanted to come back to. I grew up here, raised by a single mama and the rest of the neighborhood after my dad took off. But she left when I left, and we don’t have much of a relationship these days. 

I run a hand over the dock railing, checking for loose bolts. I shouldn’t care this much—I only own thirty percent of this place—but it feels more mine than anything else in my life lately. Tate and I built half of these improvements together. Hell, the reason I bought into Driftwood the month I left the military is because I needed something solid to stand on again.

“The Maybird is late,” I tell him, jerking my head in the direction of the empty boat slip.

“Johnny called me. Engine trouble. He was waiting for a Coast Guard tow,” Tate reassures me. “I know what you’re thinking, but I don’t suspect it’s anything more than that.”

I let out a growl, raking my hand down my face. I’ve been out of the SEALs for two years now, but my senses are always heightened. My mind maps exits and worst-case scenarios before I can stop it. I came back here to reset. I’ve connected with some veterans groups, and I’m doing the work, but it’s not easy walking around with all this anger inside me. The safest thing I know how to do is keep to myself.

“You know I can’t stop my mind from wandering,” I say, turning away, my eyes scanning the horizon.

“You need to.” Tate’s voice is clipped. He slaps me on the back. “Gonna go open the bait shop.”

He starts back up the dock, leaving me to slowly walk slip to slip, checking the lines. I finish my rounds, checking each one off on my clipboard, noting that The Maybird still hasn’t returned. I tuck my pencil behind my ear and look up. Beau Rigsby, a gruff Alaskan commercial fisherman I’ve known for years, is already out on his boat, Miss Tidehaven, hauling up his first crab pots. Even on weeks off, he’s still out on the water on his own boat. You’d think he’d be sick of it. He gives me a nod from the wheelhouse, one hand on the throttle, the other around a thermos of God knows what. 

By seven, Tate’s got the bait shop lights flickering on behind our no-frills, open-air tiki bar, The Drift Net. By eight, I have fixed a busted hose nozzle and restocked the fuel dock bins. Then there’s nothing left to do but putter around the bait shop and The Drift Net. By two, my phone is ringing. I pull it out of my pocket. Tidehaven Research Center. 

“Reid,” I say, forgoing hello.

“Reid, it’s Kayla.” A young girl’s voice comes through the line. “I need your help.”

Kayla Cruz is a high school senior. She lives in Tidehaven, but since it’s so small, she attends high school in a neighboring town. Kayla loves marine biology, and Penny let her use the labs for her own experiments. After Penny died, the university needed someone local to keep things from falling apart until a new director showed up. I didn’t ask for the job, but I don’t mind it. It keeps the place open—for Kayla, if nothing else. Who knows? She may be running it herself one day.

“What’s up, Kayla?” I ask, raking a hand through my beard.

“It’s the skiff at the research center. I can’t get it started again, and I only have a couple of hours to get these samples.” The urgency in her voice makes my lips twitch. 

“I’ll be right over.” I hang up without saying goodbye, but Kayla is used to that.

When I get there, she is leaning against the dock post, eating a granola bar and wearing a Tidehaven Research Center baseball cap that’s seen better days. She grins at me.

“You ever take a day off?” she asks, watching as I step into the boat and get right to work on the lines.

“I’m off now,” I mutter.

“That’s a lie.” Kayla squints at me.

“You want this boat to float or not?” I shoot her a look.

Kayla grins but doesn’t press me further. I get the motor open, and my hands move on instinct. The place has been too quiet since Penny died, but Kayla’s kept coming anyway. Says it helps her feel close to Penny and the work they were doing. I don’t pretend to understand marine biology, but I understand wanting to be somewhere that still makes sense. “I heard the new director is getting in tomorrow,” Kayla says carefully. 

I look up from where I’m tinkering with the motor. “Who told you that?”

“Tate. Do you think she’ll be…nice?” 

I loop the last line and sit back on the boat’s tiny bench, letting out a sigh. I never like anyone the first time I meet them. “I’m sure she’s fine.”

Kayla winces then says, “Do you think she’ll let me keep using the lab?”

I frown at her. “How should I know?”

“Well, you’re in charge right now. Maybe you could tell her. I don’t need much. Just a corner. I’ll help with whatever project she’s working on. Data entry. Fieldwork. Coffee runs. I’m very useful.” 

Kayla’s face is so earnest it forces a smile out of me.

“Why don’t you tell her yourself?” I give Kayla a pointed look and start the skiff. The engine sputters, then roars to life.

She smiles so wide her eyes crinkle. “Yay! Thank you!” She’s hopping on her toes and moves to hug me when I climb out of the boat. 

I hold up a hand, preventing it, and start back up the dock. “Don’t mention it.”

“It wouldn’t kill you to say you’re welcome, you know!” Kayla calls after me. “You grumpy oaf.” 

I turn around and give her a nod, but I can’t stop the corner of my mouth from quirking upward. “You’re welcome. Lock up when you’re done.”

Her smile is blinding.

I head for home and an ice-cold beer, already knowing I’ll be right back here tomorrow if she needs me.
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I MAKE THE short trek back to my cabin, the place I’ve come to call home. When I was growing up, my mom and I lived in the same neighborhood as Tate. A typical rural coastal neighborhood of modest ranchers built in the sixties, long before the invention of Wi-Fi. I can still picture it—colorful houses with sun-warped siding, crab traps leaning against the side of the house. The occasional pair of waders left out to dry. Everyone had mismatched porch furniture and faded American flags, but they knew each other’s dogs. Curtains rustled when a stranger pulled in, and grief moved through houses like tropical storms.

I grew up at the dead end of the street in a sky-blue rancher. My dad’s jon boat sat up on cinderblocks under a tarp in the driveway long after he left us. But the neighbors looked out for each other—looked out for me. I could have gone anywhere when I got out, but I came back here. I like knowing people care. I just don’t need them watching my every move anymore. I trek through the path to the clearing where my modest log cabin sits in all its glory. When I came back, I slept on Tate’s couch for a year while I built this place. It gave me something to do to channel all the pent-up anger and regret I carry around inside me for things I can’t undo. Now that it’s done, I need to find another outlet.

I march up the steps and unlock the door, moving inside only to grab a cold Miller Lite before coming back to the porch. I sit in a rocking chair and kick off my boots, letting my bare feet rest on the white cedar planks. It’s modest, but it’s mine. 

I take a long swig of beer just as my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, not knowing what to expect. Not many people text me.

Tate: Yo. The new director arrives tomorrow. I told the University you’ll meet her at noon at The Drift Net.

I frown at my phone. Me? What the fuck. I hammer out a reply.

Me: Why aren’t you meeting her?

Tate: Because you’re in charge of the research center.

Me: Dude.

Tate: DUDE.

Me: I guess I’ll see her at noon.


CHAPTER THREE

EMERY
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BY THE TIME I cross over the two-lane causeway into Tidehaven, I’m panicking that I’ve made a terrible mistake. There is rural, and then there is rural. I’m afraid Tidehaven is the latter. I’m surrounded by marsh on either side of me and signs that warn of tidal flooding on the roadway. I pass crumbling docks and large live oak trees dripping with Spanish moss. It’s beautiful, no doubt, but there isn’t a Target—or hell, even a Walmart—for miles around. 

But I’m here now, and I promised myself I’d give this a real shot. I’ve had lots of time to reflect the past couple of weeks. The semester ended with me working late every day, grading labs and final papers. Jason tried to make up with me at first, but we’d only end up talking in circles, finding ourselves at yet another impasse. Eventually, we stopped trying. Yesterday’s goodbye wasn’t dramatic, but it was final. 

As soon as I cross the last tiny bridge on the causeway, I’m greeted by a large sun-beaten sign that reads Welcome to Tidehaven: Home of the Blue Claw. Population 2,200. Smaller than Cape Atlantic University’s student population.

I’m nauseous. For a second, the thought that I’ve made a catastrophic mistake presses hard against my ribs. Then I tighten my grip on the wheel and keep driving. I didn’t come all this way to turn around now.

I swallow hard and press on. 

Driving down the narrow main street, I’m relieved to see some semblance of life. I roll down my windows and huff in a breath of salty air. It instantly lifts my spirits. Mama T’s General Store greets me as soon as I cross through the first streetlight. There’s a physician’s office, a dentist, a diner with a weather-beaten red and yellow sign reading The Salty Spoon. I pass a darkened bar called The Rusty Anchor that looks like it has seen better days, but when I turn the corner, there’s a nice deck with outdoor seating. People are enjoying meals under umbrella-covered tables, and sounds of southern rock fill my car through the open windows.

I roll my shoulders back and ease up on the gas. Maybe this won’t be so bad. 

Finally, I come up on the Tidehaven Research Center and, just about a block over, The Driftwood Marina. Both fill me with optimism as the sun beats down on the still water surrounding them. There are boats of all sizes at the marina, fisherman gathered on the docks and around a small bar with a sign reading The Drift Net, where I’m supposed to meet my contact in a couple of hours.

I drive slowly, taking it all in and catching the attention of a few of the men sitting at the bar. Not a woman in sight. I offer a small smile through the window of my Toyota Prius and keep it moving, deciding it might be best if I drive right to the cottage I’m staying at. I glance at my GPS. I’m a half mile from Blackbird Cottage, which is owned by Coastal Carolina University for the purpose of housing the director of the Tidehaven Research Center. Aside from a few photos of the outside, I know nothing about the residence. There’s no telling what shape it’s in. 

By the time I pull up the crushed sea-shell driveway to the small white cottage, I’ve convinced myself that everything will be okay. I’ll be here for six months. It’s quiet and peaceful, and I’ll be free to do whatever research I want without the burden of teaching a full course load. 

I put my car in park and step out, taking in the tiny house. The siding is white and weather-beaten, but there’s a screened porch, perfect for sitting after a long day. I move to my trunk, pull out my two large suitcases, and drag them up the crunchy path.

I swing open the door to the screened porch and immediately see the only piece of furniture is a broken rocking chair. So much for that.

“I wonder if Amazon comes out here,” I murmur to myself, propping my suitcases and digging through my purse for the lock box code.

It takes me a couple of tries to get the combo right but finally the box opens, revealing a gold key on a seashell chain. I push the door open with my hip, its hinges letting out a long, reluctant creak. The smell of musty cedar hits me, the air damp in that coastal lived-in way. Warped wood paneling lines the walls, giving the cottage a log cabin feel to it. An air conditioner sits in the window to my right. I walk over, the floor creaking with every step, and switch it on. It lets out a loud hum of white noise in an otherwise eerily silent house. 

To my left is an old couch with sagging cushions and a quilt draped over the back of it, the kind someone’s grandmother probably made decades ago. There’s a mismatched chair and an end table covered with field guides and tide charts. Those will be helpful. An old brick fireplace centered on the side wall has a small TV hanging above it. That’s a relief. 

Above the archway into the kitchen is a sign that reads: Blackbird Cottage: Good Luck for Lost Souls. I lift my eyebrows. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel like a lost soul these days. Maybe being here will bring me luck. I walk through the opening, relieved to see a Nespresso machine and a basket of pods. 

“So, the last person living here was at least in the twenty-first century,” I mutter to myself. I open the old refrigerator, and a burst of cold air hits me. It’s empty, of course. My stomach growls angrily, and I realize I’ll need to hit up that general store soon. In the far corner sits a stackable washer and dryer that looks older than me. Open shelves hold mismatched mugs, plates, and bowls. The faucet drips once, and I move to the sink to turn it off. The window above the sink looks out to the marsh and my own private dock, a small skiff boat tied to it. A rush of excitement fills me at the thought of exploring out there. Getting my hands dirty again.

I walk down the small hallway and there are only two doors, one to a bathroom with a rust stained clawfoot tub and a small sink. Moving to the tiny bedroom, I’m relieved to see a queen-sized bed on a wrought iron frame, but also thankful I brought my own linens. I walk over to the second window unit air conditioner and flick it on, turning to take in the rest of the room. There’s a small end table with a bedside lamp and a single dresser. I pull open the top drawer. It sticks. 

I run my fingers through my blond waves, already damp with sweat from the South Carolina humidity. This will take some getting used to but so does every other kind of change. And I’m here now. I’m going to make the best of it.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out and glance at the screen. Jason. He’s texted me at least ten times since I left yesterday.

Jason: Please let me know that you made it okay. I’m sorry.

Sorry. A familiar word and yet somehow still not enough. I type back, pausing briefly to wonder if what I’m writing is too harsh. I type, then think better of it, tapping delete until the words disappear. 

Finally, I settle on a message that is firm but not unkind.

Me: I’m here. I’m safe. This doesn’t change anything. We’re over, and I need you to respect that.

The three dots appear, then vanish.

I set my phone face down, relief washing through me as I settle into the quiet.

“Welcome home, Em,” I say to myself, looking around. “Welcome home.”
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I HAVE AN hour before I’m supposed to meet my contact, so I decide to take a walk up the road to the Tidehaven Research Center I’d passed on my way in and check things out. It’ll be good for me to get the lay of the land. I tuck my phone in the pocket of my jean shorts, grab my cross-body purse and the keys to the cottage, and I’m off.

It’s a short walk out of the woodsy marsh to the main road. I’m surprised how fast I get there, but I’m already sweating. I veer off the sidewalk and cross a gravel drive to the research center which sits on pilings and is surrounded by docks. There’s a sign that reads Coastal Carolina’s Tidehaven Research Center and below it a weather-worn banner: Protect Our Shore. Protect Our Future. Something pulls at my chest as I take in the white building. It looks more like an old crab shack pieced together with decades of repairs and add-ons than a university building. I peer into a screened porch cluttered with boots and life vests and a couple of folding chairs. A handwritten note that’s seen better days hangs on the inside door. 

Tidehaven CRC – Field First, Office Later. 

A steel navy-blue door leads inside from the dock, and I try the handle. Why not? I’m the director after all. Surprisingly, it opens and I hesitate before walking inside.

I’m not sure why I thought it would be shiny and grant-funded with a university logo and a large welcome desk. No, it’s not that. It smells of coastal breeze and wet neoprene. Open windows let the salty breeze blow through. The walls are lined with cork boards covered in tide charts, annotated maps, and photos of smiling researchers holding up fish. Lab desks with steel tops sit shiny and waiting, and I wonder the last time someone sat at one. Counters along the opposite wall hold empty glass tanks. 

I set my bag down and look around. I’m told no one has been here in some time, but one thing is for sure. This place doesn’t care about credentials or publications. It’s not here to impress anyone. And neither am I.

A throat clears behind me. “May I help you?”

The voice is deep and jagged. I whirl around and find myself face to face with a tall, broad-shouldered man, who looks like he belongs to the coast. His dark crew cut and trimmed beard frame sharp green eyes that study me carefully. I forget how to breathe for a moment before I find my voice. “Y-yes. Hi. I’m Emery.” I swallow before remembering who I am. “Dr. Emery Caldwell. I’m the new director.”


CHAPTER FOUR

REID
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I’M NOT SURE what I was expecting when I saw the cute, petite blonde sneaking into the research center, but it wasn’t this. I’d planned to meet her at The Drift Net in less than an hour, and it hadn’t occurred to me that she’d look like someone capable of knocking my focus sideways. Outsiders are pretty easy to spot in Tidehaven, and Dr. Emery Caldwell has outsider written all over her. 

It takes a minute for me to find my voice as I take her in. She’s a tiny thing. I’ve easily got a foot on her small frame. She has blond hair so light it’s almost white hanging down her back in waves, sweat dampening her hairline. Big blue eyes stare expectantly at me through round wire-rimmed glasses. 

“And you are?” she asks, raising her eyebrows at me.

I slowly rake my gaze up her body and meet her eyes, stifling a cough.

“I’m Reid—Reid Morgan. We were supposed to meet in half an hour.” I keep my voice level, trying to push down the sound of irritation. I’m not sure if I’m irritated by her impatience to get inside the building or by my visceral reaction to her attractiveness. I wasn’t expecting her to be hot.

“Oh, right.” Emery shoots me with an awkward smile then winces. “I was just…trying to get the lay of the land before going to meet you.” She shifts uncomfortably. “The door was open so…” She lets her voice trail off with a meek shrug.

“I am in and out between here and the marina. I don’t always lock up during the day.” I step around the table separating us. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t break in though.” I fish a key ring out of my pocket, twisting a shiny gold key off it and handing it to her. “This is the place. This is your key. Got any questions?”

Emery pushes her tongue in the side of her mouth and squints, examining me. “Yeah. What’s your job?”

I let out a low chuckle. It’s a fair question but one I don’t really know how to answer. “I’m part owner of the marina, and I do a little bit of everything. But here? You can call me the maintenance guy.”

“Oookay.” Emery turns from me, her attention already elsewhere. She walks the perimeter of the room, trailing her hands along the wall before pausing to skim the tide maps on the corkboards.

I will my brain to stop checking her out. It has been a while, but I don’t date and definitely not the woman in town to run this research center. That has bad idea written all over it. Still, she is clear-eyed and purposeful as she acquaints herself with the lab. I can already tell she’s the kind of woman whose intelligence shows up in the confident way she carries herself. And damn if I’m not drawn to her like a magnet, despite every warning I’ve given myself. Emery stops walking and catches my gaze. “Do you happen to know if the former director left anything behind?” 

“Left anything behind?” I repeat. “She uh… She died.” I catch the melancholy in my own voice.

Emery shifts awkwardly. “I heard that… I just, I heard before she died, she was studying turtles, and I love terrapins. I thought I’d try to pick up where she left off.”

I gesture behind me to a short hallway. “Her office was back there. I guess it’s your office now, so anything you find in there, I would imagine is up for grabs.” I scratch my jaw, casting my gaze down the dimly lit hall. 

Emery nods, letting out a breath. “Got it.”

I’m just about to ask if she needs anything else, if we need to bother with The Drift Net when the door to the screened porch swings open.

“Reid?” Kayla’s voice echoes. “Are you here? Is she here?”

I roll my eyes but call back, “In here, Kayla.”

Emery turns just as Kayla walks in the room. Her khaki shorts are stained—probably with marsh muck, her Hollow Creek High T-shirt is cut off at the sleeves, and her curly dark hair is piled high on the top of her head. Her wader boots leave wet, muddy footprints all over the dark floor.

“Jesus, Kayla,” I say when I see the mess. I gesture in the direction of the porch. “Go take those off. I just mopped these floors.”

Kayla grimaces. “Sorry.” Then she looks at Emery. “I’ll be right back.”

She slips out as fast as she came in, and I busy myself wiping the sludge off the black tile floor. “That’s Kayla,” I say as I work. “She’s been very excited to meet you.” That one sentence is more words than I’ve uttered to anyone in weeks.

Kayla dashes back into the room, wearing a pair of flip flops this time. She marches right up to Emery and holds out her hand. “My name is Kayla Cruz. I love marine biology, and I’ve been using this lab for two years now. I would love if you’d continue to allow me to use it, and I’d be happy to help you with any projects you’re working on.” 

Kayla speaks so quickly I’m not sure she takes a breath. 

“Smooth, kid,” I mutter, tossing the dirty paper towels in the trash.

Emery grins, taking Kayla’s outstretched hand into both of hers. “Hi Kayla, it’s so nice to meet you.”

“So, can I stay?” Kayla is doing that bouncing on her toes thing again.

“Of course you can use the lab. And I’ll let you know if I have anything you can help with.” Emery reaches in a black purse and pulls out a business card. “My phone number is on here. Call me any time.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Kayla squeals.

Emery lets out a small laugh and glances my way. “Does…anyone else use the lab?”

“Currently, no. It’s been me and Kayla for the past six months while the university looked for a replacement.” I hold up my hands. “We’re a quiet pair.”

The three of us stand in a brief uncomfortable silence that is broken by the sound of a loud stomach growling. Emery’s cheeks flush pink. She swallows, and I find my eyes drawn to her throat, her clavicle, the gentle curve to her shoulder.

“Sorry,” she mutters, raking a hand through her hair. “It’s been a while since I’ve eaten. Know anywhere good?”

“Oooh!” Kayla interjects before I can. “I’ll take you to The Salty Spoon.”

I give her a tight smile, quirking my eyebrows upward. “There you go.”

“Salty Spoon it is.” Emery picks up her bag and follows Kayla toward the screened porch. “Thanks, Reid,” she says over her shoulder.

“See you around, Doc.”
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I’M ON MY porch in my favorite place, sipping my favorite beer, when my phone dings. It’s got to be Tate because he hasn’t checked in yet and I’m sure he’s itching for details.

Tate: Dude, I didn’t see you at the Net. Did you forget to meet the director lady?

I shove my phone
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