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  Dedication 


Thank you to Jackie, Jake, and Barney—for being the heart behind every word. My parents, Wayne and Janet, who made this effort possible, I am sorry Dad could not be here to see this come to life. And to the readers who believe in second chances and small-town mysteries—this journey is yours too. 
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  Chapter one
The Choice



The seaweed salad had wilted at the edges, and the miso soup had long gone cold. Marissa didn’t notice. She sat in the corner booth at Fushimi, tucked between the mirrored wall and a bamboo divider, her blazer draped carelessly over the leather seat beside her. The restaurant was quiet now, save for the muted clink of glassware and the low thrum of ambient jazz. Most of the Midtown crowd had cleared out hours ago. Only the tired, the restless, and the lonely remained.
She glanced at her phone screen—midnight. Again.
A single shrimp tempura sat uneaten on her plate. She nudged it with her chopsticks, then let them fall with a soft sigh. Her reflection in the mirror caught her off-guard—not tired, exactly, but… hollow. Polished, composed, lips still painted from the client meeting that had dragged past ten. But the spark behind her eyes, the fire that used to thrill at closing a deal, was gone.
"Just step away," she muttered under her breath. The words surprised her, hovering over the rim of her empty sake glass like a dare.
She leaned back, eyes tracing the clean lines of the sushi bar, the lacquered wood, the subtle hush of late-night Tokyo ambiance woven into Manhattan. This used to thrill her. Used to make the long hours and stiletto blisters worth it.
Now it just made her tired.
She reached into her leather tote and pulled out the folder she hadn’t meant to bring tonight—a thick manila packet with a tab labeled “Secondary Waterfront Prospects – South Atlantic & Gulf.” It was from a pitch session six years ago, back when she still believed she could outwork doubt. The file had survived four purges, two department reshuffles, and a near-merger. For some reason, she’d never thrown it out.
She flipped it open. There, third listing from the bottom:
Laguna Shores Inn and Marina – Franklin County, Florida.
Not highlighted. Not circled. Just quietly waiting.
She remembered it now—a faded little brochure mailed in by a hopeful owner looking to retire. The cover photo had shown an old wooden inn with a slanted sign and a marina wrapped in morning mist. Her team had passed on it without even a visit. “Too rustic,” someone had said. “No scalability,” another chimed in. And just like that, it vanished from the docket.
But she remembered it.
There was something about the place. Something honest. Something that hadn’t come from a render farm in Singapore or a keyword-optimized marketing kit. Just sun, water, and space to breathe.
Her fingers lingered on the edge of the page.
Another notification lit up her phone: calendar reminder for an 8 a.m. call with the Seoul property team. Her chest tightened.
No.
She locked the screen and set the phone face-down. The words returned—clearer this time.
“Just step away.”
She reached for the pen clipped to the folder and scrawled a note across the margin of the Laguna Shores listing:
Available?
Then, in smaller script:
Still for sale?
Marissa exhaled slowly, letting the weight of the thought settle in her chest like a warm stone. The kind you didn’t want to shake loose just yet.
She slid the folder back into her bag, drained the last sip of now-warm sake, and signaled for the check. As the waiter approached, she caught her reflection again in the mirror.
This time, she didn’t look tired.
She looked ready.
A hundred feet behind her, someone opened the door to the restaurant and called her name.
She didn’t turn around.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter 1









  
  Chapter three
Chapter Two


THE ROAD AHEAD
It only took twelve hours for the fallout to begin. 
Marissa's resignation email—short, polite, surgical—hit inboxes just before sunrise. By 8:05 a.m., the Seoul team had sent two follow-ups. By 9:12, her assistant was texting with thinly veiled panic. And by 10:00, her division head had left a voicemail that started calm and ended in a clipped, throat-clearing plea: “We can talk about this, Marissa. Just let me know where you are.”
She didn’t answer.
Instead, she pulled a box of loose files off her closet shelf and took out the supporting documents folder—old notes, the original Laguna Shores brochure, and a scribbled phone number she hadn’t noticed before.
The file itself was still in her purse, creased from last night’s reread. But now, she wanted everything in front of her.
She underlined the number and added a question mark beside it. A landline. No extension.
She called it.
A woman answered. Her voice was raspy in that comforting, Southern way—part hospitality, part caution.
“Laguna Shores Inn and Marina. This is Loretta.”
Marissa paused. “Hi, Loretta. My name is Marissa LeClair. I’m calling about your property. I believe you submitted it to Rockridge Group a few years ago.”
A beat. Then, “Well, I’ll be. You’re the first person to call back since we mailed that brochure. That would’ve been… oh, Lord. Before the last hurricane, even.”
Marissa smiled despite herself. “Would you believe I kept the file?”
“I’d believe anything if you’re calling about it now. My husband always said this place would find the right person when it was ready. He passed last spring, but I told him I’d keep the lights on till someone came along.”
“I’m not calling on behalf of the firm,” Marissa said, more softly now. “I left the company. This is personal.”
Loretta didn’t respond right away. Then, “Well, honey… maybe that’s the best kind of call to make.”
They talked for forty minutes. Loretta walked her through the dock layout, the café on the first floor, the seven rooms upstairs—plus one that no guest ever seemed to want but was always the first to book during storms. There were quirks and leaky faucets and charm in the shutters and old brass keys that never quite matched the numbers on the doors.
“It’s not fancy,” Loretta said. “But it’s home.”
“It might be mine, too,” Marissa replied, almost whispering.
By noon, she had arranged a visit. Nothing formal—just a long drive and a hopeful walk-through. If she liked it, they’d talk numbers. If not, no harm done.
She packed lightly, just two suitcases. Everything else she left in a climate-controlled storage unit in Queens, labeled in boxes she hadn’t opened in years. Some held designer shoes she no longer wore. Others, memorabilia from conferences and corporate events she couldn’t even remember attending. One box, heavier than the rest, held old hotel brochures—places she had reviewed but never stayed.
She left that one behind.
By early afternoon, she was on the road in a rented hybrid SUV with heated seats and a navigation system that couldn’t seem to pronounce “Apalachicola.” Her phone buzzed in the console—ignored, but relentless. A mixture of missed calls, unread messages, and increasingly desperate emails stacked themselves like a silent scream.
She turned the ringer off.
The city peeled away faster than she expected. By the time she crossed into Virginia, the sky had turned heavy. Dark bands of clouds stretched across the horizon like smudges on a wet canvas. The weather alerts started just past Raleigh—first about rain, then flooding, then travel advisories. She pushed on, her hands steady on the wheel.
By the time she reached Georgia, visibility had dropped to half a mile. She pulled into a gas station somewhere between Valdosta and I-10, just as the wipers gave up and the wind made the station’s metal roof hum like a tuning fork.
The place was nearly empty. One truck at the far end, an old sedan parked by the ice machine, and rows of flickering neon tubes casting pale light over the concrete.
She stepped out into the rain, pulled her coat tight and jogged toward the store. Just as she reached the pump, she saw him.
A scruffy, mud-streaked dog, huddled beneath the overhang by the vending machines. He looked up as she approached—one floppy ear, one upright. His ribs showed beneath his fur, and his eyes were wide but too tired to plead.
“Hey there,” Marissa said gently.
He didn’t move. Didn’t growl. Just watched.
She crouched slowly, rain matting her hair to her face. “You lost, bud?”
Still nothing.
She walked into the store, grabbed a protein bar and a small container of water, and returned to the awning. He was still there, unmoved, as if uncertain whether her kindness was a trick.
She broke the bar into small pieces and placed them a few feet apart, leading to the open passenger door of her SUV. The dog sniffed the air. Slowly, cautiously, he stepped forward. Ate. Stepped again. Ate. Paused. Then, with visible effort, climbed into the front seat and collapsed onto the dry towel she’d laid across it.
Marissa sat in the driver’s seat, water bottle in hand. He lapped at it gratefully but never took his eyes off her.
“No collar,” she murmured. “No tags. But all heart.”
She looked ahead through the rain.
“Captain,” she said aloud. “That’s what I’ll call you. Every marina needs a captain.”
He let out a soft huff of agreement—almost a sigh—and curled into a tight, shivering ball.
She started the engine again.
Outside, the rain lashed harder.  But inside the car, for the first time in days, she didn’t feel alone.  
The driving rain was limiting her vision severely, and then she saw it, up ahead.  
Edna Springs Fire Department—Storm Shelter.  Refuge from the Storm for the night.
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