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Thank You for Visiting Turtle Key!

Ellis Kane came to Turtle Key to clean out his late uncle’s house, rethink his future, and spend a few quiet days near the water.

Then a woman showed up looking for her missing mother.

Now Kane’s dodging trouble through beach bars, sketchy marinas, and a floating plastic surgery clinic that is one Coast Guard inspection away from becoming a crime scene.

Also, the local peacocks appear to be organized.

Welcome to Turtle Key.
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Brooke’s too-small rental car pulled to a stop in front of an unimpressive Florida bungalow with a “For Sale” sign teetering in the front yard, if the small patch of grass could be called a yard. The whole scene matched the wariness of the other bungalows lining the street. 

She double-checked the address they’d given her at the police station and sighed. 

What the property lacked in looks, it made up for in ambiance. Between the houses, the low-lying mangroves gave way to the beautiful Intracoastal Waterway beyond, all captured under an orange and purple sky as the sun crept low.

“I guess this is the place.”

She climbed out of the car, tired and tentative, muttering under her breath, “Damn it, Mom, you better be here.”

As she shut the car door, she clutched her chest. An iguana stood frozen in the middle of the driveway—tail swaying, claws flexed, staring her down like she was trespassing on its territory.

“Jeez, you scared me.” 

Its unblinking eyes made it even scarier. 

“Shoo,” she cried, flapping her arms. “Go do lizard things somewhere else.”

The iguana finally blinked, unimpressed. Then, with a heavy thud, another one dropped from the tree above and waddled toward her. That’s when a loud grunt made her jump.

A pig.

A real-life, curly-tailed pig snorted its way out from behind the neighbor’s trash cans.

“Oh, come on,” Brooke groaned. 

The pig squealed, which the back-up iguana took as a command to charge at Brooke’s sandaled feet.

She took off at a sprint around the side of the house, losing a sandal and screaming the whole way.

* * *
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Ellis Kane cracked open a beer halfway through boxing up another load of his late uncle’s junk. The beer, left in the garage fridge when he passed, still had potential. At least that’s what he told himself, though the off-brand brew had probably been there for a decade. He vaguely registered the sound of a car door outside but didn’t think much of it until a minute later, when curiosity finally dragged him from the garage to the porch. An unfamiliar car sat in front of the house, but the driver was gone. All that greeted him was the neighbor’s pig chewing on some leafy greens.

“You see someone out here, Loretta?” 

A snort.

And then a scream slicing through the humid Florida evening, sharp and panicked, like something out of a horror flick.

“What the hell?” he wondered aloud, and sped off to the side of the house, clutching the neck of the beer bottle, ready to use it as a weapon. 

He called, “Hello?”

Then another scream, high-pitched, worried, and definitely coming from the backyard.

He jogged down the side of the house, rounding the corner seconds later, and in the creeping shadows of dusk stood a stunning woman in her early thirties, put together in that “definitely not from around here” kind of way. With her back against the crooked tiki bar his uncle had never quite finished building, she held her oversized purse like a shield. Two iguanas had cornered her, one flaring its throat fan like a tiny, deadly dinosaur.

Kane stepped into the yard and called over to her, calm as can be. “Easy now. Don’t make any sudden movements. Those little bastards are mostly bark.”

She looked over at him with wide brown eyes. “Bark?! One of them hissed at me!”

“That’s Steve,” Kane said, grabbing the garden rake propped by the deck and walking toward the kerfuffle. “He’s got an attitude.” With a few lazy swipes, he herded the lizards toward the side gate. “There you go, guys, alright. Find a rock to lie on and stop scaring the pretty lady.”

The woman let out a shaky breath. “Jesus. I thought I was gonna get eaten alive.”

“They’re herbivores,” he said, offering her a hand. “Ellis Kane, exotic reptile rescues, at your service.”

She looked at him without shaking his hand, which he quickly played off, wiping it on his shirt.

“Are they yours?” she asked.

He laughed, “Oh, no. They don’t belong to anyone. This is their neighborhood, they just let us live here.” 

She laughed, letting out a long breath and brushing off her sundress before reaching out her hand. “Sorry. I’m Brooke.”

Kane gave her a grin and took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Brooke. What brings you to this little slice of paradise?” He waved his hand around at the small but well-kept backyard. 

“I’m looking for someone. My mom. She’s...missing, maybe? Not missing, but I don’t know where she is.”

Kane finished the last of his beer and raised a brow. “And you thought she’d gone feral and was living amongst the iguanas?”

She laughed, “No, I—” 

She was a little frazzled and still trying to calm down. “Want to tell me the whole story over a beer?” He held up his empty bottle. “I’ll get you a fresh one.”

She nodded. He retrieved two beers from the fridge, making a mental note to pick up a better six-pack in case of any more unexpected guests, and opened one for her as she took a seat on the backyard patio.

“Sorry, it’s all I’ve got,” he said, handing it to her. “Does the trick though.”

Brooke accepted the drink with a reluctant smile, then took a long pull, draining half the bottle, and sat back with a heavy sigh.

He raised his eyebrows.

She gave an apologetic smile. “It’s been that kind of day.”

He eyed her, curious. “What kind?”

She nodded. “Long. I flew in this morning from Boston.” 

“Boston!” Kane said. “Been once. An interesting city.”

She smirked. “That’s a word for it.”

Kane grinned. “So you...can’t find your mom?”

Brooke took a deep breath, as though gearing up for a long story. “She’s got a place on the other side of town. She was supposed to pick me up at the airport a few hours ago, but she never showed up. I called her like twenty times, texted her—nothing. Finally, I get a crappy rental car, go to her place, and she’s not there. I don’t have a key, so I’m literally just driving around looking for her at some places we’ve gone together because I have no idea what else to do. But honestly, I don’t know where I’m going or where she is, and I’m just tired, and cranky, and worried, but also pissed.”

She finally breathed and took another long pull from the beer, followed by a grimace. 

“Wow,” Kane said. “That was quite a sentence.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m sure there’s a perfectly good reason she ditched me, but with all the crazy stuff you hear, you never know, and honestly, after the day I’ve had, I just want to know she’s okay.”

He watched as she took another long drink, still trying to figure her out. “Sounds like a garbage day.”

“Yeah,” she agreed.

“So, you’re looking for your mom, so...” he leaned back, palms up. “Why are we looking for her in my backyard? Have you called the police or checked the local hospitals? I’ve heard of retired folks checking into the Sacred Palms Medical Center just to get the fish fry special on Fridays.”

She chuckled.

“But seriously,” he said, taking a sip. “I’d start there, then the police.”

Brooke eyed him up and down. The kind of eyeballing that may have made a lesser man blush. She bit her lip with a mix of curiosity and disbelief. “You’re Detective Kane?”

“Guilty as charged. Though I’m not doing any detecting at the moment, except for suspiciously attractive strangers getting lost in my backyard.” He grinned, but it was a practiced grin, one he always followed with a sharp look to force someone off their game. It had been known to work on a perp or two, and plenty of witnesses. “But how do you know who I am? Like you, I’m not from around here.”

“Well, this is awkward.” Brooke gave an uncomfortable smile. “My mom talked a lot about this guy she’d been seeing, a retired detective. Kane. When I couldn’t find her, I thought maybe she got caught up with him and forgot to pick me up. Totally not like her, but I was worried. So I went to the police station and asked about Detective Kane. They gave me this weird line about not releasing personal info on an officer, and one of them even said something about him ‘being gone a while now.’ That didn’t sit right, so I did a little Google detective work of my own... and ended up here.” She looked at him like she was trying to make the pieces fit.

Kane leaned back, letting the chair creak under him, enjoying her curious discomfort. 

“I’m sorry.” Brooke let out a little laugh. “You’re just, well, much younger than I was picturing. You’re, like, my age. A few years older at best.”

Kane nodded, still grinning. “Your mom is Donna?”

Brooke blinked. “Yeah... I’m just...?”

“She’s a very sweet woman. I met her once, though not on a date. She was seeing my uncle. Retired cop. He’s the Detective Kane that they thought you were talking about. I’m also a detective, or at least...”

“Oh,” Brooke said, processing. “I guess I just assumed...”

“That the young guy in a sweaty t-shirt was your mom’s new flame?” He smirked. “No offense taken. I’ve seen weirder on the job. Besides, your mother’s a beautiful, wonderful woman, well out of my league.” 

Brooke gave him a wry smile. “So I assume she’s not here?”

Kane took a sip of his beer and shook his head. “No. Uncle Joe, he...uh...he passed about a month ago.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. Mom never said anything.”

Kane waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Great guy, great memories, and a big inspiration. Glad when the time came, it was peaceful. That’s not always the way when a cop’s time is up.”

The silence hung in the air for a moment before Brooke asked, ‘So you’re a detective, too?”

Kane nodded. “Twenty years. Houston PD.” He took a sip of his beer. “On leave at the moment, though. When Uncle Joe passed, he left me this place. I needed a break from the...let’s say, ‘crazy.’ Figured I’d come down, clean it out, put it on the market. But now...” He waved vaguely at the sunset-drenched backyard and the lazy ripples of the Intracoastal past the mangroves. “It grows on you.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds the distant thump of bass from a party boat and the soft chirps of tree frogs waking up for the night.

“Listen,” Kane said, setting down his drink. “Your mom probably just mixed up the day, or maybe had one too many margaritas and passed out on the beach. Happens more than you’d think around here. Especially with the older folks. Just last week, my neighbor took the wrong golf cart home from bingo night. Didn’t realize it until he parked it in his lanai and couldn’t figure out why there was a flamingo float in the passenger seat and three bags of cat food in the back.” He took a swig of his beer and shook his head. “He doesn’t even have a cat.”

Brooke didn’t look convinced, but she nodded. “I hope you’re right.”

“Tell you what,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket, opening his contacts, and handing it to her. “Let’s trade numbers. You call me when she shows up. Let me know everything is okay.”

“And what if she doesn’t, you know, come home?”

He gave her a reassuring smile. “Call me either way.”

She hesitated, added herself to his phone, and sent herself a text so she’d have his too. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“Anytime.”

He offered to let her hang out until she heard from her mom, but Brooke insisted she was going to keep looking before finding a hotel with a shower and a bed.

“Good luck,” he said. “You hear about SkySplash?”

She shook her head. “Sounds like a new James Bond movie?”

He chuckled, “No, it’s a big drone show on the beach this weekend, sponsored by the Pearl resort down here. Lotta folks in town for the festivities. Most of the places around here have their ‘No Vacancy’ signs lit up for the first time since spring break. Might take a while to find a room.”

After her taillights disappeared down the street, Kane walked inside and grabbed his keys. He took Uncle Joe’s old Miata down to the local rum shack and picked up their finest bottle, his reward for surviving the day.

Back home, he settled on the back deck, sipping straight from the bottle, watching the moonrise skim across the water. The iguanas had returned, now basking in the moonlight, unbothered.

The quiet of this strange little town had been good for him. Slower. Softer around the edges. After everything he saw back in Houston—busted families, dirty cases, and a system that never worked fast enough—he needed this. 

He thought of Marisol, the twelve-year-old he couldn’t save. They met during a routine welfare check after an anonymous tip. He got her out of that foster home where the father kept a lock on the refrigerator door, and the girl had lost ten pounds she hadn’t had to lose. After bouncing between placements, she’d finally been sent to a foster home that promised stability—two smiling parents, a tidy application, glowing references. It looked like a turning point to the social workers, but Kane couldn’t overcome his suspicions. He saw the red flags behind the charm, the cracks in their story, the way they gamed the system. He protested, but the placement went through anyway. 

“Best option available,” they said. 

By the time he proved otherwise, it was too late. Marisol got sick. A kidney infection that turned septic. Something that never should’ve killed her. Had anyone brought her to the doctor and gotten an antibiotic, she’d still be running around on the playground today. But no one did. The family cut every corner. Taking a kid to the doctor was time out of their day and cash out of their bottom line. She died in that house, in a room without air conditioning in the thick of the South Texas summer, while they cashed another check. 

Kane knew exactly what had happened. He could spot a scam a mile off, but his hands were tied. He couldn’t prove intent. Couldn’t get the bloated system to take action. And once the girl died, the couple vanished—packed up and moved to Alabama, where there were too many kids who needed homes and not enough social workers to ask the right questions.

That one knocked the wind out of him. Made him wonder if he could still do the job, or if the job had already done him. Uncle Joe leaving him the house seemed like the perfect opportunity to take a step back. Put the everyday tragedies out of his mind. 

But when it came down to it, he was a cop to his core, and something about Brooke’s story scratched at the back of his mind. He didn’t know Donna well, but Uncle Joe talked about her. A lot. 

“Whip smart lady, and a looker too! Brains and beauty.” Traits her daughter seemed to share. He tried to imagine someone like that forgetting to pick up their daughter at the airport. It didn’t sit right with him. He hoped he’d hear from Brooke in the morning just to say her mom turned up. Thanks for the beer. 

Kane raised the bottle and took another sip, his jaw tightening. His gut told him something was off.

And his gut was rarely wrong.
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The buzz of Kane’s phone vibrating on the nightstand yanked him from a dead sleep. He cracked one eye open, the bright Florida sunlight already penetrating the half-closed blinds. He squinted at the screen. 6:00 a.m.? Who the hell is calling me at...

The screen read: Brooke Sawyer

Kane’s thumb hovered for a second as he cleared his throat before accepting the call.

“Is this a social call, or are there more iguanas in distress?”

“Ellis?” came a panicked voice. “It’s Brooke. I’m sorry—it’s early, I know—but my mom never came home last night. I’m sitting in front of her place now. She hasn’t been back. I’ve called and texted her maybe thirty times already. I’m really—”

Kane blinked, sitting up, reacting to the urgency in her voice. “Okay, slow down. You sure she didn’t just...meet a friend? Grab a nightcap and crash at a neighbor’s? It’s Florida, Brooke. A lot of folks down here, the retirees especially, live like it’s spring break every day.”

“I know,” she said, exasperated. “But she knew I was coming. She texted me yesterday, ‘Can’t wait to see you!’ She was excited. Something’s wrong. I can feel it.”

Kane sighed. Something better be wrong for him to be up at this hour. Smart money still said the visit slipped mom’s mind. “Brooke, how old is your mom? How’s her memory?”

“She’s sixty-two and sharp as a tack. She didn’t forget. Something is up. I called the police. They can’t do anything until she’s missing forty-eight hours. They said the same thing as you, that this stuff happens all the time. Sounds straight out of a training manual. Like they tell cops to say it. But I’m telling you, not to my mom. You said you’re a detective. Can’t you help?”

Kane didn’t want to sound the alarm yet, but that twinge in her voice made it hard to ignore. “Alright, how about we meet for breakfast? Go over everything calmly. I’ll help however I can.”

“Really?” The relief in her voice was obvious.

“Sure,” he said, already swinging his legs out of bed. “I’m not one to turn down a damsel in distress. Especially one who knows where I live.”

He could practically hear her smile through the phone. “Thanks. There’s a diner up the street called Sandy’s. Is it any good?”

“I know the place. Uncle Joe’s favorite. Coffee that’ll strip the paint off the hull of a ship. He claimed that it was a good thing. But, don’t you want to wait at your mom’s, see if she shows up? I can pick something up and come to you.”

She sighed, “I don’t have a key and need to use the bathroom.” 

“Alright then,” he said. “See you in thirty.”

* * *
[image: ]


Kane “got ready” as much as a guy typically does. He showered, threw on some shorts and a button-down that was sitting on a chair and hadn’t been too wrinkled. He ran a comb through his hair. Once. 

Done. 

He had that effortlessly sharp look that only men who don't try too hard can manage.

Brooke was already in the booth when Kane walked in. Elbows on the table, fingers locked around a steaming mug like it was keeping her upright. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, but even under the diner’s fluorescent glow, she had that frazzled kind of beauty that turned heads for reasons no one could quite name.

She looked up when she saw him, relief flickering through exhaustion. “Hey, thanks for coming.”

He nodded, sliding into the seat across from her, and caught the waitress’s eye. Her nametag read “Bev”. He gestured toward the pot in her hand. “Hi, Bev. Could you top her off, and I’ll take one too, please. And a couple of blueberry muffins.” He turned his attention to Brooke. “This place has the best blueberry muffins you’ve ever had in your life. I hope you’re hungry.”

Brooke gave a faint smile. “God, yes. Between worrying about Mom and the circus in the room next to mine at that lousy hotel, I had maybe six minutes of sleep all night. I don’t think I’ve eaten since the plane yesterday.”

Kane waited until the waitress set the mugs down and drifted away, then leaned forward. “Okay. Let’s walk through this. You said she texted you before your flight, so, yesterday morning?”

Brooke handed over her phone. “Here. Last message from her was ‘Can’t wait to see you!’ You can see I texted her before my flight. No response, which I thought was odd. I flew in, landed around three, and she wasn’t there. Nothing since. I grabbed a rental at the airport when she didn’t show. Her house was empty as far as I could tell, though there were some lights on. No car in the driveway. I called the police, but they couldn’t help. Then I remembered her talking about Detective Kane, which led me to you, and you know the story from there.”

Kane flipped to her home screen and opened the Find My app. “You and Donna share locations?”

Brooke gave him a tired glare. “I’m not an idiot. That’s the first thing I checked.”

He held up a hand. “Sorry, sorry, just trying to be thorough.” He carefully checked Donna’s tracker. The last pinged location was at 12:43 p.m. at the Salty Turtle, a breezy dockside bar between the resort and the marina. He’d seen it from the street but had never been in. 

“That’s right near the Pearl, the big resort out by the beach,” he said, turning the phone. “She was here. But the tracking stopped shortly after. The only real reason it would do that is if the phone was powered off or ran out of battery.”

Brooke crossed her arms, thinking. “A dead phone would explain why she’s not responding, but she’d charge it, eventually. Or at least come home.” Frustrated, she shook her head. “What the hell is going on?”

“That’s the million-dollar question,” Kane said. “Could be nothing. Could be something. But you’ve called her—what—thirty times?”

“Thirty-two,” she muttered, taking her phone back.

The waitress dropped off two blueberry muffins the size of softballs. Brooke didn’t even pretend to be polite—she split one open, buttered it with mechanical focus, and took a bite that made her eyes roll back.

“This is unreal,” she said. “They should prescribe these for anxiety.”

Kane watched her for a beat, amused. He picked up his own muffin, took a bite, and had to admit she wasn’t wrong.

While she devoured hers, he thought through the situation. He’d worked missing persons before. He knew when things didn’t add up. When two and two made five, you investigated.

He nodded, serious now. “I’m officially in.” 

“Thank you,” she said. 

He continued. “Unless there’s blood or a ransom note, the cops are going to assume she’s out somewhere living her best Margaritaville life. They’ll be useless for at least another twenty-four hours, probably longer. These beach towns see a lot of day-after hangovers and bad decisions.”

Brooke scowled. “That’s not helpful.”

“No, but it’s honest.” Kane smiled. “But I want you to go to the station and file a report anyway. Make it official. Let them know you were worried early. I’ll head down to the bar where her phone pinged. Poke around. Maybe someone saw something. Send me some pictures of your mom. Something good I can show around.”

She tapped her phone. A moment later, his screen lit up with two photos. One a solo shot of Donna smiling on the beach, her sunglasses pushed up into her hair, the other a cheerful selfie of her and Brooke.

“You have the same eyes.” Kane looked up at her. “Same glare, too.”

That coaxed a tiny smile out of Brooke. “Thanks...I think?” 

The waitress dropped off the check, and Kane laid down a twenty. To the waitress, he said, “These muffins are life-changing. Please pass our compliments to the chef.”

Bev smiled, “Thanks, honey, but we don’t make ‘em in-house. Get ‘em from Palm & Pastry, that bakery in town. You’ll have to stop in and tell her yourself.”

“I may just do that,” Kane said with a grin.

Outside, he turned to her. “Listen, it’s going to be fine. Donna will turn up. We’re just going to cover the bases to be safe, okay?”

She nodded. “I know. I’m just worried.”

“You go file that report,” he said. “I’ll see what I can turn up, and we’ll touch base later.”

Brooke gave a faint smile and headed for her car. Kane stayed where he was, watching her pull out of the lot, taillights flashing red in the late-morning sun. Only when she disappeared down the street did he climb into the Miata.

He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to ease the knot that had settled there. He didn’t know exactly what he was getting into, but that familiar stir in his gut told him this one was about to get complicated.
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The morning sun hung high over Turtle Key Marina, glinting off the polished railings of La Bella Vita as it sat in its slip like a glossy supermodel hitting her mark. Ready to take the morning clientele out for some lip filler at sea, the upper deck came alive with a flurry of motion as staff in matching seafoam green scrubs and white, slip-resistant sneakers assembled into a coordinated hospitality flash mob.

At the top of the gangplank, two nurses struck poses with clipboards in hand and fixed pageant-grade smiles. “Welcome aboard La Bella Vita! You’re going to love what we have in store for you today,” chirped one, her tone carrying the faint echo of working too many bingo nights and shuffleboard tournaments.

Sal Vitelli leaned against the polished railing, the warm breeze fruitlessly trying to tousle the edges of his greased-back hair. He exuded the smooth charm of a born hustler. The kind of man who can convince you to hand over your wallet and thank him for the experience.

“Bernice,” he purred to a regular customer, flashing a smile so rehearsed it should’ve paid union dues, “if you looked any younger, I’d be askin’ your mother for permission.”

The Botox-regular giggled and fluttered her thick fake lashes. “Oh, Sal, you’re terrible.”

“Nah,” he said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze, “I’m honest. That’s my problem.”

As she floated off, her post-injection forehead struggling to wrinkle with delight, Sal’s smile vanished. He turned to one of his ever-present goons, Frankie, standing just behind him.

“She looks like a deflated pool float with eyebrows,” Sal mused. “But God bless her, she’s got more cash than a dock whore on payday.”

Frankie stifled a chuckle before following his boss through the upper deck to the main cabin. Sal's style was full Florida mafia—hair held in place with something just shy of axle grease, a defiant ponytail that hadn’t been fashionable since Reagan was president, gold pinky rings that could blind a pelican, and a linen suit that billowed with the sea breeze. His white loafers, naturally, were sockless.

Vito caught up to them below deck, clipboard in hand, sweat forming a halo under his arms. “Boss, we got shorted again. The ketamine shipment’s missing a box.”

Sal stopped mid-stride and turned, slow and deliberate. “Again,” he said. Not a question. “We docked him the first two times so he’d know we noticed. Guess the message didn’t land.”

Vito nodded. “He said it was a warehouse mix-up.”

Sal’s gaze slid toward Frankie. “I told you to have one of your guys keep an eye on this prick, right?”

Frankie nodded. “Yeah, and I think he’s skimmin’, Sal.”

Sal’s voice dropped. “Skimmin’ me?”

“Think about it,” Frankie said. “Sixty vials gone missing in the last couple months. On the street, that’s ten grand easy—more if he’s selling to the high-end clubs. One of my guys spotted him at Solstice in South Beach last week. Said the place was stocked with the good stuff, and Chase was gettin’ treated like royalty.”

“Ketamine is fuckin’ schedule three. The feds nab him on that and trace it back to us? We’ll be fuckin’ done.” Sal was seething.

“Want me to send some guys?” Frankie asked.

They continued walking as Sal fumed. “If this were Jersey, he’d be pickin’ up his teeth off the street with salad tongs.”

“So...what do we do?” Vito asked.

Sal adjusted his jacket with flair. “He just dropped it off?”

“Ten minutes ago.”

“Call that little douchebag. Tell him we got a problem with the product. Tell him to turn his ass around and get back here. I want his oily face on this boat before we cast off. Tell him he’s comin’ aboard for a sail.”

Vito raised an eyebrow. “And then?”

Sal smirked, an evil glint in his eye. “Then we fix the supply chain. Make sure the next guy in line knows better than to get cute.”

Just then, his phone buzzed. The name on the screen made the steel in his expression melt.

“Pumpkin,” he said, his voice going syrupy as he answered. “What’s it like being Dean’s List royalty?”

It was Sabrina—his daughter, his pride, his soft spot. She was calling from campus, full of excitement and short on funds.

“You need what now?” Sal said. “Cash for a karaoke van and a bar crawl? You got it. You want me to Venmo, or have one of the boys drop off a bag?”

She laughed, delighted. “Daddy, stop. Venmo is fine. I just need enough to cover drinks and maybe a ride home.”

“Don’t you worry about that. And hey, you need someone to follow you around, make sure no one causes any trouble? You say the word, I’ll send a guy. Full suit, sunglasses, the works.”

Sabrina rolled her eyes on the other side of the call. “I’m not twelve, Dad. It’s embarrassing when you do that.”

“You’ll always be my little girl. I’ll send the money in a minute. Go raise hell.”

“You’re the best, Daddy.”

“I know, baby. Love you.”

He ended the call, his grin lingering for a beat longer as he sent her the cash and tucked the phone back into his jacket. He turned to Frankie, “Send a guy to keep an eye on my angel tonight, alright?”

Back on the sun deck, he surveyed the turquoise expanse of the sea with the confidence of a man who’d conquered it. La Bella Vita, an impressive yacht, cut a sleek silhouette against the water, her polished decks gleaming, her business humming.

Florida hadn’t been the plan. He’d come down years ago for a quick job. A rival, a boat, and a fire that still had its own local lore. The job went sideways, but the payoff? Sal walked away with ownership of a yacht that no one knew what to do with.

A few years later, a rerun of Second Opinion—a trashy late-night medical drama—sparked the million-dollar idea. One episode had a rogue plastic surgeon plying his trade on a yacht off the coast of Malibu. Sal, a glass of Macallan in hand, muttered, “I could do that. Better.”

So he did. He hired an out-of-work doctor with shaky credentials, bought medical supplies from places that didn’t ask questions, and rebranded the yacht La Bella Vita. A floating cosmetic clinic for the desperate, the overcooked, and the budget-conscious chasing beauty on the cheap. It was cash-only, zero paperwork, and wildly lucrative in an area filled to the brim with folks whose youth was running away faster than they could chase it.

He kicked a cut back up north, of course. Now and then, did a job or lent out a thug or two. And they let him run his own sunshine kingdom. Botox, filler, and the occasional liposuction below deck. Nobody asked too many questions, and nobody walked away without tipping.

It was paradise.

And if some asshole thought he could skim the product off the top?

Well, he was about to learn there were sharks in these waters, on and off the boat.
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Back on deck, the staff continued to welcome their cruisers aboard.

“You’re one sail away from fabulous!” sang one of the nurses, her laminated badge winking in the sun. Her smile trained, her tone just a touch too cheerful to be natural.

Behind, another nurse—short, square, and clearly over it—nudged a dawdling woman forward. “Let’s keep it moving, darling. The Botox doesn’t inject itself.”

Calypso jazz oozed from hidden speakers tucked under the awnings, the steel drums lending the whole affair the breezy air of a beachside spa instead of a floating back-alley med-clinic disguised as a yacht.

Each patient received a chilled cucumber water and a clipboard the moment they stepped aboard.

“Just a quick signature, hon,” said a friendly nurse with bright pink nails and the efficiency of a triage medic, “and we’ll have you looking ten years younger by sunset.”

A burly man in a pastel golf shirt stood by, offering to help with luggage that no one had. “Any bags, ladies?” he said, grinning. “Even emotional ones. I got strong shoulders.”

The guests chuckled as attendants ushered them inside.

The interior was decked out in teak paneling and the faint scent of ocean-scented diffusers, carefully deployed to cover the chemical sting of antiseptic. Soft, warm LEDs soothed the nervous and hid any existing imperfections, while the clinical chairs, draped in plush white towels, created the illusion of pampering rather than outpatient work with questionable licensure.

“First-timers to the left, returning beauties to the right,” directed a clipboard-wielding attendant with slicked-back hair and a shark’s smile, waving folks into examination rooms that had once been VIP bottle-service cabanas in the yacht’s former life.

As the last of the clientele climbed aboard, breaking the rhythm of the performance, a young man strutted up the gangplank with a swagger that was several sizes too big for him. He wore knockoff sunglasses, over-gelled hair, and a smug grin that screamed an unearned confidence. Chewing gum, he offered a lazy salute to the staff and bragged, “VIP treatment, baby,” to no one in particular.

Sal watched from the shade of the upper deck, arms folded, expression unreadable.

“That Chase?” he murmured to Frankie, standing just behind him with two more of Sal’s goons.

Frankie just nodded once. His routine was as practiced as the nurses’. 

The goons peeled off without a word, descending the stairs and falling into step behind the supplier. One clapped a heavy hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Right this way, boss man,” he said with a wink.

“Huh?” the supplier blinked. “Where we going?”

“Separate entrance for VIPs,” the other said dryly, gesturing toward a maintenance door that led below deck. “Totally exclusive.”

The kid chuckled, too caught up in his own bravado to notice the undertone. “Now we’re talking.”

They steered him away from the cucumber waters and jazz-flavored ambiance, down into the metal belly of the ship, where diesel fumes and mildew replaced the scent of saltwater.

Back on deck, the party continued. Women with faces stretched tight as tambourine skins bopped to the beat while others nervously clutched their purses. One woman whispered to no one in particular, “Do they take AARP?” 

Inside the salon-turned-surgical-prep room, Dr. Adler finished preparing syringes. The morning lineup was full. Lip fillers, eye lifts, neck tucks. All cash, all clean, all quiet. No insurance forms, no pesky medical records. Just a signature and a strong stomach.

The stainless-steel instruments gleamed under the fluorescents. Adler moved with practiced efficiency, but his eyes lingered a second too long on each vial, as if double-checking the math might change what he was part of.

He told himself it was only temporary. Just a few more months, then he’d be gone. But as he looked over the names of the patients he would be working on this morning, recognizing more than one returning customer, Adler’s throat tightened. Nothing about this place felt temporary anymore.

Outside, the sun baked down on La Bella Vita, its glossy paint job glimmering with false promises.

Below deck with Chase, Sal's men prepared to deliver a message that would ripple through the supply chain. 

​
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Donna Sawyer adjusted her oversized sunglasses on top of her head and took in the consultation room aboard La Bella Vita with an expression that suggested she was somewhere between impressed and mildly suspicious. The scent of eucalyptus wafted from a hidden diffuser. Soft Caribbean jazz trickled from overhead speakers. The room was decorated like a beach house owned by someone who loved pink coral the way the Wizard of Oz loved yellow brick.

She sat primly on the edge of a cushioned lounger. A text from her daughter Brooke buzzed on her phone and brought a smile to her face. She quickly typed a reply:

Can’t wait to see you!

She stared at the screen for a moment before adding a pink heart. Then deleted it. Then added it again, along with a palm tree and an umbrella drink. She sighed and hit send.

The door opened with a polite knock, and in walked Dr. Noah Adler, clipboard in hand, his lab coat hanging open over an aquamarine polo that matched his eyes. He had that clean-cut, almost boyish look that made women of a certain age want to bake him cookies or introduce him to their daughters. In Donna’s case, both.

“Mrs. Sawyer,” he said with a smile that could sell air conditioning to a penguin. “So nice to see you again.”

“Please,” she said, standing to shake his hand, “I told you last time, it’s Donna. ‘Mrs. Sawyer’ makes me feel like someone’s
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