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  Chapter One
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Landon Bowers stood at the back of his shop and stared out the bay doors as Mark Mason loaded the last of his surfboards onto the truck. He had hired the driver to haul his boards and other paraphernalia down to New Smyrna Beach for next weekend’s show at the city’s surf contest while he planned to fly down to spend some time with his parents before the event. It had been a while since he saw them, only wishing his older brother, Dillon, would be in town to complete the family gathering. However, his brother had to fly out west for some crazy business venture he was getting up off the ground. But that was Dillon, always starting new things, selling them, and then moving on to the next venture. Landon much preferred the steadiness of finding that one thing he loved doing and sticking with it. 
The driver closed the bay door of his truck and then walked back to Landon for his final instructions. 
Of course, Landon had already told the man everything there was to know. It wasn’t like it was a major assignment. Get the truck to New Smyrna Beach before the show and then help him unload and set up. Simple. Landon preferred simple.
Mark wiped his thick hands on a towel he pulled from his back pocket as he stepped in front of Landon at the same time that Barton Lambeau, who was there to take him to the airport, stepped up beside him. “Everything’s loaded unless you have something else.”
“Nope. That’s it.” Landon reached into his back pocket and pulled out a check. “Here’s the half we discussed. I’ll give you the rest when you get down there.”
“How are you planning on getting everything back up here?”
“Well, hopefully, it all sells and there’s nothing to haul back. If not, I’ll figure it out or hire someone else to bring it back.”
The man nodded as he shoved the towel into his back pocket. “Well, I’ll be hanging around for some beach time, anyway. I have a sister down there. Just call me, and I’ll help you out.”
“Sounds good.” 
He shook the man’s hand and then watched as Mark got into his truck and drove off with Landon’s boards, some fins, leashes, a canopy tent, and tables. Well, that part was done. Now he just had to pack his briefcase and get to his flight.
“Smart letting someone else do the heavy lifting. I like your style.”
He glanced over at Barton, a quirky smile turning up a corner of his mouth. “Work smarter, not harder.” He chuckled as he turned back inside his workshop. “Besides, you’d probably want to ride with me, and you tend to hog the radio. I’m not in the mood to listen to whatever that is you call music.”
“Rude.” Barton turned around, following him. “Besides, I’m eagerly awaiting this road trip with Sky.” He grinned as he slapped Landon on the back. “Sixteen hours in a car with that beautiful lady. Think of the possibilities.”
Landon chuckled as he grabbed his ancient briefcase from the wooden table set against the back wall of his shop. “I’d rather not, but thanks. Some things I’d rather find my own partner to create possibilities with.”
Barton turned around and leaned back on the rickety worktable as Landon shoved some drawings into his briefcase. “I hear ya. You looking forward to going home for the week?”
He nodded. “It’s been way too long since I’ve been back. This show gives me a great excuse to see my folks again.”
“How long has it been?”
He finished stuffing his briefcase and then latched it. “I visited a few times while in college, but once I graduated and moved here, the visits kind of dwindled. I’ve popped by at Christmas a couple of times, a few days during the spring, but otherwise, not too much. Even less over the past few years. I’ve just been too busy getting my company going. That’s why I’m making it a full week this time. I need to do some major catching up.”
“Well, I hope you enjoy your visit. Ready to head to the airport?”
He nodded. “Suitcases are in the car. I’ll grab them.”
“Meet you there.”
He watched as Barton walked off toward his car, and then he slung the strap of his briefcase over his shoulder before making his way to his car for the rest of his luggage. Soon, he would be nestled in his first-class seat, sipping on a whiskey sour, and ignoring the person beside him. Of course, if he was lucky, the person next to him on the plane would be someone worth taking his mind off being stuck thousands of feet in the air. If he was even luckier, they would make coming back to earth worth it as well. He could use a little excitement in his life right now.
A couple of minutes later, they were on their way to the airport.
“So, Sky and I will be there Thursday afternoon. We’re actually leaving Wednesday, driving halfway, staying the night, and then finishing up the drive Thursday.”
“Sounds like a smart plan. Are you doing the same on the return trip?”
“Yeah. We have Marshall’s bachelor party the Wednesday we get back, so we’ll head out early on Monday. We’ll decide as the day progresses whether or not we feel like driving straight through.”
Landon nodded as he glanced out the passenger window. “I almost forgot about the bachelor party. Should be a good time. The five of us haven’t been out together since… Well, since Jackson started dating Candy last Halloween, and Hunter’s New Year’s Eve party doesn’t count.”
“Agreed. Everyone’s been wrapped up in their own lives this year with very little carousing.”
Landon chuckled as he looked over at his friend, cocking a brow as he did. “You included. We’ve hardly seen you since Sky got her business back on stable ground. How’s that going?”
“Actually, damn well. Krissy has been amazing with her marketing strategies, and Tiffani has hooked her up with several new collaborators for events to show off her fashion line. Things have really taken a turn for the better in the last few months, especially since she got rid of that idiot who worked for her.”
“Glad to hear it. She deserves it just for putting up with you.”
Barton chuckled as he turned the corner. “I can’t even argue with you about that. I definitely got the better end of this relationship. She’s amazing.”
Landon glanced over at his friend for a moment, surprised at the sincerity in Barton’s voice, before turning his attention back out to the road in front of them. He couldn’t help but think how much his friend had changed in the last five months since he met Sky Kelly. Barton had always been the most rambunctious of the Billionaire Brat Pack, choosing to live life in the moment without worrying about a plan for the future. However, since he started dating Sky, he had become more focused on more serious matters, like throwing himself into helping her get her business to the next level. His friends had razzed him for it in the beginning, but Landon knew that there wasn’t a one of them that wasn’t proud of the change in their friend. Everyone deserved someone in their life they could throw their all into, surrendering their careless lifestyle for something lasting. Landon only wished he would find that person for himself.
They pulled up to the airport, and Barton pulled off to the side so Landon could get his bags. The two men shook hands, giving each other a quick hug.
“See you in a few days,” Barton said as he stepped back. “I know you’re there to see your parents, but do try to have some fun while you’re down there, all right?”
Landon rolled his eyes as he grabbed the handle of his suitcase. “Why do you act like I never have fun? I have plenty of fun.”
“Try telling your face that.”
Landon ignored his friend, said a quick goodbye one more time, and then headed inside. I have fun. What does he know?
The flight wasn’t bad. A quick two-hour hop to Sanford, Florida. His father had said he’d pick him up, and then it was only about an hour’s drive to New Smyrna Beach. The person beside him on the flight chose to get a quick catnap rather than talk, which left Landon on his own to go over the drawings he had stuffed in his briefcase. He saw no point in wasting the two hours he had allotted to him on the flight watching a movie when he could work on some of his plans for new boards. He didn’t get to be successful by squandering time and opportunities. Of course, he did enjoy a mixed drink on the flight. After all, he couldn’t permit Barton to be completely right about him not having fun.
As soon as the plane landed, he was off the flight and heading for baggage claim, dragging his one carry-on suitcase behind him. He piled the smaller bag on top of the larger, readjusted his briefcase strap over his shoulder, and headed for the front door by the pick-up zone and his father.
Only it wasn’t his father waiting to whisk him away to his mother’s biscuits and gravy.
“Dillon, what are you doing here?” He dropped his bags and gave his brother a tight hug, elated by the surprise. “I thought you couldn’t get away.” Panic then gripped him, since no one told him his brother was coming into town. “Is something wrong with Dad? Mom?”
“They’re both fine.” His brother stepped back, swiping his dark hair out of his eyes as he reached for one of Landon’s bags. “Things finished up early, so I hopped a plane. Got in last night. I can’t remember how long it’s been since we’ve all been together.”
Landon reached down, grabbing the other bag and tossing it into the trunk. “I think it was Christmas three years ago. Way too long.” He tossed his briefcase in after his bag and then Dillon slammed the trunk. “It’s why I came in a week early.”
They both got into the car, and his brother started the engine. “And it’s why I came in as soon as I finished up in California. Who knows when we’ll all get the chance again?”
“True story.” He made a mental note to make more time to visit his parents. And his brother. They were a family, and there was nothing more important than family. Including his friends. No. He gave himself a mental shake. His friends were just as important, because they were family as well.






  
  Chapter Two
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Anna stared out at the Atlantic, the breeze tugging at her wet hair as she stood there, her only arm wrapped around her surfboard. It had been an intense time out in the water, the waves choppy and barely above two feet. Yet, she went out there and gave it her all. There was only a week left before the New Smyrna Beach Surf Fest, and she was more than ready. At least, she hoped so. If she wasn’t, it wasn’t because of lack of trying. 
Her father walked up behind her, draping a towel over her shoulders. “You looked good out there. I think you’ve finally got the balance thing down.”
She scoffed. “Yeah, I only fell like twenty times.” She shook her head as she turned and walked back up to where she had spread her blanket. “I’m sore as…” She paused, glancing over at her father as she realized the word that was about to slip out of her mouth. 
He merely chuckled as he patted her on the back. “You really think I don’t know you cuss? Anna, you’re thirty-two years old. I’m fairly certain quite a few swear words have slipped out of your mouth since you learned what they were way back when.” He chuckled again, and she felt the blush warm her cheeks. “Cussing doesn’t bother me. After everything we’ve been through, I’d say you deserve a few cusswords.”
She sighed as she set her board down beside the blanket and then dried off with the towel her father gave her. “Trust me. I save them for when I fall off the board.”
He grinned over at her. “Bet you get a mouthful of salt water for saying such language. See? Nature’s washing your mouth out, so I don’t have to.”
She giggled, bobbing her head slowly. “Yeah. More often than not.” 
She finished drying her hair and then gave the rest of her body a quick rub down as a line of pelicans glided over a curling wave in front of her. The sun caressed her skin, warming her body after her time in the ocean, and she stood there for a moment, closing her eyes as she relished the feel of the sun on her skin. Nowhere was more serene to her than being at the beach, the sound of the waves a constant thrum soothing her nerves. It was better than meditation. To her, it was the very air she breathed.
“Want to grab some lunch?”
She opened one eye and glanced over at her father, a smirk twisting her face. “You hate when I’m quiet, don’t you?”
He shrugged, giving her a sheepish look. “It’s just… different… for you. You’re usually a more boisterous person. Less contemplative. In the past, whenever you’ve gotten quiet, it’s meant you’ve gotten too far into your head. Makes me nervous.”
She opened her other eye as she turned and reached out, placing a hand on his arm. “I’m fine. Promise. I was simply enjoying the peacefulness of the moment.”
He gave a quick bob of his head. “Peacefulness is good. I like that.” Cocking his head, he gave her a quick once over. “And how are you feeling? Muscles ache?”
She hesitated before answering, making sure she actually knew the answer. After a moment, she pressed her lips together and shrugged. “I think I feel fine. Nothing outside of the normal aches that come from exercising.”
“Good. Now, let’s get something to eat.”
She gave a curt nod and reached for her surfboard, but before she could grab it, her father already had it tucked under his arm. 
“You get the towels and blanket. I got this.” He ran his hand over the board’s edge. “Surprised you kept it all these years, considering—”
He left the rest of his sentence hanging, but she knew what he meant. The board connected her to some hard memories of her first genuine love, and it was the only thing she had kept from that high school relationship. That, and the heartache that went with seeing the man she thought would never hurt her leave for college.
“He may have turned out to be a jerk, but he made a damn good board.” She gave a slight bounce of her shoulders before reaching down and snatching the blanket off the sand. “At least something good came out of that period of my life.”
Her father simply smiled over at her. “I happen to think a lot of good came out of those years. You grew up to be an amazing young woman, even if I am a little biased.”
She cocked a brow at him as she tossed the towels over her shoulder. “A little?”
He chuckled as he tightened his grip on the board and headed for the steps leading up to the parking garage. “All right. A lot biased. But, since I’m your father, I’m allowed to be. Shoot me.”
“Nah. I’ll just make you pay for lunch.” She bounced her brows at him, which only made him bust out in laughter.
As her father slid the board into the back of his truck, she slipped into a pair of shorts, not caring that her bathing suit would get them wet, and then pulled herself into a tank top. Running her fingers through her hair to give it some semblance of order, she slid into the passenger seat and leaned her head back onto the seat. Exhaustion washed over her as she sat there. She hadn’t felt it until she stopped moving, but now that she had, it seemed to pull her down like a heavy weight. But it was a good exhaustion, one that came from doing something she loved. She hadn’t realized how much she missed it until she decided to get back to it, but miss it she had. Tremendously.
Her father started the truck, but before he shifted it into gear, he glanced over at her. “I must admit, when you told me you wanted to surf again, it worried me. A girl with one arm? Anything could go wrong.”
She started to say something, but he held up a hand, stopping her.
A smile toyed at the corners of his mouth as he continued. “But watching you throw yourself back into it these past five months has made me realize how much it was always a part of you. You’re happy again. And that makes me happy.” He gave her a quick dip of his head. “I’m proud of you, Pumpkin.”
She sat there, staring at him, not knowing what to say as he slipped the truck into reverse and backed out of the parking spot. The blush warmed her cheeks as she dropped her gaze to her hand. Truth was, she was proud of herself as well. Wanting to do something and actually doing it were two totally different things.
Fifteen minutes later, they sat at a high-top table and waited for a couple of beers. They hadn’t been sitting for ten minutes before she heard her name screamed out in an ear-piercing squeal just before the owner of the screech threw her arms around Anna’s shoulders and squeezed tight enough that Anna thought her head would pop off.
Gripping the woman’s wrists, she pushed back to create some space between them. “Hello, Jackie,” she said, giggling. “Loosen the grip, will ya?”
The bubbly blonde dropped her arms as she slid over to an empty chair. “I knew you’d be here.” She reached out and grabbed Anna’s beer, taking a quick sip before setting it back down. “I mean, where else would you be on a Friday afternoon, right? Bob’s Burgers has the best fries.”
Anna glanced across the table at her father, who sat there hiding a smirk behind his glass. She should have known he would be no help. “And is there a reason you came out here to find me?”
“Well, Friday afternoon leads to Friday night, and we need a night of drinking.” She gave a quick bounce of her shoulders. “I wanted to get you before you wore yourself out practicing for this competition coming up.”
She sighed. “That competition is only a week away. I need the practice.”
“You also need to have fun,” her father told her. “One night out won’t hurt you.”
She glanced over at her friend, knowing that her father had no idea what would wait for her if she went out with Jackie. One night out with her friend could do worse than kill her. When that girl decided she wanted to have fun, she would do anything to have it, usually dragging Anna along for the bumpy as hell ride. “I don’t know. What were you thinking?”
“Nothing fancy. Just a night at Murdock’s. A few drinks. A trip around the dance floor.” She glanced over at Anna’s father and then leaned in and lowered her voice as if he still couldn’t hear her. “A few kisses with someone we just met.” She winked at Anna as she leaned back in her seat.
Anna’s father cleared his throat as he lifted his beer to his lips and took a long swallow, pretending he hadn’t heard that last part.
Anna merely rolled her eyes. “I should have known your plans would end up with kissing someone.”
Jackie leaned even further back in her chair, a look of disbelief washing over her face. “You seem surprised. Every night should end with kissing. Otherwise, how do you know you had fun?”
Anna just gave a patronizing laugh as she shook her head. “How about by the smile on your face?”
Jackie winked once more. “The kiss is what puts the smile there.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Landon followed his brother into Murdock’s, the bright overhead lighting a sharp contrast to the dark night outside. This was not a romantic rendezvous spot, but a sports bar for loud groups and quick hookups. Top forty hits competed with conversations as people huddled around high-tops and low, round tables, lost in their drinks and bar food. Or the person they hoped to go home with later that night. Luckily, the place was a no-smoke environment, so he didn’t have to worry about the stale stink of smoke mixing with the sour beer and sweat that assaulted his nose as soon as he crossed the threshold. It had been a while since he had stepped foot inside the sports bar, barely able to purchase his own alcohol at the time before he returned to college. However, even though over a decade had passed, the same old photos and ancient televisions hung on the walls, announcing that the owner’s tastes in teams hadn’t changed at all. Too bad. 
Landon had spent all day yesterday and most of the day today sitting around his parents’ back porch with the rest of the family, sipping coffee and then cocktails, catching up with what each of them had been doing since the last time they got together. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed his family until he stepped through his parents’ front door yesterday. He would definitely need to make sure it didn’t take him so long to see them again. Three years was almost a lifetime. He wished he could talk them into moving to Rochester Shores, but he knew his father wouldn’t appreciate the cold weather, and even after only one day back in Florida, Landon knew there was no way he could return to the sweltering heat. Still, it would be nice to have them closer. Just where it was more comfortable outside.
“So, tell me more about this event coming up.” Dillon slid onto a barstool and flagged down the petite brunette behind the counter with a bounce of his brows. “Do you do a lot of these things?”
“I do a few a year. It’s a great way to get the brand in front of new surfers.” Landon intertwined his fingers as he rested his forearms on the bar. “It’s good to get out and let people see me.”
The young lady, probably still in college, shot Dillon a playful grin before moving over to where the two Bowers men sat. “I haven’t seen you two around here before. Welcome to Murdock’s. What can I get you?”
“Cindy, these two used to hang out here almost every night back in our early college days.” 
Landon felt a slap on his shoulder as Scott Whitehead stepped up beside him with Jay Tomlinson on the other side of Scott. Both leaned on the bar as bartender Cindy bounced her gaze back and forth at all of them. Landon made a slow dip of his head. “Scott. Jay. Long time no see.” Of course, he wished it had been longer.
Scott bobbed his head. “I think the last time we saw you was when you were rushing back off to some college up north. You were home on Christmas break or something like that. How have you been?”
Dillon leaned forward, getting the brunette’s attention. “Two Four Roses on the rocks. Doubles.”
Landon looked over at Cindy with a slight nod, showing he agreed with the order. “Been good. I have my own company now making surfboards. Bowers Boards. I’m actually down here as a vendor for the surf competition next weekend.”
“You make surfboards?” Jay cocked a brow at him. “I thought you went to school to be some big-time business investor or something?”
Cindy stepped away to fix their drinks, and Landon turned slightly to face the others better. His brother remained where he was, though. Probably the better of the options. Scott and Jay had always been a little on the arrogant side. Popular kids in high school who thought their shit didn’t stink. They had even carried their cocky attitudes into the community college, thinking their popularity would carry them there as well. At least, that’s what he remembered from those days, and they weren’t the best of memories.
Landon rested an elbow on the bar, grabbing his wrist with his other hand as his fingers dangled over the edge. “I did, and what I learned helped me get my business started. It then helped me become successful at it.”
“Building surfboards?” Scott scoffed as he shook his head. “Sounds more like drudgery to me compared to what you went to school for. Couldn’t make it in the corporate world, huh?” He pressed his lips into a thin line and shook his head again; this time in a way that showed his mocking disapproval. “Can’t say I’m surprised, though. You were never really one to apply yourself. The corporate world takes some effort to climb that ladder. Even though I work for my father, I still had to start at the bottom and work my way up. I couldn’t just go to junior partner. It would have pissed the others off. I had to start in the bullpen.”
Landon gave a slow bob of his head. “I see. Well, at least he didn’t start you off in the mailroom, where most people have to start.”
Scott glared at him. “I’m making a change in the world. Not making floating devices for people with nothing better to do with their time than to pretend like surfing is actually a sport.”
He turned and walked off. “Come on, Jay. Let’s get a table before the others show up.”
Jay shrugged and followed his friend as Scott moved as far away from Landon as he could get, it seemed.
Landon simply chuckled as he turned back
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