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The First Step

 

By Shira Anthony

A Coastal Carolina Novel

 

The first step is the hardest. After a scandal, New York political reporter Reed Barfield is lying low at the North Carolina coast, writing a story about the seafood industry. But it’s the harbor pilots on the Cape Fear River who capture his interest—men who jump across ten feet of open ocean to grab a rope ladder and guide huge container ships into port. Men like sexy but prickly Justin Vance.

After surviving an abusive childhood and a tour in the Navy, Justin isn’t fazed by his dangerous job—it’s certainly easier to face than Reed’s annoying questions. Justin isn’t out at work, and he doesn’t need Reed digging into his personal life or his past.

But Reed’s no stranger to using his considerable charm to get what he wants, and as he wears Justin down, they realize they have a lot in common—and that they like spending time together. Moving beyond that, though, will mean Justin confessing his sexuality and learning to trust Reed with his secrets—if Reed even decides to stay. Both men want a future together, but can they find the courage to take the first step?




Chapter One

 

 

A HUGE wave slammed into the side of the tiny boat, sending Reed Barfield to his knees on the bow. In front of him, the shrimp boat he’d been photographing pulled away at full speed, and her captain waved his hands wildly. Reed grabbed the anchor rope as the dinghy rocked dangerously, giving him alternating views of blue sky and dark water. He brushed damp hair from his eyes and turned as he struggled to keep from falling overboard.

Once sure he wasn’t going to end up in the water, Reed followed the wake back to its origin.

Holy shit! An immense black wall the size of a thirty-story building and as wide as several city blocks obstructed his view of the rest of the Cape Fear River. As he clambered back inside the boat, Reed realized it wasn’t a wall at all but the side of an enormous container ship. It was almost close enough to reach out and touch and getting closer by the minute.

“Hang on!” Eddie, the captain who’d agreed to take Reed out on the water, pulled the cord on the engine.

Nothing happened.

“Damn!” Eddie kept pulling on the cord. The motor would rumble, then putter and stop.

The container ship’s horn had Reed covering his ears and wondering if his luck could get any worse. “Eddie, that thing’s going to be here in a minute,” he shouted over the roar of the larger ship’s engines. “We need to get out of here!”

“I’m tryin’, I’m tryin’! Sweet mother of—”

The motor finally turned over. Eddie revved the engine and the next second their boat careened to the right and out of the larger vessel’s path, avoiding it by only a few feet.

Reed’s heart pounded against his ribs as they headed up river back toward Wilmington. “What the hell was that all about?”

“I tried to warn ya.” Eddie’s face was pale. “Ya didn’t seem to hear me.”

“I didn’t? Wait a minute. You tried to warn me? When was that?”

Eddie glanced briefly away. “A few seconds before,” he said under his breath.

“A few seconds? You mean you didn’t see that thing coming either?”

“Well, I… I might’ve fell asleep,” Eddie replied sheepishly.

“Don’t you have a radio for that sort of thing?” Reed didn’t know a lot about power boats, but he was pretty sure you didn’t go anywhere on a river like this without a radio.

“I do. But I must’a forgot to charge it.”

Your fault for trying to cut corners and hiring someone off the docks. Reed sighed and eyed the container ship, which now appeared to be turning slowly—very slowly—with the help of a couple of tugboats.

“What’s he doing?” Reed asked.

“Him? Oh, you mean the ship?”

Reed nodded.

“They turn her around before they dock. That way she’s all set for leavin’ when they’re done unloadin’ and loadin’ it up again.”

“Impressive.”

“Them river pilots can turn those babies on a dime,” Eddie agreed. “Takes ’em years to be able to do that.”

“Really?”

“Yep. They get paid a bundle too.”

“You mean captains get paid a lot?” Reed asked.

“No. The river pilots do.”

“What’s the difference between a river pilot and the captain of a ship?”

“Pilots take over for the captains. Meet ’em out at sea and guide ’em into port. They’re local guys. Most of ’em live over in Southport.” Eddie smiled. “I used to dream of bein’ one. You know, meetin’ the big ships out in the ocean and hoppin’ onto one of those?”

Reed shuddered to imagine a guy like Eddie, who fell asleep at the wheel, in charge of a container ship. But already the idea for a story was percolating in his brain. Pilots hopped from one boat to another in the middle of the ocean? “Sounds dangerous.”

Eddie nodded. “Really dangerous. One of ’em fell a few months back.”

“Fell?”

“Yep. Got hurt real bad.” Eddie pressed his lips together. “Sounds like he’ll pull through, though.”

“That’s good.” Reed watched for a couple of minutes, then remembered he had his camera hanging around his neck and took some photos as the container ship docked. He zoomed in on the ship’s name: Vanguard Asiatic.

“You gonna need more photos of the shrimper?” Eddie asked.

Crap. Reed had completely forgotten the reason he was on the water in the first place—he was supposed to be taking photos of the shrimp boat. This was about getting his old job back, not about his appetite for a good story. He was so close to wrapping this up and hopping that plane back to New York City.

He turned off the camera, thankful he’d had the presence of mind to buy a waterproof case for it, and flipped through the pics he’d taken before the near miss with the Vanguard Asiatic. Fortunately they looked okay. Good thing too, since he’d had a hard enough time getting the shrimp boat’s captain to pose with her on the river.

“Nah. I’m good. I got enough for the story.”

“We good to head back to town?” Eddie asked.

“Yes…. No. On second thought—” Reed eyed the Port of Wilmington across the water. The voice at the back of his brain was now screaming that there was a story here. “Why don’t you drop me off over there?”

“At the port?” Eddie stared at him as though he’d lost his mind.

“Yes. At the port.” He’d ask a few questions, maybe take a few photos, and the voice might shut up for a change.

“I can’t tie up there,” Eddie said.

“Why not?”

“It’s restricted.” He pointed to some signs on the docks.

“No need to tie up,” Reed said brightly. “All you need to do is drop me off.”

“I don’t know….”

“I’ll give you an extra fifty for your trouble.” Reed reached into his pocket and pulled out his slightly damp billfold, then handed Eddie a hundred-dollar bill. He’d pay the extra fifty out of his own money. If he played this right, he’d end up with another story out of it.

“If I get caught, they could fine me.”

Reed put another twenty in Eddie’s hand. “That help?”

Eddie nodded and pointed to a spot a few hundred feet behind the container ship. “Okay if I drop you off there?”

“That’ll be perfect.”

 

 

TEN MINUTES later Reed watched as Eddie zoomed off toward Wilmington. He pulled on the damp fabric of his shirt and shook it a little to stop it from sticking to his skin. In the bright sunlight, with the temperature in the midnineties, his shorts were nearly dry. His leather boat shoes would take a little longer, but at least they didn’t squish when he walked.

Reed fished his press ID out of his pocket and clipped it on his shirt. He rarely used it, but it would come in handy in a place where everyone seemed to be wearing a hangtag. In his experience, no one actually checked IDs so long as you were wearing something that looked like one. He walked down the docks to where they were tying up the Vanguard Asiatic.

The entire docking process seemed painstakingly slow. From the time the tugs pulled alongside to when the crew finally tossed ropes to the dockworkers, hours seemed to pass. Reed watched in fascination as port workers in small forklifts picked up the huge balls at the ends of the guide ropes and pulled the massive lines that would hold the ship in place taut over wide iron posts resembling enormous black mushrooms.

Reed snapped some photos, then sat on a stack of pallets to scribble a few notes. He’d just put his notebook away when a man stepped onto the docks and waved to several of the workers. Dressed in khakis with a button-down shirt and tie, he slung a small backpack over one shoulder and headed away from the ship. Reed jogged over to intercept him.

“Excuse me,” Reed said as he caught up with the man. This close, it was difficult not to notice his warm blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and muscular body.

“Yes?”

“Reed Barfield.” Reed offered his hand, and the man shook it.

“Justin Vance.” Justin raised a questioning eyebrow. He looked to be in a hurry. “Can I help you with something?”

“I hope so.” Reed smiled, and Justin’s expression softened just a bit. “Did you just come in on that ship?” He gestured to the Vanguard Asiatic.

“Yes. Why?”

Man of few words. “I’m working on a story about the port,” Reed offered. This wasn’t true, of course—the story he was supposed to be working on was about the seafood industry and the effects of years of dumping of toxic chemicals into the river—but it could be true, right?

“Oh?”

Reed smiled again. “I don’t know much about boats, so I figured I’d go to the source.” In his experience, playing dumb and asking for help usually resulted in people opening up and telling him everything they knew. It was human nature to feel good about knowing more than someone else, not to mention people enjoyed being helpful.

Not Justin. “Okay. And?”

Reed’s cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling, and it clearly had no effect on the guy. “And I was hoping to find someone who could tell me about the Vanguard.” As attractive as Justin was, he wasn’t a conversationalist. Reed needed to find someone else to speak with.

“What about her?” Justin asked.

“She’s pretty big, right?” Oh, that was just brilliant!

Justin didn’t seem to mind the lame question. “She’s one of the larger ships around.”

“Really?”

Justin nodded.

Pulling teeth would be easier. “Hey, do you know the pilot who brought her in?”

“Why?”

“I figured I’d talk to them. Find out a little about what it’s like to sail her into port. Maybe get a few sailing pointers?” Reed meant this last bit as a stupid, icebreaker kind of joke, but Justin wasn’t thawing. Instead, he seemed to consider Reed for a moment as though trying to decide whether to walk away. Then finally he said, “I’m the pilot.”

“What?” That was the last thing Reed expected. Pilots were super experienced mariners, right? This guy looked to be in his midthirties. With broad shoulders and a lean, muscular body, Justin looked more like what Reed imagined might be typical for a longshoreman.

“Were you expecting Blackbeard? Or maybe Captain Kirk?”

Reed laughed. So there is a personality hiding beneath the cone of silence. “Do you get that a lot?”

Justin shrugged.

“So what’s it like, sailing a boat like that into port?” Reed pressed.

“Why are you here again?” Justin frowned as he took in Reed’s hangtag and camera. “Did you get permission from someone in the operations office to be on the docks?”

“No.” Reed decided on a little honestly. “Really, I was on the water shooting some photos for a story when I looked up and there she was. Pretty damn impressive fifty feet way. And I had this idea—”

“Wait a minute.” Justin’s expression morphed from mild irritation to open hostility. “Are you the idiot we nearly rammed coming into port?”

“I wasn’t exactly driving—I mean, captaining the—”

Justin grabbed him by the collar and shook him, his face red with fury. “Do you know how lucky you are you weren’t killed? If I hadn’t figured you were too stupid to respond to my hail and get the hell out of the way, you and your boat would have been toast.”

Reed tried to pull Justin’s hands away, without much luck. The guy was as strong as he looked. “Whoa. Justin. Calm down.”

Justin seemed to realize he’d lost control, because he released Reed and stepped back. His cheeks were still red, but the murderous expression was gone.

“Look,” Reed said as he smoothed the fabric of his shirt. “I’m really sorry about what happened. When I get into the zone—you know, working on a story—I can get a little distracted.”

A muscle in Justin’s cheek jumped as he waved to someone over Reed’s shoulder and gestured for them to come over.

“Fred, meet Reed Barfield. Mr. Barfield is trespassing.” Justin smiled and turned back to Reed. “Reed, this is Fred Fuller. He’s the man who’s going to escort you off the premises.”

“Seriously, Justin. Just let me ask you a few questions. After that, I promise I’ll leave.” Justin was good-looking—he would make this pilot story easier to sell to Reed’s editor. One more reason for the higher-ups to give him back his job on the political beat.

“Now, Mr. Barfield,” Fred put in, “it’s my job to make sure nobody’s here that ain’t supposed to be here. If ya don’t come with me, I’ll have to call the police.”

Reed sighed. “Okay, okay. I’m leaving.” The last thing he needed was a run-in with the local cops, especially since he’d looked a New York judge in the eye not two weeks before and promised to stay out of trouble. He’d figure out some other way to get what he needed for the pilot story. “See you again soon,” he shouted over his shoulder as Fred escorted him through the locked gate to the parking area.




Chapter Two

 

 

REED REPRESSED a sigh as he changed into dry clothes back at his Wilmington hotel a few hours later. If he’d only had a little more time with Justin, he might have gotten that interview. He’d need another angle to get Justin talking, and with his prickly personality, Justin wasn’t exactly the kind of man who’d fall for the charm that helped Reed with his political beat. No, if Reed wanted the interview with Justin, he’d need help.

Fuck. Reed picked up his sandwich and took a bite. Outside, the water shimmered with light from the afternoon sun. A tourist boat made its way slowly upriver, fighting the powerful current. Below, people strolled along the Riverwalk, stopping from time to time to take photos with the battleship USS North Carolina as the backdrop.

Reed set his food down and paged through his notebook. He’d made good progress on the environmental story, and he’d gotten some good shots of the shrimper before he’d nearly ended up at the bottom of the river.

He hadn’t wanted this shit North Carolina gig. This was penance for the one time he’d let a story get the better of him. If he played things right, he’d get back the job he loved and had worked his ass off to get.

“What part of ‘do not engage’ did you choose to ignore?” his editor, Cal Grossman, snapped after he’d paid the ten grand to spring Reed from the uptown lockup.

Reed had gone to the fund-raiser at the Metropolitan Museum as part of the paper’s coverage of the New York City mayoral race—the most hotly contested city election in three decades. He’d known Rex Lazlow’s followers weren’t enamored with the press, but he hadn’t expected one of them to call him a “fucking Jew” and “faggot boy.” Not that he’d deny he was either, but pushing Reed into a half-melted ice-cream cake crossed the line. Reed hauled off and punched the bastard hard enough that he fell, taking out the chocolate fountain with him.

“Fucker got what he deserved,” he said under his breath.

“What?” Cal’s forehead crinkled as he eyed Reed over his thick glasses. “I didn’t hear you.”

“Dessert was terrible.”

Cal shook his head. “You’re off the beat.” When he protested, Cal added, “At least for now. Behave and help me show the higher-ups that you’re under control and we’ll revisit things when the election’s over in a few months.”

“Cal, what the hell am I going to do on the sidelines?” The last thing he wanted to do was sit out the election.

“I’ve got just the job for you.”

When Reed moved to Long Island from the North Carolina mountains, he’d never looked back. Growing up gay with a Jewish mother had made that decision easy. Little had he known then that the job in question was a piece for BeaconCorp’s foodie magazine, Eats and Treats—what kind of fucking name was that?—that would send him straight back to the same state he’d fled when he’d left for college.

“I’m not going back there,” he said when Cal proposed the article about GenX and its impact on the seafood industry in southeastern North Carolina.

“GenX?”

“It’s been all over the news. The national news?” Cal shook his head. “Chemical company’s been dumping that shit into the Cape Fear River for years. It’s in the groundwater and wells. The seafood industry’s panicking.”

“Isn’t that Robbie Carlyle’s thing? He’s the Washington guy.”

“This isn’t about the EPA. It’s about the community. Besides, no one regulates the stuff.”

Reed shook his head. “Not my thing. I don’t know anything about chemicals in the—”

“If you want a snowball’s chance in hell of getting your old job back,” Cal told him with a long-suffering sigh, “you’ll take the gig. Two weeks, in and out. Do good work and maybe I’ll be able to convince the powers that be that you deserve back on the political beat.”

Reed took the job. He’d survive two weeks in North Carolina and he’d write a good story about chemical dumping. He didn’t have to like it, though. But the pilot story called to him. Big ships, dangerous seas, unsung heroes.

Now to sell the story….

Reed finished the remainder of his sandwich and tapped a preset on this cell. “Hey, Cal. How’s it going?”

“It’ll be going a lot better if you’re calling to tell me how much progress you’ve made on the story,” Cal countered.

“I’ve got the interviews with the chemical company, the state environmental folks, and the activists recorded.” Reed was pretty proud of himself. He’d knocked all those out in his first three days on the ground. “I’m working on photos and interviews with some of the fishermen.”

“Not bad.”

“Not bad? I have just about enough to start writing the story.” Slipping back into their comfortable dance made Reed smile.

“Good. Then you’re coming back early?”

“Yeah, well, about that….”

“Reed? Don’t tell me this is another of your I’ve-got-this-amazing-idea-for-a-story conversations, because I—”

“It really is a great idea.”

Cal sighed theatrically. “Okay. I’m listening.”

About 50 percent of the time, Reed’s off-the-wall ideas stuck, and Cal knew it. “So you’ve seen those massive container ships pulling into New York Harbor?”

“Sure. And?”

“Have you ever thought about who guides those monsters into port?” Reed asked.

“Not really. The ship’s captain? Listen, Reed, I—”

“So I was out on the river this morning, and I nearly got flattened by one of those things.”

“Near miss for the Darwin awards.” Cal laughed at his own joke.

“Seriously, Cal, I’m pitching here. Hear me out.”

“Okay. I’m all ears.”

“So I come to find out it isn’t the captain at all who sails those things into the harbor. It’s some guy—a river pilot, or harbor pilot, or ocean pilot—”

“Cut the geek and get to the point,” Cal pressed. “I’ve got a meeting in five.”

“So they send these guys out on the water, out into the middle of the ocean, and they hop from a little chase boat onto those football-field-sized babies.”

“Hop?”

“Yeah. They literally jump from the little boat onto a rope ladder on the side of the ships, then sail them in. Pilots have been doing this kind of thing for centuries. It’s a tradition.” Reed took a deep breath and waited.

“And the hook?”

Shit. It was always about the hook.

“Reed, just because you’re having a nerd-gasm over what these guys do doesn’t make it a story I can sell. You know the drill.”

Hook. What’s the hook? Sexy, prickly Justin? No, that wouldn’t close the deal with Cal. What’s the hook?

“Reed, I need to—”

“These guys get paid nearly a half million dollars a year, and no one’s ever heard of them,” Reed said. “Plus the work’s super dangerous. People die doing this job. We could title it ‘Staring Down the Abyss,’ or something like that. Sell it for one of the spots in the Sunday magazine.”

“You seriously want to do a human interest story?”

Reed didn’t exactly see it that way, but he didn’t really care what Cal called it. He wanted to write the story. “Yeah. I guess I do.”

For a long moment Cal remained silent. Finally he said, “Okay.”

“Great!”

“Wait a minute,” Cal warned. “There are a few conditions.”

“Okay, hit me with them.”

“First,” Cal said, “you have to finish the GenX story on time.”

“Got it.”

“And you’re not staying any longer. You’ll be flying back on that return ticket in a little over a week.”

Reed had no intention of hanging out in North Carolina longer than planned. “No problem.”

“And no extra money for incidentals, at least not up front. If the story runs, I’ll reimburse you. If it doesn’t, it’s coming out of your pocket.”

“That’s cool.” He didn’t really want to dip into his own bank account, but there was enough money there to make it work.

“That’s it. I’m hanging up now.”

“Thanks, Cal. You won’t regret it,” Reed said.

“Yeah. That’s what they all say.” Cal hung up.

Reed set the phone down and grinned, then realized he’d forgotten the most important thing. He dialed Cal again.

“What now? I told you I need to—”

“I’ll make it quick.”

“Ten seconds,” Cal said.

“I need an invitation to drop in on the guys at the Cape Fear River Pilots’ Association,” Reed said.

“An invitation as in a little push? Can’t you take care of that yourself?”

Normally he would have. But seeing as he’d pissed off Justin to the point of nearly getting strangled, he figured charm might not do it this time. “I might have made things a little difficult….”

“You mean when you almost got creamed by one of their boats?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

Cal sighed again. “Okay. I’ll make a couple of calls. I’ll text you when you’re good to go.”

“Thanks, Cal. You’re the best editor—”

Cal disconnected the call. Reed grinned and tossed the phone onto the bed. He’d wait for the text and then head to Southport to talk to the pilots. And maybe in the meantime he’d start writing the story that had brought him here in the first place.




Chapter Three

 

 

THE WIND howled and water stung Justin Vance’s cheeks as he stepped onto the deck of the pilot boat. The acrid scent of diesel warred with the bright salty air as the breeze traveled over the ocean’s surface. The tips of the waves caught the boat’s running lights from time to time, then vanished into the darkness as the boat pitched and rolled. In the distance, the lights of the Sentaria flickered in the rain, growing brighter the nearer they came. She was making fifteen knots or more, but she appeared to float unmoving on the dark sea.

He took a deep breath to slow his racing heart. The first step is the longest. He pulled the safety hook from the tether around his waist and attached it to the metal bar on the side of the cockpit, then slid his hand over the cool metal and worked his way slowly and deliberately to the ship’s bow, careful not to snag his backpack on the edge of the cockpit. The storm had blown in quickly, tracking faster than the weather reports had indicated. Not unusual, but it did make things more challenging with the swells now approaching five or six feet out beyond the buoys marking the Cape Fear Inlet.

Justin glanced back at the pilot boat’s captain, who called to the container ship to slow to eight knots as it approached the boarding station, the area of ocean beyond which ships pulling into the Port of Wilmington needed a river pilot to proceed. The boarding station wasn’t a structure at all—it was ocean, just like the rest of the surrounding area. But here, with the shadow of Bald Head Island barely visible through the sheeting rain, Justin would step across the waves to shepherd the huge vessel into port.

Justin’s hands tingled and his throat tightened as the smooth wall of the Sentaria rose from the water—a black steel monolith that filled his field of vision and caused his pulse to race once again. The rumble of her massive engines made his bones vibrate. He’d lost count of how many times he’d made the transfer from pilot boat to cargo ship, but the adrenaline rush was still heady, like the first sip of Kentucky bourbon on a cold winter day. On a day like today, when the waves made the small boat roll and pitch like a coaster screaming down the tracks and bounced him up, down, and sideways, the thought of a warm shot of alcohol in front of the fire was a pleasant one.

The two boats were now just feet apart. Against the huge freighter, the pilot ship looked like a toy. They’d been in far rougher seas than this, but Justin focused on his goal with the same intensity. There wasn’t room for mistakes in any part of his job as a river pilot, but no other part of his job was as dangerous.

The first step is the longest. The mantra helped him focus on something other than the thrum of dread that rose from his gut and threatened to devour him whole.

Fifty feet away, a light appeared in the behemoth’s side—a doorway where several crewmen stood wearing life vests. He waved at them, and they tossed a rope ladder over the side. It ended a few feet from the waves, and the wooden rungs were already slick with moisture from the rain. Instinctively, Justin tugged on the clips that held his inflatable vest in place. Then he turned and gave his captain a thumbs-up.

He’d just taken his place at the transfer point on the bow when a particularly powerful wave broke over the pulpit, spraying him with water. He wiped his face and eyed the ladder as the boat rolled once again.

Timing is everything. The words of his mentor reverberated in his thoughts. There were no guarantees when you stepped over the roiling seas. Even with the best instincts, you could never prepare for the unexpected wave. Miss your opening, and you could just as easily end up between container ship and pilot boat and drown.

The pilot boat rose on another swell and Justin reached for the ladder, grabbing the rope with his right hand just as another wave crashed over the railing. He swung for a moment, suspended over the waves, then captured the other side with his left.

Not today.

He climbed the ladder, placing his feet on each rung with the deliberation of a chess player scoping out the next move. A minute later, safely inside the cargo ship, he wiped his face with a towel one of the deckhands provided. “Lovely weather, eh?”

Justin grinned. “Says the guy who’s dry.”

The officer standing near the opening laughed and held out his hand. “Second Mate Gabe Redding. Nice to meet you and welcome aboard. The ship’s master’s waiting.”

Justin shook the man’s hand. “Then I’d better not keep ’im waiting any longer.”

“You know the way?”

“Yep.” Justin tossed the damp towel back to the deckhand and headed toward the elevator. He pressed the button for the bridge and glanced at his watch—4:37 a.m. and his second job since supper the night before. He would sleep well when he got back home.

 

 

“WE’RE HERE,” Joey said as he pulled in front of HQ in downtown Southport. Justin rubbed his eyes. Sunlight breaking through the clouds burned his retinas after the nap he’d taken in the car on the ride back from Wilmington. As he walked into the office, his stomach voiced its pleasure at the smell of coffee, its audible growl a fitting counterpoint to the squawk of the VHF radio that always droned in the background. He tossed his backpack onto a chair by the door.

“Nice of the sun to wait until you got back.” Ed Searcy, the dispatcher, peered over his computer.

Justin grunted and pulled his mug off the strainer by the sink, then set it on the table and filled it with coffee. He took a sip, ignoring the stale twang that assaulted his tongue, and swallowed. Two, maybe three hours old. It’d do the trick, even if it tasted like shit.

He fingered the familiar chip on the cup’s handle and gazed out the window. A small sailboat made its way down the Cape Fear River, headed for the Intracoastal Waterway. A few hundred feet away, a large cabin cruiser sailed in the other direction—a straggler, since most of the other pleasure craft had already moved north in anticipation of hurricane season. The day after tomorrow he’d finish his one-week rotation and take his own boat out, maybe sail her down to Georgetown, South Carolina, and spend a day or two there.

“Things go okay out there?” Ed eyed him warily. “I heard it was kinda rough.”

“Six-foot seas aren’t rough.” Justin hated when his coworkers worried about him, and after Scott’s accident, they seemed to be doing a lot more of it.

Ed shrugged. “Nothin’ wrong with wantin’ to have your back.”

Justin felt suddenly guilty for having blown Ed off. “I appreciate that.”

“Boss wants to speak to you once you’re human again.” Ed rubbed his salt-and-pepper beard and smirked.

“Yep.” He’d head back to his house for a long nap after he spoke with Greg. They’d been really busy the past couple of days, and the coffee couldn’t compensate for the measly two hours’ sleep he’d gotten between jobs. He finished the last of the coffee and rinsed out the cup.

“You coming out with us tomorrow?” Ed asked.

Justin’s shoulders tensed of their own accord. “I’ve got plans this weekend. Sorry.” A couple of beers and people tended to ask questions of a personal nature, and in eastern North Carolina, folks weren’t as progressive as in the big cities. He’d never doubted his own sexuality, but he didn’t need it interfering with relationships at work.

“Busy man.”

He wasn’t sure why Ed and the others kept asking, since he always told them the same thing. He wasn’t all that interesting to spend time with anyhow. Of course, he made exceptions to his no-fraternization rule for Kerry’s July 4 barbeque and the boss’s Christmas gigs. But drinks with the guys? Way too complicated. “Thanks, though,” he added. “Maybe next time.”

“Sure.”

Justin didn’t knock before walking into Greg Carter’s office. “This better be good,” he said as he opened the door. “I’m fixin’ to take a really long nap and I—”

Greg cleared his throat and Justin realized there was someone sitting in one of the chairs facing the desk. Not just someone. The idiot reporter he’d nearly killed the day before.

“Oh hell no.” Justin turned to leave.

“Justin?” Greg wore a you’d-better-damn-well-behave expression. “Mr. Barfield’s here to do a story.”

“Did he tell you he nearly was the story?” Justin snapped.

Greg frowned. “I get the impression I’m missing something here.”

“It was entirely my fault,” Reed said, to his credit. “I was out on the water taking some photos of a shrimp boat, and I didn’t see the container ship coming.”

Greg met Justin’s gaze and his expression registered understanding. “Oh.”

Reed flashed that fucking charming smile and almost managed to pull off a sheepish look.

“I was just about to take a nap.” He’d nearly lost it at the port the day before. Without any sleep, he was at his limit. He stifled a yawn.

“Mr. Barfield? Can you give us a few minutes, please?” Greg asked.

“Of course.” Reed smiled again and left, closing the door behind him.

“Don’t say it,” Justin warned. “If I have to spend another minute with that—”

“You’re the only one around, Justin. I know you’re angry about what happened yesterday. Hell, you’ve every right to be. But I’m getting a little pressure on this one, and I need you to help me out.”

“Pressure?”

“The governor’s office called. Seems Mr. Barfield has a few connections.” Greg looked as exhausted as Justin felt.

Great. “Okay.” Greg had gone to bat for him more times than he could count, and no matter how he loathed the idea of spending time with some idiot reporter, Justin owed Greg.

“You’re the best.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“Talk to the guy. Tell him about what we do. That’s it.”

Justin nodded. He could manage that much. “Will do.”

He walked out of the office a moment later. Reed, who’d been sitting in the waiting area, popped up. “Sounds like you’ve had a long night.” He appeared entirely confident, but Justin caught the slight shift of his weight from one foot to the other.

“Yep.” Just because he had to make nice didn’t mean he had to pretend he was happy about it.

“Mr. Barfield—”

“Please, call me Reed.”

“Reed, I’m beat.”

“No problem. We can talk when you’ve had a chance to rest up.” Reed’s smile was blinding. And total bullshit. But the guy was easy on the eyes, dressed as he was in a fitted suit that skimmed the planes of his lean body. Reddish brown curls and eyes that reminded Justin of melted caramel didn’t hurt either.

“Yep.” Justin yawned as he opened the front door.

“Sweet dreams.” Reed’s playful expression was both charming and irritating as hell.

Justin waved and walked out of the office, closing the door behind him. It was going to be a really long week.




Chapter Four

 

 

“MR. BAR—Reed?” Greg poked his head into the waiting room, looking flustered and more than a little embarrassed. “I’m really sorry about Justin. He’ll be fine once he’s had a good night’s sleep. It’s been busy and he’s been up the past three nights.”

Reed doubted a good night’s sleep would make Justin into a talker, but he’d find a way to get the guy to give him the interview. “Don’t apologize,” he said. “Lots of people look at me crossways. Besides, I’m the one who screwed up yesterday, not him.”

Greg nodded. “He knows that. I think it just gave him a scare is all. Something like that could cost a pilot his license.”

“Really?”

“Yes. It’s a pilot’s job to keep everyone safe. That includes folks who aren’t paying attention.”

Shit. No wonder he nearly strangled me. “I didn’t realize that. I’m sorry I caused him so much trouble.” Reed really felt bad now.

“Justin’s a good guy and a great pilot. He’ll get over it. But if he doesn’t cooperate, let me know.” He winked and added, “I’m the one who approves all the schedules around here.” He waved and went back into his office.

Reed looked around. The dispatcher, who’d introduced himself as Ed when Reed had first come in, smiled at him. “Justin’s a little rough around the edges,” he said, “but he’s a damn good pilot.”

“Good to know. Ed, right?”

Ed nodded. “That’s me.”

“Mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“Me?” Ed clearly hadn’t expected Reed to take any interest in him.

“Yes, you.” Reed smiled reassuringly. If he couldn’t interview Justin, at least he’d make some headway on the background for the piece.

“’Course.” Ed sat a little straighter. “Not like there’s much to tell, though.”

“How long’ve you been working here?” Reed pulled out his notebook.

“I started back in 2009. Used to be up in Morehead City.”

“Why did you come here?”

“Wife’s family’s near Calabash. When her daddy died, she wanted to move closer to her mom. We got a place outside town and a little land.” He grinned and added, “Got me a sweet little center-console powerboat out of the deal. When I’m not working, me and her go fishin’.”

“Sounds like a good trade. I’ve heard the fishing’s good out this way.” He’d done enough research on the GenX story to know that the area around Southport was a hot spot for sport fishermen as well as commercial industry.

“You bet. Caught me a beauty of a king mackerel a few weeks back. Nearly sixty pounds.”

“I’d love to try ocean fishing while I’m down here.” Reed wasn’t making that part up, even if it was unlikely he’d have time to spend a day on the water.

“Smart man.” Ed smirked.

At that moment the front door to the pilot building opened and a woman walked in. She eyed him with interest, then leaned on Ed’s desk and said, “You the reporter?”

“That would be me.” Reed flashed her his usual smile, which she entirely ignored.

“Greg says we’re supposed to help you out. I heard you’re gonna be following Justin around while you’re here.” She snorted. “Bet he’s lovin’ that.”

“Reed Barfield.” He held out his hand.

“Kerry Ridgeway.” She shook his hand with surprising strength, considering she looked to be all of five feet and a few inches and barely a hundred pounds.

Reed scribbled her name in his notebook. “You know Justin, I take it.”

“Sure. Most of us do.”

“Sounds like you know him better than most,” Reed pressed.

She shrugged. “My boys watch his dog when he’s on shift. He’s pretty new to the business, but he’s as good as they come.”

“How new is that?”

“Been with us about eight years now. Apprenticed the first few, ’course. Marty Gaines recommended him.” She snagged a piece of candy from a bowl on Ed’s desk and unwrapped it.

“No small feat,” Ed put in, “getting Marty’s recommendation. I hear they go way back.”

“Justin spent a few years workin’ on a container ship. Marty was the ship’s master,” Kerry said. “Justin sailed a few more years after Marty retired.”

Reed scribbled a few notes. “This Marty—Gaines, you said? He from around here?”

“He lives in Wilmington,” Ed said. “He’s—”

“I gotta be goin’.” Kerry smiled, but Reed had the definite impression that she’d made up her mind that they’d said enough about Justin and Marty and that anything left to be said was up to Justin himself. Sometimes what’s left unsaid is as important as what’s spoken aloud.

She waved and walked out the front door without saying goodbye.

“Good meeting you,” Reed said as the door closed. He wrote a few more thoughts in his notebook, then turned back to Ed. “So what were you going to say about Marty Gaines?”

“Nothin’ much. Just that he’s been a mentor, but these days he ain’t doing real good.” Ed pulled a lunchbox out of his desk. “Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” Reed was getting hungry too. “If I have any more questions, I’ll catch you later.” He’d pick up something to eat on his way back to Wilmington for his two-o’clock interview with a seafood distributor, and then he’d head over to the local BeaconCorp affiliate, a small-town paper named the Wilmington River Watch.

“Sounds good.” Ed unwrapped a sandwich and began to eat.

Reed glanced at his watch. If he got the interview done quickly, he’d have just enough time to stop by the Wilmington River Watch’s offices before they closed. He’d hit Justin up for the interview the next morning. That’d give him time to get something written on the GenX story and still grab dinner in town.




Chapter Five

 

 

THE WILMINGTON River Watch’s offices were located around the back of an old storefront on Market Street in downtown Wilmington. The place was so small, Reed circled the block three times before he saw the tiny sign etched on the glass door. Inside, however, the place had character. The weathered wood floors that creaked as you walked on them, painted tin ceilings, and the exposed brick all reminded him a bit of his loft apartment.

He climbed the steep wooden steps to the second floor and glanced around the narrow corridor with offices on either side. Loretta Lynn’s “Stand by Your Man” blared from the office at the end. “Hello?”

No one answered.

“Hello?”

The music abruptly stopped and a man poked his head out of the door. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut short to reveal a single silver stud in one ear, and he wore a pair of teal-rimmed glasses that echoed the blue of his eyes. His beard was neatly trimmed, with a dusting of silver. “Who’re you?” he demanded.

Reed flashed him a smile. “Reed Barfield.”

He frowned and raised an eyebrow. “That’s helpful.” He disappeared into the office again.

Reed waited a minute, then another, but he didn’t come out again. Finally he drew a long breath and knocked on the door.

“I’m not interested,” the man said without looking up. His desk was piled so high with papers and books that he was barely visible behind his computer screen. Up close, he looked younger than Reed originally thought. Mid-to-late thirties.

“I’m not selling anything.” Reed pulled a business card out of his jacket pocket and handed it to him.

“Oh.”

Another talker. He peered around the monitor. “You knew I was coming, right?”

“Right.”

Reed scratched the back of his neck. Getting pushed into ice-cream cakes was looking better by the moment. At least those assholes engaged in conversation when they blew you off. “I don’t need much,” he said, doing his best not to come off as irritated as he was. “Names and phone numbers. A place to put my laptop and internet access. I’m sure your admin can set me up—”

“You’re looking at him.” He stood and held out his hand. “Zachary Caldwell. Everyone calls me Zach.”

Reed shook Zach’s hand. “Admin? I thought you were the paper’s editor.”

“Editor, admin, master of all you see.” Zach chuckled and motioned to the seat in front of his desk, which was also covered with papers. “I pretty much live here. These days, weekends too.”

Reed picked up the papers and set them on the only somewhat free space on Zach’s desk and sat.

“You were clearly expecting more.” From Zach’s tone, Reed could guess what he was thinking. And he was right. He had been expecting a warmer reception and someone to help him locate people to interview for his story.

Honesty usually worked best in these situations. “Yes.”

Zach laughed outright. “Fair enough.” He glanced down at Reed’s card, then up again. “You don’t look like the type who covers lifestyle stories.”

“Political beat. Let’s just say I’m on hiatus.”

“I would have punched the asshole too.” Zach grinned.

“How much do you know?” First impressions aside, Reed was quickly warming up to the guy.

“I’m a reporter—at least I used to be. I do my research.” He pointed to a nearby table. “Coffee? I’m sure it’s not as rarified as what you’ve got in Manhattan, but it’s good. Cream’s in the fridge underneath.”

“Nespresso? Not bad.”

“It’s cheaper than the place downstairs. Unlike you, we don’t exactly get paid the big bucks.”

Reed turned on the machine and popped one of the capsules inside, then sighed as he inhaled the heady scent of espresso. “You’re not from here, are you?” he asked.

“I’m not.” Zach waited, and Reed realized he wanted him to guess.

“Hmmm.” He lifted the cup from beneath the nozzle and sat facing Zach again. “Northeast, definitely. Not New York. Not Boston either. Maybe Jersey?”

“I owe you another cup.” A smile lit his face. “New Brunswick, New Jersey. Born and raised.”

“And yet you’re here.” Reed loosened his tie and leaned back in the chair.

“You might have a hard time believing this,” Zach replied, “but that’s by choice.” He gestured around the room. “I’m sure you’re jealous of the opulence.”

“Entirely.”

“I spent thirteen years in the business. Television mostly. Five years with BeaconCorp’s predecessor.” Zach tilted his head to one side and propped his chin on several long fingers.

“Downsized in the merger?”

“Nope. I meant it when I said it was by choice. I was tired of living in the city. Burned out. I saw an internal posting for a bureau chief in Wilmington. The cost of living was so much lower here, the salary cut just wasn’t that bad. Plus the beach makes it all worth it.”

“But it’s just you running the place.” Reed set his cup on the floor and studied Zach. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

“My reporter quit last month to take a job in Raleigh, and my admin’s on maternity leave until November.” Zach shrugged. “I’m handling it.”

Reed eyed the coffee machine longingly, then decided against a refill. With the Mountain Dew he’d downed on the drive from Southport and the Diet Coke he’d had with lunch, if he drank another cup, he’d be bouncing off the walls.

“So what can I do to help?” Zach asked. “Other than plying you with coffee.”

“I need a place to work. Internet. Phone.” He’d figure out the rest. He’d spent a few years working his way up through the ranks without someone to do the grunt work, and he had plenty of time on his hands.

“That’s easy. You can take the office next door to mine.” Zach opened his desk drawer and fished around for a few minutes, then handed him a crumpled piece of paper. “Here. That’s the password for the Wi-Fi. Just give that back when you’re done.”

“Sure.” Reed picked up his empty paper cup and stood. “Thanks.”

“You might want this too.” Zach handed him a manila folder and offered him a cockeyed smirk.

Reed tossed the paper cup into the wastebasket and opened the folder. Inside were several news articles about the Cape Fear River pilots, as well as a typed list of names of people and their positions. So Cal told him about the pilot story. That meant Cal was sold on it. He grinned and made a mental note to shoot Cal a text and thank him. “I like you,” Reed said with a laugh.

“Happy to hear it.” Zach pointed to the door. “Now get the hell out of my hair so I can get some work done. My deadline to get the paper to the printer is close of business tomorrow. I can’t be bothered.” He made a shooing gesture with his hand, but his smile was as big as ever.

“Yes, sir.” Reed headed for the door. “And thanks.”




Chapter Six

 

 

JUSTIN MADE it back to the Southport docks just after nine on Friday morning, having sailed another container ship from Wilmington out to the pilot transfer station around four thirty that morning. Charlie was on dispatch, but not much was happening. A fruit juice tanker from Brazil was scheduled to arrive early afternoon, so he figured he’d hang out at HQ and enjoy a few hours of quiet before meeting the boat at the pilot station.

Justin grabbed a book and a beach chair from his truck. At nine thirty, it was already eighty degrees, and the forecast called for a high of eighty-nine. A perfect day to make some reading progress. As nice as it was, he’d already decided to grab a sandwich and eat lunch outside before heading back to the docks.

“Charlie said you might be here.” The reporter—Reed—smiled down at him from the first level of the watchtower next to HQ. He looked good. Better, even, than the day before. Not that the suit he’d worn the day before hadn’t looked good, but the T-shirt and shorts made him appear approachable. Comfortable. Cute, even.

Don’t go there. Remember, he’s a pain in the ass. Not to mention Justin never mixed work and pleasure.

“Remind me to thank him.” Justin sighed and closed his book.

“You weren’t expecting me,” Reed said as he sat on the sandy riverbank next to Justin.

“Stating the obvious.” Justin lifted his book. “I was hoping to get a few chapters read before my shift ends.” Clearly not going to happen.

“How many days do you work when you’re on call?” Reed reached into the backpack he’d been carrying and pulled out a small notebook. The black leather cover was dog-eared and reminded Justin of the notepad his grandmother had kept by the telephone when he was a kid. He caught the shimmer of gold letters, R. R. Z., before Reed opened it. Not Reed’s initials, unless he went by another name.

“One week on, one week off.”

“Where do you stay when you’re on call?”

“My place.” And I should have stayed there. It would have been a lot quieter.

“Really? I’d have figured you’d stay at the pilot building.”

Justin didn’t respond—Reed already had his answer, didn’t he?

Reed didn’t miss a beat. “So how many pilots are on call at any given time?”

“Four.”

Reed scribbled for a minute or so, then looked up again. “You’re going to make me work for this, aren’t you?”

Justin shrugged. Damn straight I am.

“I don’t mind. I’m used to dealing with people like you.” This last statement was clearly meant to get a rise out of Justin, because Reed smiled once again and waited patiently for him to respond.

Justin pretended he hadn’t heard. Two can play at that game.

In the distance, the Bald Head Island Ferry made its way toward Southport. A sailboat headed for the ocean entered the Cape Fear Inlet. Justin closed his eyes and imagined he was on the sailboat. On such a perfect day, with the main and jib, he’d probably be making a good ten knots right about—

Justin’s phone buzzed—Charlie texting him that the juice tanker had been making good time and would arrive at the transfer point in about two hours. “Gotta go.” He stuck the paperback under his arm and folded the chair.

“Already?”

“Boat’s coming in. I’m working, remember?” Justin walked back to HQ. Reed’s sharp inhalation over his shoulder made him smile.

 

 

JUSTIN HONESTLY hoped Reed wouldn’t be waiting for him when he checked back in, but there he was, seated in one of the chairs in the front office, reading something on his phone. “Oh good. You’re back. I was hoping we’d have time to talk a little before dinner.”

“Talk?” Justin rubbed the back of his neck. The muscles there were tenser than before.

“So you’ve got a little time?” Reed persisted.

“Justin’s shift is officially over,” Charlie chimed in uninvited.

Justin glanced at his watch—4:37 p.m. Too early to pretend he needed to get some food. “Sure.” He glared at Charlie, who grinned back at him. “We can talk in the break room.”

Justin gestured Reed down the hall. Reed smiled again—the guy knew how to work it, Justin would give him that—then got to his feet and walked across the room. Even if Reed was a pain in the ass, he also had a very nice ass.

Reed sat on the couch near the window and crossed his legs, then waited patiently until Justin took a seat across from him. Justin felt suddenly awkward in his wrinkled work pants and shirt. In a different context, he’d want a man like Reed to notice him and like what he saw. “Mr. Barfield,” he began, “I—”

“Reed.”

“Mr. Barfield,” he repeated, “I’m doing this because I was told to. Let’s get it done so I can start enjoying my week off.”

Irritation flickered on Reed’s handsome face, but he remained cordial. “Of course. I appreciate that. I know you’re a busy man.”

Justin could work with that. And if they got this done quickly, he might even be able to grab a drink at Craven’s before heading home for dinner. “What do you want to know?”

“How long have you been a pilot?”

“Eight years.” Five of which had been as an apprentice, but Justin wasn’t going to do anything more than answer Reed’s questions.

Reed pulled his notebook out of his inner jacket pocket and scribbled something down. What the hell was so interesting about working as a pilot for eight years? His life wasn’t exactly exciting.

“That makes you relatively new to this, then,” Reed said after a moment.

So the guy had actually done his homework. Well good for him. “Yes.”

Reed smiled, but this time Justin saw irritation flicker in his gaze. “Do you enjoy the work?”

“Yes.” Of course he did.

“What about it do you enjoy?”

Justin shrugged.

“The money’s really good, right?”

Yes/no questions were easier to dodge, except when they led you by the nose to the wrong answer. “That has nothing to do with it.” The generous salary went a long way to making up for years spent apprenticing and the long shifts, but it wasn’t the reason he did his job.

“So why do you do it, then?”

“I don’t know.” Justin never really thought about why he liked the job. “I just do.”

“Is it about being on the water?”

“Yes. I guess.”

The hint of a sigh escaped Reed’s lips. “Mr. Vance. Justin—can I call you Justin?” Before Justin could object, Reed continued, “Justin, we’d be able to get this over with a lot faster if you’d answer my questions fully.”

“What? I am answering your questions.” No way in hell was he going to make Reed’s job easier. Reed sure hadn’t made things easy for him.

Reed set his notebook down and met Justin’s gaze. “How about a change of scenery?”

“What’s wrong with the room?” Justin had always found it comfortable.

“Nothing. I was thinking more about dinner.” Reed looked hopeful.

“Dinner? What for?” Justin glanced at his watch.

“I figured you might be hungry.” Reed smiled once more, and Justin’s hackles rose. This man was supremely irritating, not only because he was wasting time, but—“My treat.”

“You want to take me out to dinner?”

Reed chuckled and seemed to relax a bit more. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I’m going to eat dinner even if you don’t join me.”

“I…. Okay.” He could work with that.

“Great.” Reed stood and stretched long arms over his head, revealing an inch or so of pale skin on his abdomen. “So where to?”

 

 

FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later, Justin sat across a table from Reed at the Shuckin’ Shack in Wilmington, sipping a beer. He’d suggested the place when Reed mentioned seafood. The cheap beers were a plus. He’d need a few to get through the interview.

“You live around here?” Reed picked up an oyster and eyed it greedily before sucking it down. The way he wrapped his lips around the shell made Justin squirm a little.

“Yep.” Focus on the conversation, not his mouth.

Reed raised his eyebrows, a gesture Justin was quickly learning meant he’d expected Justin to say more on the topic. Justin didn’t take the bait. He wasn’t one to offer up details, especially to people he didn’t know.

“You know—” Reed leaned across the table and his eyes sparkled with mischief. “—I don’t bite.”

Justin laughed in spite of himself. “That remains to be seen.”

“Hah! You do have a sense of humor. And here I thought there was nothing I could do to break through that tough skin of yours.”

Justin snagged an oyster and pointed it at Reed. “Carolina Beach.”

“Carolina Beach?”

“You asked where I live.” Justin was enjoying the banter. Still, Reed was dangerous in so many ways, not the least of which because he was so damn charming.

“Oh.”

“You’re thinkin’ I’m not the surfer type.”

“Are you?” Reed appeared genuinely interested.

“I’d rather be on the water than in it.” One of Kerry’s kids tried to teach him to surf a few years back. He preferred to forget the moment of insanity when he’d agreed to make a complete fool of himself. Not to mention the swim trunks filled with sand and the gallon of saltwater he’d swallowed in the process.

“Powerboat?”

“Sailboat.”

Reed’s expression changed noticeably. “A monohull?” He seemed genuinely eager to know. What’s more, he seemed to know something about boats.

“Yep. A Beneteau Oceanus.”

“Beautiful boats. The thirty-five footer?”

“Forty-one.” Justin narrowed his eyes. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you actually knew something about boats?”

“If I had, would you have been nicer?” Reed grinned.

“You’re pushing your luck.” Justin wished Reed wouldn’t run his hand over his lips like that. It was way too distracting.

“Can’t blame a man for trying.” Reed waved the waitress over and ordered them another round of drinks. “So does this mean you’ll answer my questions with more than a single syllable?”

“Still pushing your luck.” Justin swallowed another oyster. “But if you’ll answer one for me….”

“Go for it.” Reed slipped off his jacket and placed it on the back of his chair. “I’m ready for anything.”

Way too tempting. Justin went with the safest and most obvious. “How do you know so much about boats?”

“My folks sent me to sailing camp in the summers. My dad had a little trailerable we’d drag to Lake Lure near Charlotte on long weekends. Mom never came, but we’d sleep aboard.” For an instant Reed looked a lot like the kid he must have been, as if the memory had opened a door into a happy time in his life. “I don’t know how to sail boats like yours, though. Mostly I read sailing magazines and dream about learning to sail the bigger boats.”

Justin banished the thought of inviting Reed aboard The First Step and reminded himself he was only here tonight because Greg told him to play nice. Best to change the topic. “So you’re from Charlotte?”

“That’s two questions,” Reed pointed out, “and I haven’t gotten to ask mine.”

Reed was definitely irritating, but in a cute sort of way. And now that Justin knew he could push back a little…. “Maybe you’ll get more than you bargained for in return.” Justin grinned, then took another sip of beer.

Reed mumbled something under his breath, interrupted when the waitress brought their beers and a plate piled high with steamed crab legs, peel-and-eat shrimp, and clams.

“What was that?” He picked up a crab leg and pointed it at Reed.

Maybe it was the alcohol, but Reed’s cheeks pinked. “Nothing. Where were we?”

“You know damn well where we were.” Justin cracked the leg and began to work on it, all the while keeping half an eye on Reed, who looked embarrassed. Good. Serves him right.

“I grew up in the mountains, outside Hendersonville,” Reed said after a long swallow of his beer. He spoke the words as though he was reciting his bio, as if he didn’t care, but the slight hint of tension in his jaw made Justin want to know more.

“Your family still there?”

“I agreed to one more question.” Reed took another swig of beer. Judging by the pain reflected in Reed’s eyes, maybe they had more than just a love of sailboats in common. “What about you? Where’re you from?”

Justin’s shoulders tensed even though he’d expected the question. “Down East. Harker’s Island.”

“Folks still there?”

Too close for comfort. “Next question.” Justin peeled a shrimp, dipped it in butter, then downed it with a swig of beer. Some questions were permanently off-limits.

“Moving on, then.” Reed scribbled something in his notebook, which by this point had several splashes of melted butter prominently featured on the page. Justin pointed to them. “It’ll give the piece more character,” Reed said.

“You don’t usually write this sort of thing, do you?” He liked keeping Reed on his toes.

“That’s another question,” Reed pointed out.

“You’ve got a few more to answer before we’re even.” It was a lot more fun when he was the one asking the questions.

“Fine. And no, I don’t usually write lifestyle stories.” Reed frowned. “Wait. How did you…? Of course. Internet.” He shook his head and the edges of his mouth curved ever so slightly upward.

“I may spend most of my time on the water, but I know how to use a computer.”

“Touché.” Reed looked pleased that Justin had googled him.

“So why are you here?”

“If you looked me up, you already know.”

“I didn’t get that far,” Justin lied. He’d seen the story of how Reed nearly started a brawl at a political fund-raiser, but he wanted to hear it from Reed.

Reed sighed. “I punched a bigot who had it coming to him.” He didn’t elaborate, and Justin figured it was best to let it go. He could fill in the blanks. “My editor said I needed to cool my heels. And voila! Here I am, living the good life and eating fresh seafood with a guy who captains container ships.”

“I don’t captain,” Justin corrected. “I help ships’ masters in and out of port. And not just container ships. We’ve got boats transporting fertilizer and other chemicals, grains, and wood products.” Why did I just offer up more than he asked? Either the alcohol or Reed was getting to him. Probably the latter.

“What’s the difference between a ship’s master and her captain?”

Justin had to give Reed credit—he clearly listened to the answers and thought about them. “A ship’s master is just what it sounds like—master of the ship. Someone else can captain the ship, but the master is always the boss.”

“So when a pilot comes aboard, the pilot captains the ship?” Reed sked.

“Yep.”

“So in your business you really don’t call the person in charge of a vessel a captain.”

Justin nodded. “Yep. Although with a pleasure craft—like a sailboat—everyone calls the operator a captain.”

“How did you get into the business? Did you grow up watching the big boats coming in and think, ‘I want to do that someday’?”

As if. “Something like that.” Justin didn’t like the conversation veering back toward the personal side of things.

“I was honest with you when I answered your questions,” Reed pointed out as he dipped another shrimp in melted butter.

“Honest but short.”

“Okay. How about we try that approach first, then? How did you train to be a pilot, other than apprenticing? And don’t try to dodge the question.”

“Navy. I shipped out when I turned eighteen.” With two broken fingers his dad gave him as a going-away gift. He’d been lucky that’s all his father gave him.

Justin expected Reed would push the issue, but all he said was “Got it. Tell me about Marty Gaines.”

Justin considered how to respond, finally settling on “He was a mentor to me.”

“I heard he lives in town,” Reed pressed.

“Yep.”

“We’re done with the interview, aren’t we?” Reed didn’t seem irritated. He seemed to understand Justin’s limits, and for that Justin was thankful.

“Yep.”

“I have one more question,” Reed said.

Justin frowned in reply.

Reed chewed thoughtfully on the last of the shrimp and wiped his lips. “How about showing me the best beach around here?”

Justin chuckled. “Don’t push your luck.” Reed might be charming, but Justin had no intention of letting things go further. Reed was far too dangerous, even for a one-and-done hookup.

 

 

“YOU HAD dinner with who?” Marty set the newspaper down and frowned and screwed up his nose as if he smelled something bad.

“Do you need anything else, Mr. Gaines?” the nurse, Caroline, asked. Marty waved her away, and she shot Justin a knowing smile. He’d catch up with her later to get the low-down on how Marty was doing.

“I had dinner with a reporter from New York,” Justin repeated. “It wasn’t all that bad.”

“Oh?”

“He’s doing a story on the river pilots. The governor’s office called Greg, and I’m the one who got saddled with him.”

Marty nodded. “You just said dinner wasn’t all that bad.”

“Dinner was tasty. The reporter interviewed me at the Shuckin’ Shack. All the questions were a pain in the—”

“He nice?” Marty waggled his eyebrows.

“I guess he was nice.” Maybe better than nice. But he wasn’t going there. Marty might know he was gay, but the last thing Justin wanted was for the other pilots to figure it out. Best to steer the conversation elsewhere. “How are you doing?”

“Me?” Marty shrugged. “We’ve had chicken pot pie three days in a row now. I’m about to sprout feathers.”

More likely Marty had forgotten what they’d served. Stately Pines wasn’t a five-star restaurant, but they did try to mix things up for the residents. “How about I bring you something next time I come?”

Marty brightened. “Persimmons.”

“That’s all? Persimmons?”

Marty nodded. “You still have that tree, right?” Marty’s ability to remember things in the past always amazed Justin.

“Yep.”

“That’s what I want.”

“Okay. Got it.” Justin typed a reminder in his phone. The tree was exploding with fruit this time of year. He’d bring a bucket and offer some up to the nurses.

“Bring in any ships this week?” Marty asked. He asked the same question every time. Justin understood—it was partly living vicariously and partly pride that made him ask. Without Marty, Justin would probably still be sailing on one of the big ships.

“Eight. Six containers and two tankers. Barely missed a whale near the inlet.” He’d had to steer the ship to the edge of the channel to avoid the humpback. He purposely didn’t mention the near miss with Reed’s boat.

“That’s early. Usually don’t see ’em until November,” Marty pointed out. “I remember when I saw a mother and calf upriver in ’72 or ’73. Bunch of pleasure craft decided they’d chase ’em up near the port. Between the boats and the whales, we barely made it in.”

Justin had heard the story a dozen times. “Must’ve been rough.”

“Ship’s master was sweating like a sinner in church. You should’ve seen him. Bought me a round in town afterward.” Marty grinned like a kid who’d hit his first home run.

“I bet.”

“So who’d you have dinner with tonight?” Marty asked.

“A reporter.”

“A reporter?”

Justin’s watch pinged and he stood. “I need to pick Leila up from Kerry’s place. I’ll tell you all about it next time.”

“Sure thing. And while you’re at it, why don’t you bring some of those persimmons from that tree of yours? Food here’s terrible.”

Justin nodded. “Will do.”

Outside, the moon had risen over the river. The mournful sigh of a train’s whistle echoed from the distance. The slight tang of salt on the breeze felt like home.

Justin drew a long breath and brushed away the ache. Even if Marty didn’t remember he’d asked for them, he’d enjoy the persimmons.




Chapter Seven

 

 

REED TOSSED his notebook onto the bed and walked over to the window. A lone boat sailed up the Cape Fear River, mostly likely headed for one of the marinas near the Isobel Holmes Bridge north of downtown. The buzz of the beers he’d drunk with Justin had nearly worn off, leaving him with a pleasant, relaxed feeling.

He’d nearly finished writing the GenX story, but the two days he’d spent working on the pilot story hadn’t gotten him very far. The time he’d spent with Justin over dinner was only the down payment—stories about people usually progressed more slowly. Reed welcomed the challenge of getting Justin to open up. Over dinner, he’d sensed not only Justin’s hesitation, but something lingering beneath. Another Justin threatening to bubble up to the surface and—

An image of Justin sucking on a crab leg popped into his thoughts. Focus! This was business. Even if Justin was interested, Reed understood that in this line of work, it was tough enough to fit in as a relative newbie. A year or two of gay marriage hadn’t changed much in this part of the state.

Left home at eighteen. Reed had done the same, but to go to college. Something in the way Justin had avoided the topic of his family made Reed want to know more. Things hadn’t been easy growing up with a Jewish mother in the North Carolina mountains, but he and his mom had done okay. This was something more painful—something beneath Justin’s confident exterior and sense of humor.

Not relevant to the story. All he needed to do was follow Justin around and write the story. The rest didn’t matter. So why did he want to know more about the man? Reed closed his eyes for a moment and thought about what it might be like to spend some time with Justin. Get to know him. Figure him out.

An image of Justin lying in the sand, shirtless, popped into his brain. He imagined running his hand over that powerful chest, exploring Justin’s smooth skin with his tongue, and—

Focus! If relationships were just about sex, life would be a hell of a lot easier. His job was the best kind of relationship. It kept him busy enough that he didn’t care if there was someone waiting for him at home.

This is about getting your job back and nothing more.

Reed pulled out his laptop and began to organize some of the notes he’d taken. He’d figured out most of how the pilot business worked.

Boring. There’s nothing here that anyone wants to read.

He glanced through his notes again, landing on the name in the margin: Marty Gaines. He underlined the name and put a question mark beside it. Maybe Marty would be able to provide some insight into Justin and the pilots. Reed decided he’d head over to the River Watch in the morning and see if Zach knew anything about Marty.

 

 

“WHAT DO you know about a Martin Gaines? Former sea captain,” Reed asked over his coffee the next morning.

Zach glanced up from his computer. “Marty?” Zach smiled. “Everyone knows Marty. He’s Wilmington before Wilmington became the cool place to live.”

“Local color?”

“More like the beating heart of this place. He’s the last in a long line of sailors—mostly fisherman, but a few who ran moonshine in the day.” Zach typed something into his computer, then turned the screen to show Reed an article with an August 1996 date up top.

Captain Martin “Marty” Gaines welcomed home in a ceremony at city hall. The mayor and members of the city council declared yesterday, August 5, 1996, to be Captain Marty Day in Wilmington, North Carolina. Veronica Lewis and the local chapter of the Society of the Colonial Dames of the American Revolution sponsored a crab boil on Market Street, and the Wilmington High School band entertained the crowd.

“Nice sendoff,” Reed said after he scanned the remaining few paragraphs of the article. “Is Captain Marty still around?”

“His wife passed a few years back. His son lives in California. I don’t think they were on very good terms. Last I heard, he wasn’t doing very well. He’s been at Stately Pines—it’s a nursing facility about a mile outside town.” He tilted his head to one side. “You lookin’ to interview him about the pilots?”

“Sort of. Someone mentioned he was the reason my pilot got into the business.”

“Your pilot?”

Reed nodded. “Maybe that’s taking too much ownership over him,” he joked. “His boss offered him up as a sacrificial lamb. Probably because he didn’t want to deal with me himself. Maybe you know him. Justin Vance?”

He shook his head. “Name sounds familiar, but I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

“I searched the internet, but I only found him listed on the Wilmington Cape Fear Pilots website. Nothing else. He’s about thirty-four. Says he grew up Down East, but I couldn’t get much more out of him.”

“Let me see if I’ve got anything on our database. We haven’t been online for very long, but I got some help from a UNC-W journalism major, and we’ve got a cross-referenced list of stories from the past fifteen years.” Zach typed Justin’s name into the computer, scrolled down, then looked up at Reed. “I knew I remembered that name.” He clicked something and the printer hummed.

“What did you find?”

“Look for yourself.” Zach handed him two sheets of paper.

 

 

“YOU’RE NOT going to believe this,” Reed told his editor that evening. “The pilot who I’ve been interviewing? He was there four months ago when another pilot was seriously injured during a transfer.”

“A what?” Cal asked.

“A pilot transfer. That’s where these guys get on and off the big ships in the middle of the ocean.”

“I thought they took helicopters.”

“Good thing you’re not writing the story.”

“Smartass.” Cal chuckled. “So how do they get from one boat to the other?”

“At least around here, they use rope ladders. They used to call them Jacob’s Ladders.”

“Seriously? Rope ladders?”

“Yeah.” In photos he’d seen, the ladders on the big boats looked much like the ladders Reed had climbed as a kid in sailing camp. Back then, falling off them had been half the fun.

“Interesting.”

“I looked up the stats. There are least a few injuries and even deaths each year.” Reed glanced back at the printouts spread all over his bed. “Most of the deaths involve experienced guys. Half the time they’re doing this in the middle of the night. If the ladder’s slippery, they can fall, and in the darkness, it’s hard to spot them. A few of the guys were killed when their own pilot boat ran over them after they fell.”

“And your guy? Vance, was it?”

“Apparently Justin was there when one of his colleagues fell. The newspaper article says there were ten-foot seas and wind gusts around thirty knots—thirty-four or thirty-five miles an hour,” Reed said. “This colleague hit his head and was unconscious for a few days. His pelvis was shattered, and he broke a few ribs when he hit the side of the pilot boat. Sounds like he was lucky.”

“That’s lucky?” Cal asked.

“He’s alive. He’s in rehab, but it’s not clear if he’ll ever go back to work.”

“Must’ve been tough for your pilot to watch. Have you asked him about it?” Cal pressed. “Might be a good angle for the story.”

“I just found out a few hours ago, but I will.” Reed didn’t expect that conversation would go any better than the others. “He’s not exactly a conversationalist.”

“Then you need to make him one. You know the drill with any subject—they need to trust you if you expect them to open up.”

“You don’t have to remind me.” Dinner the night before had definitely helped—by the end, Justin wasn’t quite as tight-lipped. But he wasn’t going to be an easy person to get to open up.

“How about the GenX story?”

Yeah, that. “I still need some photos of pleasure fishermen for the piece,” Reed said. “I’ve got a boat booked tomorrow. I’ll take some photos of the pilot boats while I’m out there.” He had less than a week left to wrap both stories, so he’d changed the location of the shoot to Southport to save time.

“Fine. I read through the outline you sent, and it looks good. Once you have a draft, I’ll have the feature editor review to make sure it’s what they want. Can you get that to me by tomorrow night?”

That would mean finishing the draft tonight. He’d order room service and spend the rest of the day writing. If it meant impressing the big boss, he’d keep his head down and get the job done right. “Sure. Oh, and thanks for reaching out to Zach Caldwell.”

“He get you set up?” Cal asked.

“Even better. He handed me a file on the pilots.”

“Good. They don’t get much better than that guy.” Cal’s voice vibrated with something approaching reverence.

“You know him?”

“Yeah. Worked with him years ago,” Cal confirmed. “I’m surprised you don’t recognize his name. He used to be an anchor on the local New York affiliate.”

Reed thought for a moment, and then it hit him. “He’s that Zach Caldwell.” Of course Reed had heard of him. He just hadn’t made the connection. With his beard, Zach looked nothing like the young anchor he remembered.

“That’s the one.”

Left the limelight for the beach, huh? Interesting. And a story for another day. Reed had more stories than he could handle at the moment. “Night, boss man.”

“I’m expecting that draft soon,” Cal said.

“Yep. That you are.” Reed disconnected the call. He’d write for a few more hours, then get a little sleep.




Chapter Eight

 

 

REED LET the camera hang around his neck as he waved to Ellis, the captain of the small center-cockpit fishing boat he’d hired to take him out on the river near Southport. He sighed and inhaled the slightly salty air as he eyed Bald Head Island in the distance. Here, the Cape Fear looked like a small bay, surrounded as it nearly was by Southport, Oak Island, and Bald Head. On a Sunday with a steady wind, barely a cloud in the sky, and a warm sun overhead, a ton of boats were headed onto the ocean.

“Ready to move closer to the inlet?” Ellis asked as Reed stepped off the bow and sat inside the boat. “Should be good weather for some shots of fishing boats headin’ out to the ocean.”

“Perfect. Thanks.” Reed watched as a charter boat passed between Bald Head Island and Jay Bird Shoals on its way through the inlet to the Atlantic Ocean. “Where does the Cape Fear River end?”

“You’re lookin’ at it,” Ellis answered. “That there’s the cape.” He pointed to the island in front of them.

“Bald Head?”

“Bald Head’s part of the cape.” He gestured to the land to their left and right. “This here’s the rest of it.”

“How did the river get its name?” Reed had done the research, but he wanted to know what a local knew about it.

“Way back, there was an expedition,” Ellis said as they slowed off the shore near Oak Island. “They got stuck near Frying Pan Shoals, up around the other side of the island. Thought they’d wreck. Story goes the men were afraid, so they named it Cape Fear. Lots of wrecks this way too.”

“Sounds like they picked the right name.” Reed smiled.

“Reckon they did.” Ellis smiled and pointed to the first marker for the channel that led to the ocean. “You’ll get a good view here. There’s a lot a current, though, so it’s a little hard to keep ’er in one place.”

“No problem.” Reed double-checked his camera and climbed onto the bow again. A boat came by them, moving quickly toward the inlet. The little boat rocked from side to side, and Ellis compensated. “Kind of like surfing up here,” Reed joked.

“Might be safer if you stand inside the boat.” Ellis looked a little worried.

“I’m fine.” Reed tapped his lifejacket and smiled back at Ellis. “I’ve got pretty good balance, and it’ll just be a few minutes.” He lifted the camera to focus and snapped a few photos of the shoals to their right, then zoomed in and took a couple of the channel markers. Several gulls sat atop one of them, watching the water. Reed guessed they were waiting for the sun to set before looking for dinner.

He aimed the lens at a small boat working its way through the channel, fighting the waves. “The inlet looks pretty rough.”

“Tide’s going out. Makes for an excitin’ ride if you’re comin’ in ’round now.” Ellis shrugged. “There’s a whole lotta current ’round here. If you time it right, it gives you a nice boost. Like havin’ a supercharged motor.”

“Sounds fun.” Reed took aim at a fishing boat coming in behind the smaller boat—exactly the photo he’d been hoping for. He took three or four shots, then turned his attention to Bald Head Island, where a beautiful sailing vessel was headed out from the marina. He snapped a few shots of the boat as it turned toward them and motored toward Southport.

“Sure wish I could spend the day sailing,” he told Ellis. “Nice breeze. Clear day. Just the kind of day to—”

“Hang on!” Ellis shouted. A small motorboat whizzed by them, causing their boat to rock and roll. Reed managed to maintain his balance as Ellis did his best to compensate.

“Thanks, Ellis,” Reed said. “For a minute there I thought I might be swimming back to the—”

Shit. Reed saw the wake right before it hit the side of their boat. He tried to counterbalance and jump into the cockpit, but another wake hit the boat’s bow. He splashed into the water, surfacing an instant later thanks to the life vest.

“Reed!” Ellis tossed a rope toward him. “Grab on to that and I’ll pull you in!”

Reed reached for the rope, but the current was already pulling him away from the boat and toward the inlet. No problem. I’m a good swimmer. I’ll head back to the boat.

He kicked and tried to use his arms, something made far more difficult by the flotation device. He dropped the camera—he hadn’t even realized he was still holding it—letting it hang on the strap. It’d be fine with its waterproof case. He, on the other hand, wasn’t doing as well. He kicked and kicked against the current, but he couldn’t even manage to stay in place against it. It was worse than trying to walk into a wave at the beach.

Ellis turned the boat around and headed toward him, tossing the rope once again. Reed struggled to reach the rope, making it within about ten feet before the current pulled him farther toward the inlet and the shoals. Without the life vest, he’d be sinking about now. He was already exhausted.

Not exactly my idea of a day on the water.

In front of him, the sailboat he’d been drooling over just minutes before passed within about fifty feet. Someone shouted, “Grab on!” and a big yellow float flew through the air, landing in the water about twenty feet away.

No way. Even working as hard as he’d been, he hadn’t even managed to stay in one place, let alone make progress away from the inlet. He turned to see the first channel marker just yards away.

This is really bad. The sailboat’s captain shouted something to Ellis, who waved and appeared to back off.

“Reed!”

For a moment Reed wondered if he was hearing things, then realized the sailboat captain had just called his name. He wiped the water from his eyes. Not fucking possible.

 

 

LEILA SAT at Justin’s side as he steered out of the Bald Head Island Marina and onto the Cape Fear River. Justin waved at the Bald Head Island Ferry as it passed him on its way to the ferry landing, then turned toward Southport. They’d sailed out of Masonboro Inlet that morning, spending the entire time sailing a stiff northeasterly wind. At two in the afternoon and still a balmy ninety degrees, the breeze off the water felt really good on his face.

They’d stopped at Bald Head to fill up with diesel and give Leila a bathroom break. The passage through the inlet had been really rough, but Justin always enjoyed the thrill of riding the waves. With sunset at seven thirty that night, they’d take their time and head upriver on the ICW back to Carolina Beach.

He spotted the small center-console boat a few hundred yards from the beach near Fort Caswell, on the tip of Oak Island that faced the inlet. Someone stood on her bow, holding what looked to be a camera.

Reed. It had to be. Who else would be so precariously perched on the edge of the ICW, taking photographs? At least Reed was wearing a life jacket.

Justin chuckled and turned to Leila. “Guy’s a complete idiot, isn’t he?”

As if on cue, a powerboat zoomed by, rocking the little boat several times. Throughout it all, Reed managed to stay on his feet. Then another boat sent a much larger wake toward Reed’s boat, and Justin watched as Reed tumbled off his perch into the water.

Justin wanted to laugh, but he knew this area too well. The tide was now fully on the retreat. Reed was riding it on a one-way trip out to the ocean, and the waves were huge out there. The water wasn’t too cold this time of year, but the shoals were dangerous, and if he made it to the open sea, it’d be nearly impossible to find him.

“Damn.” He took a quick look around. Other than the little boat Reed had come from, there weren’t any vessels nearby. “Leila. Go below.”

Leila jumped onto the deck from her perch and headed inside. Justin had trained her to stay out of the way when he was working the lines on deck. If they got any closer to the inlet, things would get rough—he didn’t need her falling in the water as well.

Justin grabbed a flotation device and fastened it around his waist, then opened the Lifesling that hung on the side of the boat. He pulled the C-shaped yellow float from the bag and ran to the bow. The boat Reed had fallen from had run aground near Oak Island. Now Justin’s boat was the only game in town.

“Grab on!” Justin shouted. The float landed close to where Reed had been, but with the current, he was already another twenty feet or so toward the inlet.

Shit, shit, shit. He’d done this drill more times than he could count, but not in conditions this dangerous. In another minute or two Reed would be washed out to where the waves were really high. He’d need to get the tether or he might get separated from his boat, and they’d both be screwed.

Justin pocketed the wireless autopilot and retrieved a harness and tether from his emergency stash, then pulled the harness over his shoulders and clipped it shut. Keeping Reed in his sights, he climbed onto the foredeck and attached the tether to one of the chrome railings. At least if he did fall over, he wouldn’t get separated from the boat. In the distance, Reed gasped and struggled as he was swept past the first channel marker.

“Reed!” Justin shouted as he steered a wide circle, all the while maneuvering to keep the Lifesling between him and Reed. Reed didn’t respond, but he was clearly struggling against the current and reaching for the float.

“Justin!” Reed waved his arms wildly.

Good. At least he’d gotten Reed’s attention. “I’m going to pull around you,” Justin called back. “Keep the Lifesling in view and grab on to it, okay?”

“Got it!”

Justin turned the boat again, careful to follow the current out toward the ocean so Reed wouldn’t slam into the side. He was so close to the shoals now that he held his breath, waiting for the telltale pull on the helm that would signal he’d run aground. But as he steered back toward the channel, the boat passed over the rocks without incident.

An instant later Reed managed to get a hand on the rope. Justin allowed the boat to move ever so slightly toward Reed. The moment Reed grabbed the float with both hands and pulled it over his head, Justin turned sharply back toward the river. They needed to get out of the channel and away from the inlet before Justin would be able to pull Reed aboard.

“Hang on!” Justin increased his speed and breathed a sigh of relief as Oak Island came into view on the boat’s port side, signaling they were beyond the shoals.

He maneuvered back toward Bald Head Island now, past the channel, into the harbor, and over toward the beach. It was shallower here—the depth meter read eight feet—but the current wasn’t quite as strong. He glanced back to reassure himself that Reed was still trailing behind the boat, then pressed the button on the windlass to drop the anchor.

Once sure the anchor had caught the bottom of the seabed, Justin ran to the stern and held the lever to lower the swim platform. He grabbed the Lifesling rope and climbed onto the platform a minute later, pulling Reed close until he was able to reach the step.

“Go slow,” Justin warned as Reed slipped off the step and back into the water. “You’ve been working your legs pretty hard. Let me pull you up.”

Reed nodded, and Justin grabbed the rope and pulled until he could reach the back of Reed’s flotation device and haul him aboard. Reed smiled weakly, tried to say something, then promptly collapsed onto the platform.




Chapter Nine

 

 

“REED? HEY, Reed?”

Opening his eyes was a lot harder than he’d expected. “Hey.” Justin’s very worried face slowly came into focus.

“Thank goodness.”

Reed grinned. “Anyone ever tell you you’re kinda cute when you’re worried?” The words slurred a little, and everything seemed to move in slow motion. He was so fucking tired. All he wanted to do was curl up into a ball and sleep for a month.

Justin frowned, but where before there had only been worry in his expression, there was a certain softness too. “I really should strangle you this time. What the fuck were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking. When I get into the zone, I kind of forget everything else.”

“You’re gonna get yourself killed.”

Reed pressed his lips together. He’d nearly gotten himself killed by a taxi a few months back in New York, chasing after a city alderman for a comment on a story. Not to mention the tumble he’d taken two years ago climbing scaffolding near city hall to get a better shot of the governor. That particular stunt had landed him in the emergency room with two cracked ribs.

“I’m clearly not the first person who’s pointed that out.”

Reed shook his head.

“And you think my job is dangerous.” Justin sighed.

Reed looked around and realized they were sitting in the pilot building. “How long’ve I been out?”

“A few hours. I tied the boat up. If you hadn’t been a pain in the ass when we arrived at the docks, I’d have taken you straight to the ER.”

Reed searched his memory and recalled insisting—quite vocally—that he was perfectly fine, that he hadn’t hit his head, and that he just needed a nap. He guessed he’d fallen asleep after that. “Sorry.”

“Kerry dropped us here from the marina and took Leila back home with her.”

“Leila?”

“My dog.”

“Oh.” Why was he relieved that Leila was the guy’s dog? Justin was a nice guy and all, but…. “So your boat’s in Southport? That isn’t where you usually keep her, is it?”

Justin shook his head. “I wasn’t exactly going to sail back to Carolina Beach, as bad as you looked. Frankly, if you hadn’t come around a few minutes ago, I had half a mind to call EMS.”

“I’m sorry.”

Justin shrugged. “I’ll sail her home tomorrow. No big deal.”

“Oh.”

“Can you sit up?” Justin asked.

“Yeah.” He tried to sit, but his muscles felt like jelly. Justin put an arm around his back and helped him up. “Thanks.”

“Here.” Justin unscrewed the top and handed him a bottle of water.

“Thanks.” Reed drank half of it without a breath.

“How’re you feeling now?”

“Tired.” Understatement of the century.

“You can’t really swim against a current like that.” Justin smiled reassuringly. “No one can.”

“No kidding.” Reed drew a long breath. “I really am sorry.”

“I know.”

For the first time, Reed realized he was wearing someone else’s clothing. He touched the sweatshirt and asked, “Yours?”

“Yep.”

Which meant Justin had probably taken his wet clothing off. His cheeks heated. Why the hell was he so embarrassed? “Thanks.”

“Welcome.” Justin didn’t look away.

Why would he care what I look like naked? Even if Justin was gay, he hadn’t shown the slightest inclination. Not to mention the whole business and pleasure thing.

Reed glanced out the window, where the sky was tinged with pink and yellow. “My rental’s over by the docks,” he said. “If you could drop me—”

“The hell you’re driving.”

“I’m fine. Really.” He didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.

“Kerry drove your car over. I’ll be driving you back to your hotel.” Justin’s expression reminded Reed of the immense container ship he’d sailed into the Port of Wilmington, immutable and steely. Faced with such determination, Reed’s only option was to back down.

“Okay, but you really don’t need to.” This whole thing—knowing Justin had rescued his sorry ass—left Reed feeling ill at ease. He didn’t like being beholden to anyone, and he hated that the entire situation was his own fault. And yet somehow, Justin taking care of him felt good.

“I need to go back that way anyhow.” Justin stood and offered Reed his hand.

“Right.” Carolina Beach was past Wilmington, wasn’t it? “Thanks.” He took Justin’s hand. Justin put his arm around Reed to steady him and they walked slowly out of the building and down the steps to Reed’s car. In spite of his screaming muscles, Justin’s steady presence felt really good.

Reed shivered as Justin opened the door to his hotel room and helped him inside about forty minutes later. “You doing okay?” Justin asked.

“I’m fine.” His legs still felt like jelly and he’d wobbled all the way down the hallway, but all he really needed was a little more rest.

Justin frowned but said nothing. At a time like this, Reed was happy Justin wasn’t very talkative.

“Hungry? Thirsty?” Justin asked.

The guy could be kind, Reed had to give him that. “No, thank you. I’m fine. Really, Justin. You’ve already done too much.” Not to mention you saved my life out there.

Justin ignored this and helped him onto the bed. He lifted the covers and pulled them over Reed. Reed yawned. He’d close his eyes for a few minutes and rest, and then he’d get some work done.

 

 

REED WOKE to sunlight streaming in the window of his hotel room. It took him a minute to realize not only was it Monday morning, but that Justin was sitting on the chair by the window reading the copy of Eats and Treats Reed had brought with him to get a feel for the magazine’s style. “Like to cook?”

“Did you know you can bake in the microwave?” Justin chuckled and set the magazine down.

“You stayed all night?” Reed realized how rude that sounded and added, “You really didn’t need to. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Justin gestured to the desk. “Got you something to eat.”

Reed sat up, then swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Shit, that hurts.

“Let me help.”

Reed waved Justin off. “I’m fine. I promise.” He put some weight on his legs. The wobble was gone, although every muscle in his legs and ass screamed in response. “See?”

“Yep.” Justin, who’d been watching him and was ready to swoop in and rescue him if he fell, appeared to relax.

Reed pulled out the bagel with cream cheese he found in the bag, then realized there was something at the bottom. He opened the small package and found several slices of lox. “I love lox. Thanks.”

Justin pressed his lips together and his cheeks flushed. “I wasn’t sure. Not like everyone from New York City does.”

“Thanks.” Reed put the salmon atop his bagel and glanced back at Justin. “Aren’t you eating?”

“Already did.”

“Oh.”

Justin stood. “I’d better go.” He looked as uncomfortable as Reed felt. The entire situation felt way too intimate.

“Thanks again for yesterday.”

Justin shrugged. “I left my cell number on the desk. Call me if you need anything.” He waved and was out the door a moment later.

Reed stared at the bagel for a long moment. Part of him missed the prickly Justin—it was so much easier not to think about how attractive the guy was when he was a pain in the ass.

Stay in the game! This is about getting your job back and nothing more.

He stood and stretched. He’d take a shower and send Justin’s clothes to be cleaned. He had five days left before his flight back to LaGuardia. If he had time to imagine the kinds of things he was imagining with Justin, it meant he needed to get his head out of the sexy-man-cloud and focus on his work.




Chapter Ten

 

 

JUSTIN PULLED off his baseball cap and fanned himself with it. Early September and temperatures were still perpetually stuck in the midnineties. He’d spent the morning trimming the bushes and tying back one of the wild grapevines that climbed over the back wall of the garage. He’d meant to work on the lawn before it got too hot, but as usual, he underestimated the gardening job. Now it was well after noon, and if his lawn hadn’t been looking more like a jungle, he’d have walked over to the beach with a cooler and a towel. Leila, perennially energetic dog that she was, had been happily chasing him and the mower around the yard since he’d started, taking breaks only to drink from the water bowl he’d left on the porch.

He was too much a creature of habit to sleep in on his days off—early mornings had been the norm for most of his years at sea, not to mention in his work as a pilot. Today was no exception. He’d managed to sleep until five forty-five, when he’d taken Leila for a walk on the beach and watched the sunrise.

“She likes Chase and Benjamin,” Kerry said when he picked Leila up from her house, “but she’s never as happy as when she sees your truck pullin’ into the driveway.”

Kerry had been the one to suggest he adopt the scrawny hound mix from the pound three years before. “You need each other,” she’d told him. When he’d protested that being on call for a week at a time wasn’t a great fit for a dog, she’d volunteered her husband and two boys as permanent petsitters. Leila didn’t seem to mind, and the boys would often stop by when Justin was home just to spend time with her.

He bent down and scratched the back of a furry ear. “Too bad I can’t train you to cut the lawn for me.” She nudged him to continue scratching and he laughed. Kerry was right about most things.

He sighed and got to his feet. Not for the first time that afternoon, he noticed a baby blue SUV drive by the house. The same baby blue SUV Kerry had driven back to Wilmington two days before. Shit. He hadn’t expected to hear from Reed after he’d left his hotel the day before. If he was being honest with himself, he hoped Reed wouldn’t contact him again. The man was far too tempting, and Justin preferred to keep his sexual orientation under wraps. Reed was a complication he didn’t need.

Reed rolled down the window and waved. “You’re a hard man to find. I must’ve driven this street six ti—”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Justin demanded, his irritation at the intrusion getting the best of him. Talking to the guy about his work was one thing. Having him nosing around in his private life was another entirely.

“I figured since it was your day off, we might take up where we left off with the interview the other day.”

“You figured wrong.”

“May I?” Reed pulled into the driveway before Justin could respond. Leila trotted over, tail wagging, and greeted Reed as he stepped out of the car. Reed knelt in the grass and allowed her to lick his face. “Sweet girl,” he said as he stood once more.

“Leila isn’t very discerning.” Not entirely true, since there were only a few people she’d slobber all over, but he wasn’t going to encourage Reed.

Reed petted her as he looked around. “Nice place.”

“Yep.” Why did Reed poking around reduce him to single syllables?

“When you said Carolina Beach, I figured you owned one of those houses on the water up on stilts. I like this better.”

Justin wouldn’t give Reed the benefit of knowing the compliment made him feel good. He’d bought the postwar cottage when he began work as an apprentice eight years before. He hadn’t had much money at the time, so he’d spent most of his free time fixing it up. And even though his salary now was more than enough for him to afford one of the beachfront monstrosities, he preferred the 1,630-square-foot bungalow, with its uneven floors and slightly crooked shutters.

Reed picked up a ragged tennis ball near the bushes and tossed it. Leila ran after it, tail wagging. “She like the beach?”

“Yep.” Leila loved to chase sticks into the surf and splash around in the water when he ran in the mornings.

Reed pressed his lips together and rubbed the back of his neck. He seemed more awkward than Justin recalled. He was dressed in neat khaki shorts and a pale turquoise polo with a pair of flip-flops that looked like he’d purchased them in one of the tourist shops on the road into town. His face was slightly pink, and there was an angry red spot at his collar. Sunburn. Probably from his little ride out the Cape Fear Inlet. Still, he looked good. Always does.

Reed walked back to his car and pulled something out. “Thanks again.” He handed Justin a pile of neatly folded clothing—the clothing he’d lent Reed. “And thank you for saving my life the other day. I owe you.”

“You’re welcome. And you don’t owe me anything.” Justin set the clothing on the porch, then turned back to the lawnmower and got to work. He appreciated Reed’s thanks, but he still hoped Reed would get the message that, even if they had unfinished business, he wouldn’t be taking care of it on his time off. Still, each time he rounded the corner to head toward the driveway, Reed was there petting Leila, waiting patiently for him to finish.

He finished the yard and put the mower back in the shed before joining Reed once more. “Do I need to make it clear?”

Reed raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“Leave,” Justin said.

“Why?” Reed appeared unconcerned.

“This is my time off.” How much clearer did he have to make it? “I’m not going to talk shop on my time off.”

Reed narrowed his eyes, and Justin waited for the lecture, but instead Reed said, “Okay.”

Justin hadn’t expected Reed to acquiesce so quickly. “Okay what?” he countered. The guy had something up his sleeve, Justin was sure of it.

“Okay, we don’t have to talk shop.”

“You’re staying anyhow?” Justin’s irritation grew. He knew how this would go. They’d talk about the beach or the weather, or maybe dogs, then Reed would bring up something about his work and boom, they’d be back where they started. Maybe worse, because spending time with Reed meant venturing into uncharted waters that might spill over into parts of Justin’s life they weren’t welcome.

“I won’t bring up your work today.” Judging by Reed’s canny grin, he’d read Justin’s thoughts.

“Today?”

“Yep.” Reed grinned.

“Suit yourself. Come, Leila.” She bounded after him and up the front steps. He kicked off his grass-covered shoes and padded into the kitchen without looking back. He drank a glass of water, set it down, and opened the fridge. He tossed a beer in Reed’s direction and popped the top of his own.

“Thank you.”

“Yep.”

Reed smiled as he looked around the kitchen.

“What? Were you expecting a dump?” Justin shook his head.

“I’m not sure what I was expecting.” Reed ran his hand over the marble countertops. “Did you do all this yourself?”

“Yep.”

Reed laughed. “Not fair.”

“What’s not fair,” Justin countered.

“I haven’t brought up your work since I’ve been here, and you’re still shutting me down.”

“You’ve been here a total of five, maybe ten minutes.”

“True.”

Justin sighed. “I bought the place when I moved to the area eight years ago. I spent about five years restoring her.”

“Her?”

“Ships and houses are female.”

“Really?” Reed raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Nah.” Justin snorted. “I made the houses part up.”

“Good to know.” Dimples appeared on Reed’s cheeks. Justin hadn’t noticed them before, and he half wished he hadn’t now either.

Justin gestured Reed to the living room. “Have a seat?” With the exception of Kerry, he kept his private and work lives separate. He wasn’t sure why he’d invited Reed in, let alone why he was offering to sit down with him.

“Thanks. Mind if I ask why the change of heart? A few minutes ago I thought you were going to run me off.”

Leila settled at Reed’s feet, looked up at Justin for a moment, then closed her eyes as if to say, See, I like him too. Was he that transparent?

“I don’t know.” He gazed at his beer but found no answers there. “You’re a decent guy.”

“And?”

“And you’re also irritating as hell.” He smiled.

“Glad to hear it.” Reed returned the smile. “And if it matters, I really hadn’t planned on coming by here today.”

“I’m supposed to believe that?”

Reed shrugged. “Believe it or not, I was curious. And not just the reporter kind of curious.”

“What were you curious about?” Justin didn’t really want to know—it seemed the more about Reed he understood, the more vulnerable his defenses became.

“What you were like outside of your work. What makes you tick. Whether you had a wife and a passel of kids at home, or whether…. You get the picture.”

Interesting and not so subtle. “No wife, no kids. But Greg could have told you that.”

Reed nodded. “He did. He also said you don’t talk about your private life.”

“Yep.”

“Justin—”

“Listen, the reason I don’t talk about my private life is because it’s fucking private,” Justin snapped.

“Sore point?” Reed pressed.

“I don’t want my private life all over your magazine. Hell, the only reason I’m even humoring you is because my boss said I had to.”

“Fair enough.” Reed didn’t look offended. “Would it help to know your private life won’t be featured in the story?”

“I’m supposed to just trust you?” Justin countered.

“Yes.” A hint of defiance flickered over Reed’s face. “I have no intention of outing you.”

“What are you—?”

“Just that. I’ll write about you—the pilot—and that’s where it ends. Do I think a story about a closeted pilot would be more interesting? Hell yeah. But that’s your business. Like you said, it’s your private life.” Reed held his gaze without flinching.

“Since when did you come to the conclusion that I’m in the closet?”

“I’m not blind, Justin,” Reed said. “I’m also not stupid. You’re well-respected and liked by your colleagues. You avoid any socializing with them—with the exception of Kerry, who’s about as tight-lipped as they get. You live in a part of the country where being gay isn’t exactly easy. And the marine business? It’s pretty traditional.”

“You think all that means I’m gay?” Justin fought the rising panic in his gut.

“Like I said,” Reed replied evenly, “that’s not what I’m writing about. So why don’t we cut the bullshit?”

Justin went to take a sip of his drink and realized the can was empty. He sighed and walked back to the fridge. He needed a moment to process what Reed had said and figure out what he thought about it. “Another beer?” he asked as he pulled one out for himself.

“What?” Reed looked uncomfortable, as if he hadn’t expected Justin to take the conversation in stride.

“Another beer?”

Reed shook his head. “I’m good, thanks.”

He rejoined Reed. “So where were we?”




Chapter Eleven

 

 

REED SWALLOWED hard. This wasn’t going at all the way he’d planned. He hadn’t meant to bring up Justin’s sexual orientation. What the hell am I thinking? That was a surefire way of shutting Justin up. He’d come over here to thank Justin for saving his ass and to develop Justin’s trust so he could ask him about the pilot who’d been injured earlier in the year, not to poke into areas of his life he kept secret.

At least Justin hadn’t kicked him out. Yet.

“We were talking about your private life.” Reed leaned back on the couch and crossed his legs in an effort to cover his discomfort. He’d made his stand, and now he had to live with the consequences.

“Okay.” Justin sat across from him. “How about this? You tell me about your private life and I might consider sharing some of mine.”

“Fair enough.” Not that his private life was particularly interesting, but Reed didn’t mind. “I’m single. I lived with a guy a few years back. He got a job in LA and we said we’d try to keep things going, but he met someone else.” He brushed away the flutter of hurt that thinking about Steve always stirred up.

“Sorry to hear it.”

Reed shrugged and sipped his beer. “Sometimes it goes like that.” He’d wanted to fall in love with Steve, but when he’d left, Reed knew that would be the end of things. He’d made a mistake thinking he had the time for a relationship, let alone the stomach for it.

“I guess so.”

“Must be tough down here.” Reed met Justin’s gaze and held it.

“Always fishing,” Justin parried.

Reed smiled.

“Tell you what,” Justin said. “Why don’t I show you what I do in my free time?”

That was progress. “Sure.”

Justin set down his beer, and Reed followed him through the kitchen to the back door. Justin opened it and they stepped onto a wooden deck that looked over the backyard. “All this is mine.” He waved at the garage and the small pine trees to the side.

“Is this what you wanted to show me?” Reed gestured to the wooden boat propped up on two sawhorses. She looked to be about nineteen or twenty feet long. Simple lines. Entirely made of wood, which appeared to be rotted through in spots.

“Yep. I found her at a yard sale outside Southport last May, and she looked lonely. I’m planning on moving her into the garage so I can work on her this winter.”

“What kind of boat is that?” Reed followed Justin off the deck and onto the grass.

“She’s a Simmons Sea Skiff. Twenty footer. I did a little research, and I think she was made in the 1950s. Local builder.” He sighed, then added, “She’d been sitting out in the woman’s backyard for decades. Belonged to her grandfather.” He pressed on the railing of the boat and the wood crumbled beneath his fingers. “They used her as a planter, best I can tell.” He rubbed his thumb against the side and showed Reed what looked like potting soil. “I’m not sure she’s salvageable, but she looked so sorry I had to take her home.”

“Fishing boat?”

“Yep. Pretty common where I grew up, although I’ve never seen one exactly like her.” Justin looked lovingly at the skiff.

Reed smiled and walked to the front of the boat. “You don’t talk much about your family.”

“Nope.” Justin visibly tensed. “From what you told me at dinner the other night, it sounds like you’ve got things you’re not real comfortable talking about either.”

“Yeah.” Reed didn’t regret the little he’d told Justin about his own past, but it wasn’t something he shared often. He had no need for nostalgia—looking back at the person you were years before didn’t solve problems.

“I’m thinking of modifying her to take an engine,” Justin said.

Reed pressed his lips together and smiled. “Sometimes it’s good to try something new.”

“Is that what you did, moving from the mountains to New York?”

“Sort of.” Reed put his hand on the point of the bow. “It’s hard to talk about.”

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

“I know.” He walked back over to Justin, running his fingers over the rough wood. “But sometimes it’s better to take a chance.”

Justin nodded, but he didn’t press the issue.

Reed took a long breath. “My mom was Jewish. My dad wasn’t. Bad enough I was queer. That gave the kids at school two reasons to beat the shit out of me on a regular basis. After my dad died, I got into trouble. Ended up in juvenile detention a few times. I left North Carolina for college and never looked back.”

“Sounds rough.”

Reed shrugged. He’d learned to protect himself. “Gave me tough skin. At least for most things.”

“Not so much with the guy you punched?”

Reed made a fist. He’d let the little shit get to him, and he’d paid dearly for it. “Sometimes I’m right back there again. It’s like that tough skin is peeled away and the angry little kid resurfaces. Or maybe people like them know how to find a weak spot and force their way in. Either way, I’m not proud of it. I shouldn’t have hauled off and punched the bastard.” It was easy to make light of getting into a fight, to pretend it was somehow cool, even justified, but Reed regretted what he did.

“So how did you end up being a reporter?”

“Someone took a chance on me even though I probably didn’t deserve it.” Reed ran a hand through his hair in an effort to dispel the tightness that gripped his chest every time he thought about Rob. “He taught me life was about more than being angry that things were hard.”

“The notepad… the one you carry with you… was that his?”

Reed nodded. “Rob got cancer the same year I got my first professional job. His wife gave it to me after he died. She said he wanted me to have it.” He clenched his jaw and pretended losing Rob didn’t hurt now as much as it did then.

“I’m sorry.” Justin looked as though he was about to put his hand on Reed’s shoulder when Leila bounded through the doggie door and out into the yard, barking and chasing circles around them. “Someone’s hungry.”

Reed glanced at his watch. It was nearly six thirty. “That makes two of us.”

“Three.” Justin pointed to the gas grill on the deck. “I was going to cook up some burgers. Care to join me?”

“Sure.” Reed hadn’t expected the invitation.

“I’ve surprised you.”

Reed nodded. “Not the first time. I guess I should be used to that by now.” There were many more layers to Justin than he’d guessed.




Chapter Twelve

 

 

“STAY PUT,” Justin ordered when Reed tried to help clear the table after dinner. “I’ll get it.” Probably for the best, since he’d helped Justin polish off an entire bottle of wine, not to mention the two beers he’d had earlier in the day.

If Justin was affected by the alcohol, it didn’t show. He juggled the plates and dirty silverware with the grace you’d expect of someone who made a living jumping from one ship to another.

Reed had expected Justin to shoo him away when he’d shown up without warning. Even when Justin let him inside, he’d expected Justin would tell him to leave after a few minutes. He’d also expected Justin to kick him out after the tour of the house. But Justin had done the unexpected each time. Not to mention dinner had been delicious—grilled corn, perfectly seasoned burgers, and a salad with blackberries they’d picked in Justin’s backyard.

Reed got up and teetered into the kitchen, garnering a half grin, half glare from Justin. “I can at least help dry the dishes.” Reed made his best pouty face, which seemed to do the trick.

“Towel’s hanging on the oven.”

Reed took one of the plates and began to dry it. “Thanks for dinner.” He felt giddy and a little awkward. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt anything but in charge with another man. He’d told himself he’d stopped by because he had a story to write and he knew Justin’s trust was something he needed. But really he’d wanted to thank Justin for saving his ass. In the end, though, he’d stayed because he genuinely liked the guy.

What’s not to like? Sure, Justin wasn’t exactly talkative, but he also wasn’t difficult to talk to. And attractive? With his tanned skin and curly blond hair, Justin was the perfect cross between boy-next-door and surfer dude. Even if he doesn’t surf.

“What’s so funny?” Justin’s crooked smile made him look like a big goofy kid.

“Nothing. I was just thinking that you’d be perfect if you knew how to surf.”

Justin laughed. “Is that all it takes? Shit, I’ll have to try it again.”

Reed set down the plate and began to dry another.

Justin set the sponge down for a moment and seemed to be thinking about something.

“You okay?” Reed asked.

Justin nodded. “You were right about me,” he finally said. “Staying in the closet makes things easier at work.”

“I get that.” Reed had sensed it all along, but now he was sure. Justin was lonely.

Lonely knows lonely. Shit. Where the hell had that come from?

“Kerry knows, but she’s the only one.” Justin sighed and looked briefly away.

“That has to be difficult for you. Keeping your distance, I mean.”

“They’re good people,” Justin said. “It’s just….”

“You’re afraid they’ll see you differently.”

“I guess.” Justin began to wash one of the bowls, but his gaze seemed focused somewhere else. “I’m not sure what I’m afraid of.”

A bubble floated up and landed on Justin’s nose. Instinctively, Reed reached for it just as Justin did. Justin grabbed Reed’s hand, and for a moment they stood there without speaking.

Justin stroked the top of Reed’s hand with his thumb. “This is a really bad idea.”

“You’re probably right.” Reporter 101. Get your subject to trust you, but don’t get too close.

Justin released Reed’s hand and went back to working on the dishes. He laughed as though the entire thing had been just a joke, but his shoulders looked tense.

“This isn’t about the story.” Reed’s head spun, although he wasn’t as sure the alcohol was to blame. “I mean, whatever you don’t want them to know….”

Justin closed his eyes and tilted his head back as if trying to regain control.

“I meant it when I said this story isn’t about outing you. It isn’t about your personal—”

Justin dropped the sponge into the water, and the next thing Reed knew, they were kissing and Justin had backed him up against the counter. And holy hell, Justin felt even better pressed against him than Reed had imagined. Justin’s tongue pushed past Reed’s lips, sweeping over Reed’s teeth and finding his willing tongue. Justin ran his fingers through Reed’s hair, causing him to moan into Justin’s mouth. Justin tasted like beer and burgers. Who knew that could be hotter than fuck?

The kiss broke and they both pulled away at the same time, breathing heavily. Justin looked at him as if waiting for something. Permission, maybe?

“This is unprofessional,” Reed said without conviction.

“This isn’t about your piece.” Justin’s hands dripped all over the floor. “This is about…. Hell, I don’t give a shit what it’s about. Tell me you don’t want this, and we forget it ever happened.”

Reed answered by kissing Justin again and working his T-shirt free of his jeans. Justin’s smooth skin over hard muscle was the hottest thing he could imagine, except maybe what that skin would taste like if he gave it his mouth’s full attention. He wanted to see Justin without the shirt, without the pants, and, oh shit, the wine he’d drunk with dinner and the feel of Justin’s body beneath his fingers was just too much.

“Justin.” Reed pulled away. He couldn’t think clearly, and he didn’t want to do something they’d both regret. “We shouldn’t do this.” The last thing he wanted was for Justin to think he was seducing him to get him to open up. This was too fast, too heavy. It wasn’t the same as the one-night stands he sometimes sought out in Manhattan.

Justin’s heavy breaths echoed in the kitchen. He stared at Reed, but there was no anger in his eyes. Just hunger.

“Shit, Justin. Don’t get me wrong. I want this. I really do, but….” He was babbling now. Just perfect.

“You’re right.”

Reed exhaled and wished his head would stop spinning. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

“Don’t be.” Justin’s smile seemed honest enough. He looked more disappointed than anything. Reed couldn’t blame him. He felt the same way, even though he was the one who put the brakes on things.

Reed rubbed the back of his neck and the sunburn there stung. He must have made a face, because Justin smiled knowingly. “Who knew even waterproof sunblock doesn’t last long when you’re floating out to sea.” Reed didn’t care that he sounded like a complete idiot—talking about something as mundane as sunburn was a hell of a lot easier than talking about what had nearly happened between them.

“Stay right there.” Justin disappeared down the hallway and came back a moment later with a bottle of Solarcaine.

The entire situation was surreal. Minutes before, they were about to fuck in the kitchen, and now Justin was taking care of him… like he actually cares.

“Want me to put some on?” Justin asked tentatively. His lips were still pink from kissing, and his cheeks were flushed.

“As long as it’s a spray. Because if you start rubbing that stuff all over me, I’m going to lose it.”

Justin laughed. “Take your shirt off.”

Reed complied. He needn’t have worried about Justin’s self-control. Thirty seconds later he’d finished spraying Reed’s back and Reed had put his shirt on again.

Justin raised his eyebrows and inclined his head. “You okay?”

“I should be asking you that. I’m fine.”

“I am too.” Justin set the can down on the counter.

“You okay with me coming by here tomorrow? I know you said you didn’t talk shop when you were off duty, but I’ve got to finish this story before I head out on Saturday or my editor’s going to have my head on a platter.” Reed figured he’d better get the fallout over with as soon as possible. If Justin said no, he’d keep working on the story. They got along just fine. Better than.

“About that.” Justin’s smile reminded Reed of a kid who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I sort of made that no talking shop off duty thing up.”

Reed chuckled. “So you’ll let me come by tomorrow and ask you a few more questions?”

“I’d like that. I really would. But I’ve got other plans.” Justin didn’t look disappointed. In fact, he looked quite pleased.

What did you expect? “Oh. Sure. No problem.” Yep. He’d entirely fucked things up. Even now, he wanted Justin so bad that he was itching to kiss him again.

“So about those plans, there’s this guy. He’s coming on a day sail with me.” Justin grinned and nibbled his lower lip. “He’s probably going to ask me a bunch of idiotic questions while we’re on the water.”

Through the haze of alcohol and lust, Reed finally understood. “The guy is definitely going sailing with you.” He shook his head and laughed. “You totally had me there, you know. I’m not usually so dense.”

“You’re welcome. I think.”

“Where’s your boat slipped?” Reed asked.

“Usually not too far from here, but right now it’s still in Southport.”

“Oh.” Reed had forgotten Justin had been forced to leave the boat. “I really am sorry about that.”

“We’re past that. We both agree it was a stupid-ass thing to do and it could have gotten you killed.”

“Thanks.” If Justin could let it go, Reed could too.

“So about tomorrow…. You could crash in the guest bedroom and we could—”

“Probably not a good idea.” Reed wanted to stay, though. “I’ll take an Uber. Neither of us needs me to stay, and neither of us needs to be driving.”

“I’ve got a few errands to run first thing in the morning,” Justin said. “How about I stop by your hotel around ten and we’ll head back to Southport in my truck? I’ll hold your rental hostage until after the sail.”

“Worried I won’t show?” Reed teased.

“Added insurance.”

When the driver showed up a few minutes later, Reed was regretting not taking Justin up on the overnight. But as the car headed back toward Wilmington, he was sure he’d done the right thing. Later, when they’d spent some time together, things might be different. Whatever happened, Reed wanted to earn Justin’s trust. And not just for the article.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

THE NEXT morning Justin pulled up to Reed’s hotel just as Reed walked through the doorway. Leila, who’d been sitting in the back of the cab, jumped into the front seat and stuck her head out.

“Hey, girl.” Reed rubbed her head. “I think she remembers me.”

“I think she does.” Justin wasn’t sure why it mattered that Leila liked Reed, but the warm feeling in his chest at the knowledge felt good. “Go on, girl.” He pointed to the back seat. “Reed needs a place to sit.” She hopped into the back and put her front paws on the console between them, watching Reed hopefully.

“Got your errands done?” Reed climbed into the truck and put on his seat belt. He rubbed Leila’s head again.

Justin glanced at the cooler in the back of the truck. “Yep.”

“Where’re we sailing to?” Reed asked as they headed out of town.

“Back to Carolina Beach. From there we can play it by ear. If we catch the tides right, we could anchor near Mason Island and take Leila for a walk on the beach.” He cocked an eyebrow and added, “I’ve got plenty of sunblock and hats aboard. You think you’ll need a tether this time?”

Reed laughed. “I promise to stay inside the boat this time. No swimming.”

“Works for me.”

“I’ll probably need you to drive me back here and pick up my truck,” Justin told Reed forty minutes later as they drove into the large parking lot near the marina.

“So that’s why you wanted to hold my car hostage,” Reed teased. “Who knew you were so devious?”

Justin parked the truck and Reed got out, Leila chasing him around before darting off toward the docks. She ran down one of the docks, then back again, then down another.

“She okay like that?” Reed asked.

“She always knows where to go. See?” He pointed to his boat, where Leila was sitting patiently, waiting for him to pull the lines tight so she could jump aboard.

“How does she know it’s your boat?”

Justin shrugged. “I’m not sure. I guess by smell.”

“I never asked you before. What’s her name?”

“The First Step.”

“Great name.” Reed smiled. “So what does it feel like, stepping out over the water and catching that ladder?”

Justin swallowed hard. There were other interpretations, of course, but that was the one he’d had in mind when he’d named her. “It’s terrifying. And it’s the coolest feeling.” Once again words failed him.

Reed nodded, then seemed to hesitate as if he wanted to ask more on the topic. Instead he said brightly, “So do I get the tour? It’s not like I saw much the other day.”

“The cheap tour or the expensive one?”

“Expensive. I’ve got an expense account.” Reed winked.

Justin laughed. “Hope you can pay the price.”

“Damn straight I can.” Reed held his gaze briefly, then grabbed the cooler and walked toward the boat.

Justin scooped up the rest of the gear and followed, admiring the way Reed’s shorts fit his lean body and emphasized his perfect ass.

They set everything down on the dock, and Justin tightened the lines to bring the boat closer. The instant he finished, Leila hopped onto the boat and ran to the foredeck, tail spinning like a helicopter. “I’ll get on board first and you can hand me the stuff.”

“Sure.”

Five minutes later Justin unlocked the door and they headed down the steps to the salon. He opened a few of the hatches to cool the boat off and glanced back to see Reed running his hand lovingly over the mahogany wood countertop.

“She’s beautiful,” Reed said with a sigh. “And big.”

“Three cabins. The master cabin is forward.” He opened the door onto the master cabin.

Reed’s lips parted as he looked around. “Wow. I only sailed little boats when I was a kid. I’ve never been on anything bigger than twenty-five feet.”

“It’s nice having space to breathe.” Justin pointed to the head and smirked. “But the separate shower stall sold me.”

“Your bullshitting me again, aren’t you?”

Justin shrugged. “You won’t know until you try it.”

“I may just have to do that.” Reed leaned in, pinning Justin against the sink.

Justin tried to focus on something other than how good Reed smelled… and how close his thigh was to his— “Captain says we need to get the booze in the fridge and the boat ready to leave. Or do I need to hire a new first mate?”

“Depends.” Reed leaned in and kissed Justin.

“God, that makes me want to spend the day in the slip.” He sighed theatrically.

“Nope.” Reed grinned and stepped back into the salon. “Today, we’re sailing. Later…. We can deal with later later.”

“You’re really a writer?” Justin teased.

“So they tell me.”

Justin hoped that later they might make good use of the berth. For now, though, he was happy just to be spending time with Reed. Even better? Reed hadn’t been asking him questions. He liked things this way, and Reed didn’t seem to mind.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“ALL CLEAR,” Reed shouted from the foredeck as he pulled the running line aboard. Justin steered the boat out of the slip, and a few minutes later they were sailing down the Intracoastal Waterway toward Wrightsville Beach. Reed took a moment to inhale the salty air and let the sun dance over his face before joining Justin in the cockpit.

“Here.” Justin handed Reed a tube of sunscreen.

“Thanks.” Reed slathered his face, neck, and arms.

“Hats are in the lazarette.”

“The what?”

“The storage compartment under your very fine ass.” Justin glanced sideways and Reed rolled his eyes.

“At least you recognize my inherent greatness.” He stood and opened the compartment to find a plastic bin labeled “hats/gloves,” making sure Justin got the best possible view before rooting around and pulling out a Carolina Panthers cap.

“Good choice.”

“The John Deere hat was a close second.” Reed put the hat on.

“I do not have a John Deere hat.”

“I had one as a kid,” Reed admitted. “I used to ride shotgun on my dad’s ride-on mower.”

“That’s the difference between mountain folk and coastal folk.” Justin waved at a powerboat headed the opposite direction.

“Mountain folk have more class.”

“How about getting your classy self downstairs and pulling a few sodas out of the fridge?” Justin leaned back against the railing and pushed his sunglasses up. He looked good enough to eat, the way his white polo made his tan skin look even darker in the sunlight.

“No beer?” Reed asked.

“Not while I’m driving.” About this, Justin was absolutely serious. “But help yourself if you’d like.”

“Nah.” If something was going to happen between them today, Reed wanted it to be on his own terms, without the alcohol running the show.

Inside the boat, Leila was sound asleep on one of the benches. The boat really was beautiful, with its soft leather benches and beautiful wood accents. Justin kept her immaculate, down to the shine on the wood and the neatly stacked dishes and perfectly lined-up glasses above the stove, held in place by rails on the edges of the shelves to keep things from tumbling out in rough seas. The door to the master cabin was latched open, and Reed found himself daydreaming about what it might be like to sleep—or not—on the V-shaped bed. He hadn’t had this much fun on a date in years.

Date? This really was a date, wasn’t it? They were both single. Justin was hot as hell. Reed really liked the guy. He was sure the feeling was mutual. So why had he slowed things down the night before?

Whatever this is, it’s going to end in three days. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? A finite end made things easier.

Fuck. I’m being an idiot.

“Reed?” Justin called down the steps. “You okay down there?”

“No worries. I was just drooling over the setup again.” He grabbed a few sodas out of the fridge and joined Justin on the bench behind the wheel.

“Thanks.” Justin popped the top of his drink and took a good swallow. “You ready for the float plan?”

“We have a float plan?”

Justin tapped his temple. “When I’m off duty, I usually play it by ear. I mean, I check the tide charts so I don’t end up fighting it through the inlet, but a lot of it just depends on the wind and the waves.”

“So what you got planned for us?”

“I thought we’d sail out the Cape Fear Inlet and north to Mason Island. We’ve got twelve knots out of the southwest, so it should be a good ride.” Justin steered the boat through channel, and they raised the sails as soon as they passed the final buoy. He shut the engine off, and the ocean lapped against the hull as the boat cut through the waves.

Reed sighed. “This is really nice. Definitely better than floating out to sea.”

“Yep.” Justin’s gentle chuckle reminded Reed of the warmth of the sun on his shoulders.

“You come out here often?”

“Any chance I get.” Justin glanced up at the sails and adjusted the wheel to the right.

The slight movement of the mainsail ceased and the fabric smoothed. Reed knew enough about sailing to appreciate just how well Justin controlled the boat, correcting in tiny increments to keep the sails full. Justin must have noticed him watching, because he asked, “Would you like to steer?”

Reed swallowed hard. “Are you sure?”

Justin scooted over. “Absolutely sure. It’s not like you can hit anything out here. You know the basics, right?”

Reed nodded and put his hands on the wheel. “Keep her pointing so that the sails don’t luff?”

“Yep. We can keep sailing on this tack until we’re ready to head back through the inlet, so that’s really all there is.” He put his hand reassuringly over Reed’s, causing Reed to momentarily lose his focus.

“Shit.” Reed adjusted the helm but overcompensated.

“Patience,” Justin said. “It takes the boat a couple of seconds to finish making the correction.”

“Got it.” Reed eased the wheel back a little and felt the boat pull against the wind, a familiar sensation he remembered from sailing as a kid. He laughed and glanced over at Justin, who beamed back at him.

“How many summers did you sail?”

“Two,” Reed replied. “Of course, the boats were a lot smaller than this one. So was my dad’s.”

“Once you understand the basics, the feel’s the same, big or small.” Justin watched him for a few minutes, then added, “You’re doing great.”

“Thanks.” He hadn’t expected Justin’s praise to feel so good. I didn’t expect any of this. He knew he needed to get back to interviewing Justin at some point, but he was having way too much fun to dampen the mood with lots of questions.

A comfortable silence settled between them as they sailed. The day was perfect, and the feel of the sleek boat under Reed’s hands made him remember what he’d felt like when he was a kid sailing with his dad. Good memories. Things had been simpler then, before he’d gone to middle school and stopped fitting in. The little kid in him wished his father could see him now. The adult in him wished his father was sitting in the cockpit with them, enjoying the ocean and the bright blue sky above.

“Thanks for inviting me,” Reed said after a while. “I’d forgotten how great it feels to sail. Last time I was on the water other than taking photos this past week was taking the Staten Island Ferry to some political rally.”

“Not exactly the same, is it?”

“Not exactly. Don’t get me wrong, I love New York Harbor on a sunny day.” He just didn’t have the time to enjoy it.

“One of these days I’m going to sail up to New York Harbor,” Justin said. “Take a few months off and head north.”

“Sounds amazing.” Reed imagined what it might be like to live aboard a boat for months at a time. The First Step wasn’t that much smaller than his apartment in Midtown.

Justin stretched his arms over his head and yawned.

“Tired?”

Justin shrugged. “I had a tough time getting to sleep last night.”

“At least I wasn’t the only one.” If you only knew. Justin had featured prominently in his dreams, and it made for a very long night of tossing and turning.

“We’ll nap on the beach after lunch.” Justin took a sip from his soda and looked over his sunglasses at something in the distance.

“What do you see?”

Justin put a hand on the wheel. “Go look for yourself. Starboard, about two o’clock.” He gestured to the life vest belt pack Reed had been wearing earlier. “You’ll see better on the foredeck.”

“Okay.” Reed snapped the pack on and walked along the lifelines to the bow. He saw them a moment later—a pod of dolphins swimming a few hundred feet off the right side of the boat. One of the animals jumped out of the water and dove back down, showing its tail flukes. Reed gasped in happy surprise.

“Bottlenose dolphins,” Justin said from beside him.

Reed stared at him in surprise. “Who’s…?”

“Autopilot.” Justin showed Reed a small electronic device. “I rigged this baby so I could sit on the foredeck and steer. Came in handy the other day when I was fishing you out.”

“This is much more fun.” Reed nearly clapped with excitement as several dolphins began to swim alongside.

“If you head out to the Gulf Stream,” Justin said, “you’ll see spotted dolphins too.”

“Do you ever see whales out here?”

“Yep. Never seen one on this boat, though. We usually see them come November, but I had to steer around one last week near the Cape Fear Inlet.”

Reed wished he could have seen that too. “I’m jealous.”

“I have the best job.”

Reed had to force himself not to reach for his notebook—he didn’t want to give Justin an excuse to shut down again. Besides, this was a quote he’d remember without having to write it down.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

LEILA BARKED and ran into the water as Justin and Reed ate a late lunch on the beach. Justin set a large bowl of water out for her, and every so often she’d make her way back to them and drink.

“This is my favorite time of year,” Justin said as he unwrapped his sandwich. “It’s still warm, but the beach is nearly empty during the week.” It hadn’t escaped him that he’d been far more willing to talk to Reed than before. He felt comfortable, and Reed hadn’t pushed things. They hadn’t talked about his work except when he’d been the one who’d brought it up. Even then Reed hadn’t pressed him with follow-up questions. He’d simply listened. And that felt good.

“Thanks for letting me help out on the boat.” Reed still seemed to bask in the glow of the sail, which made Justin feel even better.

“You’re a natural.”

“I guess the time I spent as a kid paid off.” Reed appeared slightly embarrassed, judging by the hint of pink on his cheeks.

“I’m sure that helps, but it’s more than that.” He didn’t add that he saw it in how Reed responded to the boat or how his body moved with the waves. He’d been around the water long enough to notice these things, and for some reason it made him happy.

“Thanks.”

They finished eating a little while later and lay down on the blankets. Leila curled up in a ball between their legs. The sound of the waves crashing on the beach always made Justin sleepy, and before he knew it, he’d dozed off.

When he awoke, he was on his side with one arm draped over Reed, who still slept peacefully. He’d never have risked such an open show of affection on Carolina Beach—some of the guys he worked with had family there, and the last thing he needed was to undo everything he’d done to earn his coworkers’ trust. True, some of them probably wouldn’t give a rat’s ass if he was attracted to dolphins instead of women, but he didn’t really want to find out.

“Can we stay here forever?” Reed moved a little closer, dislodging Leila by accident. She settled back down again, undeterred.

Justin glanced at his watch. “We could spend the night at the anchorage.” He’d brought enough for dinner and breakfast, along with the staples he kept on the boat. He’d hesitated to ask, but Reed’s words suddenly made it easy.

Reed sat up. “Really?”

“You want to stay?”

“Oh hell yes!” Reed fell happily back onto the blankets, closer still to Justin, so they were now spooned against each other.

“You sure about this?” He’d understood Reed’s hesitation to dive headlong into something physical, but he needed to know what this meant. “I mean, I can make up one of the guest cabins and—”

Reed’s kiss silenced him and his tension eased. He’d needed Reed to make the first move.

Reed rolled Justin onto his back as he explored his mouth with his tongue. There was nothing tentative this time, and unlike on the boat, Reed didn’t end the contact.

“The guest cabin’s nice,” Reed said as their lips parted, “but I’m not sleeping there unless you want me to. Or you intend to join me there.”

“Master cabin’s bigger.” Justin cupped the back of Reed’s neck and gently pulled him back down. Reed’s hard cock pressed against Justin’s thigh, and he ground into Justin, making him want to fuck Reed there and then.

“Beach is even bigger.” Reed reached around and grabbed Justin’s ass.

“Too sandy and too open.” Justin wiggled out from beneath Reed, stood, and offered him a hand up.

Reed grinned, and they gathered the blankets and the cooler. Neither spoke as they sailed in the dinghy back to the boat. Leila, wearing her own life jacket, stood with two paws on the front of the inflatable and hopped onto the swim platform before Justin had even cleated off the rope.

“She always been that good a sailor?” Reed asked when they stepped onto the deck.

“Pretty much.” He laughed. “If I’d let her, she’d swim to shore, do her business, and swim back.”

“Sounds like a good deal.”

“She’d probably be fine,” Justin agreed, “but you never know who’ll come speeding by on a motor boat.”

“Lesson learned.”

Justin leaned down and unfastened Leila’s life vest, then unclipped his own and tossed it onto one of the cockpit benches with Reed following suit.

Justin surveyed the anchorage and checked the GPS to be sure the anchor hadn’t slipped, then turned to Reed. “Dinner?”

“You really want to eat?” Reed clearly didn’t.

Justin took Reed’s hand and pulled him into the master cabin, closing the door behind them. This was one time he didn’t want Leila joining him in the bed. Before he could corner Reed, Reed had backed him against the door and was pulling up his T-shirt off. Reed kissed his navel and worked his way up until he found Justin’s hard nipple.

Justin hissed and cupped Reed’s ass over his shorts, then decided he needed to feel skin instead of fabric. He unbuttoned Reed’s shorts and pushed them onto the cabin floor before slipping his hands underneath Reed’s boxer briefs and grabbing the globes of his asscheeks. This close, Justin couldn’t really get a good look at Reed’s body, so he explored it with his fingers and his mouth. He was too horny to think of anything but fucking Reed.

“Turn around,” Justin ordered. Reed happily complied. It wasn’t just the cool breeze from the portlights and the hatch above him that gave Justin goose bumps; it was the excitement of knowing what would come.

“We need supplies,” Justin said against Reed’s cheek. “You stay put.”

Reed snorted and pulled off his shirt so he was completely naked. “Aye, captain.”

Justin took his time to look over Reed’s lean body, from the slight definition of the muscles of his abdomen to his narrow waist. His cock jutted from his body, paler than the rest of Reed’s skin, its glans gleaming with precome. Justin forced himself to look away. He pulled open one of the cabinets near the bed and rifled through one of the plastic boxes, triumphantly holding up a condom and lube a moment later. “Space on a boat is a bit limited.”

Reed laughed and pushed Justin onto the bed, straddling him. “The bed is big enough.” He leaned over and licked his way from Justin’s neck down his chest. “But you’re wearing too many clothes.”

Justin unbuttoned the waist of his shorts. “It’s more fun if you help.”

Reed sucked on his lower lip and pulled Justin’s clothing off, tossing it to the side. Reed got back atop Justin and moved his hands over Justin’s body, thumbs brushing his nipples. “Much better this way.”

Justin agreed. Reed’s skin was smooth against his hands. “God,” he hissed as Reed found his cock and pulled back the foreskin. “That feels so good.”

Reed leaned down and took Justin’s cock in his mouth. The wet heat had Justin moaning, not to mention that watching Reed move up and down on him turned him on.

Reed sucked harder and brushed the skin with his teeth. Justin keened to match his movements. “Shit, Reed, I can’t… if you keep going like that I’m….”

“Not yet.” Reed worked his way up Justin’s chest, nipping and licking until he mouthed his way over Justin’s chin and finally kissed him. He pressed his cock against Justin’s thigh and whispered in Justin’s ear, “I want you to fuck me.”

Justin growled and pushed Reed onto his stomach, pinning him between his body and the covers. He took a moment to admire the line of Reed’s shoulders and back and the slight curve where his lower back met his ass. He got back onto the bed and leaned over Reed, tracing fingertips over his skin, feeling the muscle beneath, and making his way slowly toward his prize, the globes of Reed’s ass. There he paused, kneading the muscle and spreading Reed’s cheeks.

He ran a finger over Reed’s opening and was rewarded with a gasp, so he sucked on his finger and then pressed a tiny bit inward. With his other hand, he palmed the lube and poured some over Reed’s hole. This time he pressed farther inward, so the tip of his finger felt the pressure of the muscles there.

“Fuck me,” Reed whimpered as Justin breached him with two fingers, then three, until he opened wider. With his other hand, he brushed Reed’s balls until Reed tucked his knees beneath him to give him easier access.

Beautiful. He tore open the foil packet and slid the condom on, then rubbed it over Reed’s ass until he was slick enough and Reed was ready. He pressed his tip inside. Reed shivered with pleasure and arched his back and pushed against Justin’s cock.

“Fuck…. More. Please.”

Justin filled him until his abdomen pressed against Reed’s ass.

“So good,” Justin growled as he began to move slowly, allowing the lube to slick the rest of his cock and making it slide out, then in once more.

The First Step rocked as a powerboat sped by the anchorage. Justin had never had sex on the boat before, but he liked it. The gentle movements enhanced the sensations of his cock inside of Reed.

Justin reached around and squeezed Reed’s nipples, rolling them between his fingers then pinching them hard.

“Oh fuck. Yes. Harder.”

Justin grinned and complied as Reed pushed against him, forcing his cock back inside his ass, holding it there, then canting his hips forward until Justin’s tip was barely within his body. Justin liked it when he wasn’t the only one moving, and he loved how Reed seemed both in control and willing to let Justin control him.

He reached around and grabbed Reed’s cock with his slicked palm, working it as he fucked Reed. With each thrust, Reed pushed back hard, slapping his skin against Justin’s as the boat rocked. Justin moved his knee to brace himself, changing the angle.

“Yes! Fuck yes! Right there. Right…. Yes!” Reed spilled hot and thick over Justin’s hand.

An image of Reed fucking him just like this had the last of Justin’s self-restraint leaving him, and he came hard as he grabbed Reed’s waist to keep himself from falling over. “Fuck, oh fuck.” He panted against Reed’s ear. “So good. So damn good.”

They both collapsed a moment later, with Reed’s head against Justin’s chest. The bed was a mess, the sheets were sticky, but Justin didn’t give a fuck. He felt way too good.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

THE NEXT morning Justin cracked a half-dozen eggs and whisked them until they were fluffy, then set the bowl aside. He’d taken Leila to the shore to do her business at sunrise, leaving Reed—who truly slept like the dead—to rest a bit longer. He sipped his coffee and gazed out the portlight in the galley. Already there were several boats in the anchorage alongside them.

“Morning.” A sleepy Reed peered through the cabin door. He looked way too adorable with his curly hair sticking out at odd angles and his eyes half open.

“Coffee?”

“I love you.”

Justin laughed and poured a mugful. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Black is perfect.” Reed took a few sips and sighed. “You make good coffee.”

“The guys at work think it’s too strong. I think the words John used were ‘pig slop.’” He still made coffee the way he liked it. Fitting in only went so far.

“So what’s on the schedule for today?” Reed asked.

“We’ll head back to the marina after breakfast. I’ve got a few errands I need to run this afternoon.” With Reed’s accident, he still hadn’t had a chance to bring Marty the persimmons he’d promised.

“Sounds good.” Justin couldn’t see Reed’s face, but he sensed his disappointment.

“There are days I wish I could stay on the water forever.” Justin sighed as Reed kissed his back. “But since that isn’t an option, how about I make us some breakfast before we get going?”

The Intracoastal Waterway was nearly empty, so Justin joined Reed on the foredeck as they sailed back to Carolina Beach. He smiled as Reed hopped up to point out a few dolphins off the port side. Reed snapped a bunch of photos, then turned the camera on Justin and took a few more.

“Probably gets old, seeing them as often as you do,” Reed said as he sat back down.

“I still like it. When I was out to sea for months at a time, we used to keep count. Helped the watches go by faster.”

“When you were in the Navy?”

Justin shook his head. “After that. I spent a few years sailing on a container ship out of Hong Kong before I came back here.”

“Why did you come back?”

He knew Reed was fishing for information, but he didn’t mind. “The ship’s master retired. I’d worked under him as second mate. I didn’t have any reason to come back to North Carolina, but he’s an ornery cuss. Kept telling me I’d spent too much time on the water and it was time to settle down.”

“He suggested you become a pilot?”

“Even with all my time aboard the big boats, it wasn’t easy. I spent a year learning the river on one of the tugs. Got my pilot’s license, then worked as an apprentice for five years.” He’d loved the work. Now he couldn’t imagine doing anything else. But after Scott’s accident, he’d nearly thrown it all away. Without Kerry to remind him what he loved about the job and Greg’s unwavering confidence in his abilities, Justin might not have made it through.

Justin realized Reed was studying him. He straightened and focused on the autopilot controller. He didn’t need to adjust course, but he didn’t want to revisit the past, especially not with Reed.

“I was surprised when I read about how long it takes to work your way up to a full-fledged pilot job,” Reed said.

Justin nodded. This was an easy topic. “You need the experience on the river, and there’s no other way to get it than to work with someone who knows every inch of it. Even then, the water’s constantly changing.”

“You mean with the tide?”

“Sure. But also shoaling.” He saw Reed’s questioning expression and added, “Storms can move the bottom around. They dredge the shipping channel from time to time, but when you’re handling boats that draft around forty feet—sorry, that have a keel forty feet below the surface of the water—you can’t afford to make mistakes. The edges of the river can get super shallow.”

“Doesn’t the Coast Guard mark the channel?”

“Yes. But the channel can change faster than it takes for them to get a survey boat out. You don’t want to run one of those ships aground.”

Reed’s eyes grew wide. “That ever happen?”

“Last year a six-hundred-foot tanker ran aground not far from HQ,” Justin said. “It wasn’t pilot error. Something went wrong with the mechanical systems. But they had to wait nearly eight hours for high tide and get tugs to pull her off the bottom. There’s a YouTube video if you want to check it out.”

“I will.” Reed pulled his knees to his chest and leaned his chin on them. “Must be frightening to lose control of a ship that big.”

Justin nodded. He’d never had that happen in this job, although he’d certainly dealt with mechanical issues when he’d worked on the OOCL Bright Seas with Marty.

“Sounds like the worst part of the job is the transfer.”

“Can be.” Justin inhaled slowly, doing his best to counter the tension that rose in his shoulders and neck. He didn’t offer any more.

Reed glanced over at him and smiled. “Want anything from below?”

Justin relaxed with the change in topic. “A Coke, since you’re offering.”

“Sure thing.” Reed got to his feet and walked back to the cockpit. Did he know about Scott’s accident? Probably. He’d clearly done his homework about the pilots in general. Hard to imagine he’d not know about it. Either way, Justin was glad Reed hadn’t pressed the issue.

“Join me for dinner tonight?” Justin asked when Reed dropped him back at his truck in Southport a few hours later.

“I wish I could. I’ve got one day to wrap up both stories I’m working on. My flight’s early Saturday.”

“No problem.” Justin forced a smile. “It’s been fun.”

“It was a great sail, wasn’t it?”

Justin drew a long breath. Here, out in the open, a half a mile from his office, he wasn’t about to kiss Reed. Instead, he offered Reed his hand. “I look forward to reading what you end up writing.”

“I’ll be sure to send you the pilot story to read before it’s published.” Reed took Justin’s hand. “Thanks, for everything.”

“You’re welcome.” Justin waited until Reed got into his car and drove away, then got into his truck. He sat there for a moment and imagined what it might be like if Reed weren’t leaving.

Leila’s cold nose against his cheek brought him back to himself. “Yeah, I know. It’s you and me, girl.” That was just fine. Wasn’t it?

 

 

MARTY GRINNED up at Justin an hour later.

“I brought you something.” Justin held up the bag of persimmons.

“What’s in there?”

“Take a look.” Justin handed Marty the fruit and Marty beamed.

“I love persimmons.” He pulled out one of the fruits and looked it over. “This one’s a beauty.”

“There’re a few soft ones, but the others need a few days before they’ll be ready.”

Marty nodded and put the bag on the bedside table.

“I’ve brought some for Caroline. She said she was jealous last time I brought you some.” Justin pointed to the wheelchair in the corner of the room. “Would you like to go outside? It’s warm and sunny today.”

“Sure. Sun’s good for bones. Makes that vitamin D, you know.”

Justin helped Marty into the chair and pushed him through the hallway and out onto the patio behind the building. The sun was just starting to descend through the trees, and the temperature was already cooling off.

“You seem a little down,” Marty said as Justin wheeled him out into the garden.

“That obvious?”

“I see everything.” Marty looked back at him and offered him a brilliant smile.

“You do, do you?” Justin teased.

“Of course. Taught you everything you know too.”

“I’ll give you that much.” He winked at Marty as they stopped by their favorite bench. Several surprise lilies were in full bloom, and the staff had planted purple and white mums in another of the flower beds.

“So I’m right.”

“You just said you always were.” Justin put the brake on the chair and sat with a sigh.

“I’m listening.”

“I met someone.”

Marty waggled his eyebrows and Justin tried not to laugh. “Oh. And what’s this young man’s name?”

“Reed. He’s a reporter in town to do a story on the pilots.” He’d long since stopped reminding Marty that he’d told him something. He didn’t want Marty getting angry with himself that he couldn’t remember. “We had dinner the other night, and I invited him out for a sail yesterday.”

“Where’s he from?”

“Near Hendersonville originally, up in the mountains. He lives in New York now.”

Marty frowned. “That’s a long way away. He moving here?”

“Not that I know of.” Justin had no intention on dwelling on Reed’s departure. They’d had a great time while it lasted, and he’d be just fine when Reed was gone.

“Oh.”

“What’s that for?”

“Nothing. I was just thinkin’ it’s about time for you to settle down. And now that marriage between men is legal, this could be the—”

“You’re sounding like a mother hen, you know.”

“So?” Marty pointed a shaky finger at him. “Why shouldn’t you settle down and be happy?”

“Maybe I don’t need to settle down to be happy.” He had a good life. A few good friends. A job he loved and a dog who would follow him to the ends of the earth. That was good enough.

“Lorraine, God rest her soul, she was the best thing that ever happened to me.” Marty’s eyes filled with tears. “We had almost fifty good years together. Best years of my life. And when I came home from being at sea, she was there waiting for me.”

“You miss her a lot.”

“I do.” Marty wiped his eyes.

“You’re lucky,” Justin said. “Most folks don’t ever find someone like that.”

“Most folks don’t look.” Marty shot Justin a you’d-best-be-minding-what-I-say expression that made Justin laugh in spite of himself.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He forced a smile.

“You deserve it, you know.” For a split second Marty looked just as he had years before when he’d taken Justin under his wing—both determined and infinitely kind. “You just haven’t figured it out yet.”

Justin’s gut clenched. He was lucky to have what he did. He’d learned not to expect more.

“Tell him that you’re a keeper,” Marty continued, undaunted.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“So what’s in the bag?” Marty asked.

“Persimmons.” Justin pressed his lips together and sighed. He knew he had no right to think it, but at that moment, he half wished he could forget Reed as quickly.




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

REED SHOOK his head when his phone rang and he saw the name of the caller. “Cal, man, this is becoming a thing. Is there something I should know? Are you feeling lonely?”

“As if.”

“So why are you calling me again so soon?”

“Karen Nelson called. She wants to feature your pilot story in Life Views.”

“What?” Life Views was the publisher’s magazine that was nationally distributed as part of Sunday’s papers. Reed had never had one of his stories run outside the New York metropolitan area, let alone across the country.

“You heard me right.” He imagined Cal’s Cheshire grin. “They’re looking for something gritty. She says the usual stories aren’t doing that well lately.”

Reed guessed the typical stories featuring people who’d overcome disease or learned to move on after the loss of a loved one in a tragic accident weren’t playing as well in the current depressing political climate. “Why this story?” He could imagine why, but he wanted to hear it from Cal.

“I sent them some of the photos you took.”

“You mean the photos of Justin.” He chuckled.

Cal coughed. “Well… ah… I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that he’s easy on the eyes.”

“Oh?”

“That isn’t the only reason,” Cal added quickly.

“The other reasons being…?” He loved to yank Cal’s chain.

“Ocean, boats…. You know, things people dream about.”

“These aren’t exactly yachts, you know,” Reed pointed out. “They’re working boats.”

“You’ll find a way to fit in some of the pretty ones too,” Cal said. “I’m sure of it.”

“So why did you call? Really?”

“Me?”

“Cut the bullshit, Cal.” Reed tapped his foot against the table and waited.

“Well… ah…. How do you feel about staying another week or two?”

“What?” That was the last thing Reed expected. Even more unexpected? The huge relief he felt knowing he’d be seeing Justin again.

“You been following the weather?” Cal asked, bringing Reed’s focus back on the job.

“Weather? Yeah, it’s pretty nice down here.”

“You really do tune out everything else when you’re working on a story, don’t you?”

Reed snorted. “And this matters why?”

“There’s a hurricane headed in your general direction. If you’d been following the news like any normal reporter, you’d have heard about it.”

Reed opened his laptop and pulled up the latest Atlantic hurricane forecast. “Looks nasty. But what does that have to do with me?”

“This is your ticket back to the political beat,” Cal said. “Management wants you to stick around. Cover the hurricane.”

“Me? I don’t know anything about covering—”

“BeaconCorp’s already got a TV crew headed to Wilmington. This isn’t about a play-by-play. They want human interest stuff. How people prepare. What they’re feeling. All you need to do is post a few paragraphs on the website a few times a day and we’ll link your updates to the TV coverage,” Cal replied. “Who knows? After it’s over, you might even write a follow-up to the story on the seafood industry.”

“If it hits here. Right now this forecast is just a bunch of computer modeling.”

“Think of it this way,” Cal said. “You won’t have to rush to finish your pilot story tomorrow. And if the storm really is taking aim at the Carolinas, you’ll have a front-row seat. You can even watch how those pilots of yours handle a big storm.”

This last bit sounded interesting. “So if I stick around and cover this baby—Florence—I get my old job back?”

“That’s the deal.”

“Even if the storm ends up heading back out to sea?” Reed asked.

“Even if the storm ends up hightailing it. Yes.”

“You got it.” He’d covered Hurricane Sandy and the flooding in New York in its aftermath. He could do a few paragraphs about how the locals were dealing with the storm.

“Good. I’ll have Rosemary cancel your return ticket. We’ll leave your departure date open. See how things progress.”

“Works for me.” Reed disconnected the call and walked over to the window. Outside, moonlight reflected off the river’s surface. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves on the trees in front of the hotel.

Two weeks ago he’d wanted nothing more than to get back to New York City. Now he smiled at the prospect of an open-ended stay. More time to finish the pilot story was just what he needed.

Face it, you’re happy because you’ll be seeing more of Justin. He’d give Justin a call in the morning and surprise him with the news. His smile became a grin.

 

 

AROUND NOON, Zach walked into Reed’s office at the River Watch. He frowned at Reed over his reading glasses.

“Hey, Zach. I didn’t hear you come in this morning,” Reed said.

“Probably because you were whistling too loud.”

“Sorry.” Reed tried not to smile. He’d uploaded his first post to BeaconCorp’s website a few hours before—a story about the shrimper he’d interviewed moving his boat to safer waters ahead of the storm—and he was feeling pretty good about it.

“At least if you’re going to apologize, do it like you mean it.” Zach’s own smile belied his harsh words. “I take it things are going well with the story?”

“It’s going great.”

“Why doesn’t it sound like you’re talking about the story?”

Reed shrugged. “Think what you’d like. I’ve gotten a thousand words written on the pilot story and I’m feeling good.”

“A thousand words?”

He nodded. Most of what he’d written he’d probably edit out of the final draft. He always worked better writing his way through a story first, then trimming it down once he’d put all his thoughts on paper.

“Cal called this morning. He says you’ll be sticking around a while longer,” Zach said. “My condolences.”

“New York City will still be there when I get back.” Reed grinned and looked back down at the computer screen. Already, there were nearly three hundred hits on his first hurricane story and a dozen or so reader comments.

“I’ve never seen someone so happy to be waiting on a hurricane.”

Reed shrugged. “More time for my pilots.”

“Your pilots?” Zach raised an eyebrow but let the subject drop.

“So what’s up?”

“I spoke to Carl Vandevender,” Zach said.

“Who?”

“He’s the administrator of Stately Pines.”

“The facility where Marty Gaines lives?” Reed sat up straighter in his chair. He’d been hoping to get the facility’s okay to visit Marty. He’d nearly given up on it, but now that he had more time in town….

“The one and only. He says you’re welcome to speak to Marty. He thinks it’d be good for him. He likes talking about old times. They contacted the son in California. He didn’t object either.” He pressed his lips together and shook his head.

“That’s great news. So why the long face?”

“Only that old times are about the only thing he can talk about.” He sighed. “He’s got dementia. His memory’s good up until about three years ago. Short-term memory’s shot.”

“Sorry to hear that.” It would limit what Reed could discuss, but if his memory of his time on the water was still intact and if he remembered his time working with Justin, it would add a lot to the story.

“Seems your man Vance is a regular visitor.” Zach brightened a bit, then added, “Brings Marty gifts, spends a lot of time with him, unlike Marty’s son, who’s only visited once since Marty moved in.”

“Alone in a city of admirers.”

“It’s sad, really. Men like Gaines made Wilmington what it is.” Zach stood up and handed Reed a piece of paper with a name scribbled on it. “His nurse knows to expect you. I told Carl you’d be by sometime today.” He walked out of his office and waved before Reed could answer. “Oh, and,” he said over his shoulder, “Marty likes oyster po’boys.”

“I guess I’m having lunch with Marty,” he said to no one and snorted. Today was as good a time as any. He’d go see Justin afterward.

 

 

“MR. GAINES?” Reed poked his head into the private room.

“That’s me.” Marty grinned back at him from a recliner where he sat eyeing a tray of food with a cautious expression. “And who might you be?”

“Reed Barfield, sir.” He offered Marty his hand.

Marty shook it with surprising strength. “Should I know you?” he asked. “Memory’s not so good these days.”

“Nope. We’ve never met before.” Reed gestured to the other chair. “May I join you?”

“Suit yourself. But if you’re looking for lunch, I’d go someplace else.”

“I might be able to help with that.” Reed held up the two paper bags he’d been carrying. “I heard you’re partial to oyster po’boys. I just happen to have two right here—one for me and one for you.”

“Son, if you come bearing gifts like that,” Marty said with a toothy grin, “I’m more than happy to make your acquaintance.”

He handed Marty one of the bags, and they ate in silence. After ten minutes or so, Marty set down what was left of his sandwich and said, “Now who are you again?”

“Reed Barfield. I’m a reporter from New York. I’m doing a story on the Cape Fear River pilots for a national magazine.” Reed wiped his mouth, then handed Marty a napkin.

“Reed. Nice name. You from New York?”

“Yes, sir. Although I grew up in the mountains, near Hendersonville.” Reed hoped his North Carolina connections would help, and he was right.

“Nice area. I had a cousin who lived out near the Georgia border. Died a few years back. He had a nice place there. Log cabin he built himself when he and his wife got married.” Marty sighed. “My wife used to go up there in the fall to see the leaves.”

“It’s very pretty in the fall.”

“That it is.” Marty wiped his mouth and set the napkin down.

“If you’re done with that, I can make us some room,” Reed offered.

“Sure.”

Reed cleaned up the remnants of their lunch and pulled the tray away from Marty’s chair.

“So why’re you in our neck of the woods, all the way from… where was it?” Marty asked.

“New York. I’m writing a story about river pilots.”

“Right. Pilots.” Marty frowned as if trying to put the pieces together, but with little to show for it.

“I’ve been spending some time with a pilot,” Reed offered, hoping to jog Marty’s memory. “Justin Vance. Do you know him?”

“Justin’s a good man.” Marty had clearly been thrilled with the sandwiches, but the expression on his face when he spoke Justin’s name bordered on worship. “I don’t know what I’d do without him. Watches out for me, that boy does.”

“You’re very fortunate.”

“He’d tell you he owes me,” Marty said. “But that’s bull crap. That boy’s like a son to me.”

Reed nodded. “I hear Justin worked with you on a container ship for a few years.”

“He did.” Marty beamed. “He came to us from the Navy. Started out as third mate. I promoted him to second, and the year after I retired, he was promoted to first mate.”

“Is that fast?”

“Even with his Navy training, it was fast. Kid was talented. Still is. He’s a real natural.” Marty nodded a few times, then said, “Just needed someone to take notice.”

“Nobody did before that?”

“Sure. But the Navy wasn’t the place for him. He did real good there, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t think he was happy.”

“But he was happy on the cargo ship?”

Marty seemed to consider this. “I’m not sure. Sometimes he was, I think.” Marty pointed to the wheelchair in the corner of the room. “Can we go outside?”

“Sure.” Reed helped Marty into the chair, and Marty directed him down a long hallway and out to a patio and gardens in the back of the building. Reed hadn’t expected the place would be this nice. He’d visited his own grandmother in what his parents called an “old age home,” and it had been sterile and uninspired. Not that this place couldn’t be lonely—anyplace, no matter how nice, could. Marty seemed upbeat, though. Reed guessed that was mostly because of Justin.

“Is it okay if I ask you a few more questions?” Reed asked as he wheeled Marty around.

“Questions? What about?”

“Justin Vance,” Reed prompted.

“Justin’s a good man.” Marty grinned up at Reed, then frowned. “Who are you?”

“Reed Barfield. I’m doing a story on Justin and the pilots.” Sometimes it was easy to forget that Marty’s short-term memory was completely shot.

“He’s really good,” Marty said. “A natural.”

“I’m sure he is,” Reed agreed.

“Those good-for-nothin’ relatives of his wrote him off,” Marty continued without missing a beat. “I seen ’em in church when I lived in Beaufort years ago. That boy had a perpetual black eye. I asked him about it once, but he said he’d gotten into a fight at school.”

“You don’t believe that?”

“Not for a minute,” Marty said emphatically. “He got into trouble at school, sure enough. But I knew the principal there, and he said Justin never got into fights. Mostly he played hooky—skipped classes—that sort of thing.”

Reed’s gut tightened as the pieces began to fall into place. “You think it happened at home?”

“Billy Vance was a mean drunk. The local social services folks visited on a regular basis, but they never found enough to take those kids away. The mother either didn’t care or didn’t think she could do anything. Must’ve gotten bad enough, though, ’cause Justin got himself arrested a few times shopliftin’. Finally ended up in juvenile detention. Probably figured it was safer there.” Marty shook his head. “If I’d only figured it out sooner.”

Reed drew a long breath. It was easier to listen to stories like this when you didn’t know the person who’d been treated like shit as a kid. He felt sick imagining a teenage Justin beaten up by his father. Sure, growing up, he himself had been beaten up a few times for being Jewish, but his mom had always been there for him.

“That’s just how it goes sometimes, I suppose. That boy’s got a heart o’ gold, even after all he’s been through.”

“He’s a good man.” Reed repeated the words Marty had used to describe Justin, and meant them.

“That he is.” Marty nodded.

They reached the end of the gardens, and Reed began to wheel Marty back toward the building. By now the sun was high overhead and the warmth on his shoulders felt really good, easing the discomfort he’d felt to learn about Justin’s past.

“What do you know about the accident involving Scott Carson?” Reed hoped Marty’s memory of the incident was still intact.

Marty rubbed his chin and shook his head again. “Who?”

“Scott Carson.”

“Carson’s an experienced pilot. Don’t matter, though. Sometimes the waves just hit at the wrong time. He okay?”

“I hear he’s going to be fine.” So Marty clearly was not going to be able to fill in all the blanks. He’d have to talk to Zach and see if the River Watch had done a follow-up story. Or maybe Kerry might open up a bit about the accident.

“Who’d you say you were again?” Marty frowned and eyed Reed with suspicion.

“Reed Barfield. I’ve been working with Justin Vance on a story about the Cape Fear River pilots.” Reed offered Marty a reassuring smile.

“I see. Justin’s a good man. Best kind of man you can find.” Marty nodded emphatically.

“Yes, sir. That he is.” And then some.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

REED CALLED Justin’s cell a few times after he left Marty, hoping to ask if they could meet so he could tell Justin in person that he wasn’t going to be leaving tomorrow, but there was no answer.

“Hey Justin, it’s Reed. Give me a buzz when you have a minute. There’s something I need to tell you.”

Reed drove by Justin’s place on Carolina Beach, figuring Justin might be working outside and not hear his phone, but the house was dark and Leila didn’t bark when he knocked on the door. From there, he drove over to the marina to find Justin’s boat was still in the slip. He eyed it longingly, then got back in his car and headed for Southport.

When he finally made it to the pilot building an hour later, the wind had gotten stronger and the sky had grown dark. Ed was on dispatch, talking to someone over the radio.

“You lookin’ for Justin?”

“I was hoping to catch up with him,” Reed said.

“He’s on a job. We had someone call in sick and Greg didn’t want to wait, not with the storm coming in.” Ed pointed at the whiteboard. “Tanker’s almost here—should be visible out the windows in just a few minutes.”

“The storm’s here already?”

Ed chuckled. “Not the hurricane, just leftovers of a tropical depression off the coast. The ship’s master wanted to be on their way before it got too rough on the river. Just as well too. Wind’s blowin’ pretty hard already. You’re welcome to hang out and wait for him, though.”

“Thanks.”

Reed was just about to head outside when Ed asked, “Weren’t you leavin’ tomorrow?”

“I was, but my boss asked me to stay.”

“On account of the hurricane they’re predictin’?” Ed chuckled. “Suit yourself. Fifty-fifty it passes us by.”

“I hope you’re right.” Reed had seen the most recent models, and things weren’t looking so good for the Carolinas. He grabbed his camera and windbreaker from the car and walked the few steps to the riverfront. A gust of wind blew his hood off his head, forcing him to tie it closed. Whitecaps were visible on the water as the Bald Head Island Ferry zipped by. As promised, a large boat made its way downriver, headed toward the inlet and the ocean beyond. Reed imagined Justin guiding the boat out to sea as he took some photos.

Satisfied he had some nice shots, he headed back inside a few minutes later. “Can I ride along to pick Justin up?” Reed asked Greg, who was watching the radar over Ed’s shoulder and frowning.

“No can do. It’s too choppy out there for passengers. You’re welcome to wait for him here, though. He should be back in a few hours.”

“Thanks.” Reed wouldn’t argue the point. He’d work on another hurricane update in the break room and catch up on the storm tracking.

Reed awoke to the sound of raised voices coming from the office. He realized he must have dozed off, because the sky outside was dark and rain splattered the window. He dry-scrubbed his face and walked down the hallway.

“Cape Fear River Pilots, this is Cape Fear Pilot III, over.” Kerry’s voice came over the radio.

“Cape Fear Pilot III, what’s your status?” Greg had taken the microphone from Ed and was hunched over the desk. His face was set in a frown, and he furrowed his brow.

“We’ve got him, but he’s out cold. I’ve radioed the Coast Guard, but it’ll be faster if I bring him in myself.” The edge in Kerry’s voice took Reed by surprise. She sounded worried.

He?

“Bring him in.” Greg’s cheeks were pale, and a muscle in his cheek twitched. “We’ll have EMS meet you at the dock.”

“Roger that. Cape Fear Pilot III back to channel 16.”

“Standing by on 16.” Greg handed the radio back to Ed and dialed 9-1-1.

“He?” Reed asked Ed.

“Justin.” Ed rubbed the back of his neck.

Reed felt suddenly cold. “What happened?”

“Rough seas. Bow of the pilot boat tapped the side of the ship. He was jumpin’ onto the foredeck and the force of it knocked him off-balance. He didn’t fall in the water, but he must’ve hit his head hard.”

Shit. Reed’s throat constricted. Justin was unconscious?

He must have looked as panicked as he felt, because Greg said, “He’s tough. He’ll pull through.”

Reed nodded, but his stomach churned and he rubbed his hands on his jeans to warm his icy fingers.

“I’m going to meet them at the docks. You’re welcome to come, Reed.”

Reed nodded and grabbed his jacket, leaving everything but his phone behind. They hopped into Greg’s SUV and drove the minute or two to the docks. Already EMS were pulling in. Greg went to speak to them as Reed looked out at the river, where the pilot boat made its way quickly through the inlet.

The fifteen minutes it took the boat to arrive felt like an hour. Greg hopped onto the deck even before Ed and the others had cleated off the ropes.

“You’ll need to stay back here, sir,” one of the cops who’d arrived with the EMS team told Reed.

In the flurry of activity, Reed couldn’t see into the pilot boat. A few minutes passed, then a few more. At long last, the EMS techs brought a stretcher onto the boat.

Reed realized he was clutching his phone so tightly in his fist his elbow hurt. He tried to breathe through the panic that zinged through his neck and shoulders, but with little to show for it. Finally one of the EMS techs climbed back onto the dock and the people on the boat passed the stretcher over.

Even from ten yards away, Justin’s face was deathly pale. The only thing that kept Reed from forcing his way through was the calm of the first responders. If Justin’s condition was critical, they’d have been much more hurried in their efforts to load him onto the ambulance.

“Kerry’s going to ride with them,” Greg said from over Reed’s shoulder. “You’re welcome to ride with me to the hospital once I’m sure the boat’s secure.”

The ambulance took off down the road, lights flashing and siren screaming.

“How is he?”

Greg shrugged. “Seems okay. Even cracked a joke when they were strapping him on the gurney, but then he passed out again.”

“Where’re they transporting him?” Reed followed Greg to the boat.

“Dosher Memorial. It’s just a few minutes away.” Greg climbed aboard. “You know something about boats, right?”

“Sure.”

“Take this and run it to midship cleat.” He tossed Reed a line and Reed cleated it off.

“This one goes to that cleat just forward of the bow.”

Reed caught the second rope and cleated it off. Ed closed the hatch and locked the door before jumping onto the dock again. He walked to the front of the boat and grabbed another line, running it down the side of the boat and creating a spring line to keep the boat from moving side to side in the slip.

“Good enough. Kerry’ll probably want to check it later, especially if this wind keeps up, but it’ll do for now.” Greg motioned Reed toward the SUV. “Thanks for the help.”

“No problem.”

“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?” Greg asked as they buckled up.

“Shouldn’t I be?”

“He’ll probably be fine. He was lucky he didn’t end up in the water.” Greg’s words didn’t reassure Reed. He’d feel a hell of a lot better once he saw Justin awake and smiling.

Greg glanced at him, then started the engine. For an instant Reed wondered if he knew how close he and Justin had become over the past week. He brushed the thought away. Even if Greg did have an inkling, it wasn’t important. Not now, at least.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

JUSTIN FLOATED on a gentle wave. He tried to move his arms, but his body felt like a dead weight. From time to time, voices in soft whispers broke through the silence like ripples on the water. He imagined he was fast asleep on one of the cockpit benches on The First Step with a soft breeze that cradled his body in warmth. Reed was asleep next to him. He couldn’t recall if they’d made love, but everything felt amazingly good.

“…nothing on the CT.” The voice sounded far away, as though he was watching a movie of a dream, or maybe listening in on a ham radio conversation where, every so often, static would drown out the words. “We’ll… waiting for… to fully… conscious.”

He reached for the voices, but they disappeared. Once he thought he heard Reed’s voice mixed in with the others. But Reed was probably packing now. And tomorrow he’d be back home in New York. He’d forget soon… maybe they both would. Justin wasn’t sure he wanted to, though. Having Reed around felt good. Comfortable and exciting all at once.

“…stay here? I can drive… back if you’d like.”

“I’ll stay.” This last voice was Reed’s, at least it sounded like him in Justin’s mind. He didn’t care that he imagined this. He wanted to stay here, floating on the water with the sun on his cheeks, knowing Reed was there.

He must have slept for a while, because everything vanished, then reappeared. He tried to keep his eyes open, but they closed despite his efforts.

“…coming around.” The same unfamiliar voice as before. “Won’t be long now… spoke with… neurologist… Wilmington… reviewed the scans. He wasn’t concerned.”

Justin struggled to remember, and things slowly became clearer. The rocking of the boat in the waves, climbing down the ladder, someone shouting, and the sudden impact of a wave. Metal meeting metal. His foot slipped and he tried to catch himself from falling. Then darkness.

“…some coffee. I’ll stay. I’ll call… when he wakes… promise.” Reed again. Then a woman thanking him. Was that Kerry?

Wake up. Wake up. Wake up!

Justin dreamed he was running along the beach. Leila chased after him, and Reed laughed as he splashed in the surf. Reed’s voice resonated with pleasure as he reached out a hand and pulled Justin close. Just like that. It’s perfect that way.

“…did exactly that.” Reed suddenly wasn’t talking to him anymore. His voice was slightly muffled, like he was talking while balancing his phone between his cheek and shoulder. “I’ll get the story. Yes, I know what’s riding on this…. Of course I’m not going to hold back…. Do whatever it takes…. Yes, I promise I’ll get all the stuff you’re looking for…. Yes, Cal. I know, make it personal.”

Personal? But you promised you’d keep it between us. Justin blinked a few times and the room began to solidify.

“Justin?” Kerry’s face loomed large in his vision. “Justin, wake up. Please, sweetie, you need to wake up because otherwise I’m gonna to lose it.”

Justin forced his eyes open again. “Pain. In. The.” He grinned and added, “Butt.”

Kerry laughed.

“He’s awake?” Reed asked.

“Seems to be back to his usual self.” She waggled a finger at Justin. “All the snark, all the time.”

“Only ’cause… you deserve… it.” His mouth seemed to be filled with something that made it hard to speak. “Cotton?”

“What?”

“Mouth full… cotton?”

She laughed. “There’s times I wish I could shove it full of cotton. But no, there’s nothin’ in your mouth.”

“Oh.”

Reed smiled down at him. “You gave us a hell of a scare.”

“You’re welcome.” Justin laughed, then coughed, then laughed again. He tried to sit up, but Kerry said, “Whoa, buddy. You stay put. You clocked that noggin o’ yours hard.”

That’s right. He remembered it now. He stepped onto the deck of the pilot boat at the same time a wave knocked them into the side of the tanker. Shit. “Sorry.” He blinked again. Why was the light in the room so bright?

“Sorry?” Kerry shook her head. “I’m the one who’s sorry. If I’d seen that wave comin’, you wouldn’t’ve hit your head.”

“That’s bull… crap.” His mouth felt like the Sahara.

Someone new came into the room. Everything still looked kind of fuzzy, but since the person was dressed in white and shone something into his eyes, Justin guessed this was the doctor.

“Mr. Vance?” the doctor said.

“Yep.”

“I’m Dr. Haines. I’ve been taking care of you.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“How do you feel?”

“Not sure yet. You tell me.” He squinted and the doctor’s face came into focus.

“You’re doing just fine,” the doctor replied. “Apart from a bad headache and a little dizziness, you should be good in the morning.”

“Works for me.” Justin yawned.

“Rest for now,” the doctor said. “We’ll get you something to eat and drink when you wake up, okay?”

“Sure.” Dinner sounded good, but he was more tired than hungry at the moment.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

JUSTIN ROLLED over in bed and nearly got a mouthful of fur. It took him a minute to realize he was home. Last night still seemed blurry. He remembered having dinner at the hospital and someone driving him home.

“Reed?”

The blanket-covered lump in the chair by the bed jumped. “Shit. Sorry. I fell asleep.” Reed looked like warmed-over dog crap, with dark circles under his eyes, his curly hair sticking out at all angles, and a darkening shadow of a beard on his cheeks.

“What time is it?” Justin asked.

Reed rubbed his eyes and looked at his watch. “It’s 11:20 in the morning.” He got to his feet and folded the blanket he’d been sleeping under. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine.” Justin tried to sit up. His head hurt like a beast.

“Here, let me help you.” Reed put a hand between his shoulder blades and put a few pillows behind him.

Justin’s eyes throbbed with each heartbeat. “Holy shit.”

“Doc says you’ll have a headache today, but it should be gone tomorrow. Let me get you the medicine they sent home with you.” Reed disappeared and returned a few minutes later with a glass of water and a couple of pills.

Justin swallowed the pills and finished the water. His mouth still felt dry. “Aren’t you supposed to be gone?” He wasn’t sure why, but something about Reed rubbed him the wrong way even though he knew he should be grateful.

“Change of plans.” Reed gestured to the glass. “Want some more?”

Justin nodded and Reed refilled the glass. “Thanks.”

“No problem. I’m just glad you’re doing better.” Reed looked as though he wanted to say more, but his phone buzzed. He glanced at it, then said, “Excuse me.”

As soon as Reed picked up the phone, his words from the night before came crashing back in Justin’s mind. “I’ll get the story. Yes, I know what’s riding on this…. Of course I’m not going to hold back…. Do whatever it takes…. Yes, I promise I’ll get all the stuff you’re looking for…. Yes, Cal. I know, make it personal.”

Justin breathed through a wave of emotion, but it didn’t immediately subside. He clenched his jaw when he recalled how much he’d shared with Reed—things he’d never considered sharing with anyone else.

Reed tapped the phone and shoved it in his pocket. “Sorry about that,” he said. “Cal’s been on my case even more than usual.”

“He has?”

Reed shook his head. “I was just about to start packing when he told me to stay put.”

“He did?” Justin imagined what the rest of the conversation was about. Juicy tidbits where Reed would toss him to the wolves. Wrap it all up in a bow and call it “reporting.” Pathetic childhood. Overcoming adversity. Gay man pretending he’s straight so he doesn’t lose his job.

“He’s the boss.” Reed chuckled. “When he says ‘jump’ I’m supposed to be on a fucking rocket to the moon.”

“Funny.” Of course Reed was in this for the story. Why else would he have stuck around?

Reed, who’d been straightening the covers, looked at Justin and frowned. “Something up?”

“Why would you say that?” Justin clenched his jaw—shit, that made his head hurt!—and reminded himself this was entirely his own fault for letting Reed in. With few exceptions, people did things for you because they wanted something in return. Why else would someone as charming and attractive as Reed give someone like him the time of day?

“Nothing.” Reed shrugged and finished with the bed. “How about I make you some breakfast? The soup they fed you in the hospital last night didn’t look very substantial.”

“What are you hoping to get out of this?” Justin said, unable to contain his anger any longer.

“What?” Reed looked genuinely surprised.

“This.” Justin waved around the room. “You going to write this into your story too? Or isn’t this personal enough?”

“I told you, the personal stuff stays between us.” Reed looked really tired, and for a moment Justin caught himself wondering why he was coming down so hard on him. The guy had just spent the night making sure he was okay, hadn’t he? But the words tumbled out on a wave of self-loathing Justin couldn’t stop. He was far angrier with himself than Reed.

“That’s not what I heard you telling your boss.”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Let me see if I can refresh your memory. You said you’d do whatever it takes. That you’d give him all the stuff he wanted. You’d make it personal. Sound about right?”

Reed stared at him. “You heard that?”

“I heard plenty.”

Reed said nothing. The corners of his mouth turned downward, and he blinked. Justin swallowed hard. Had he said all that? And why shouldn’t you? It’s not like he’s denying anything either. But if he’d said it because he thought it would make him feel better, it hadn’t. He felt terrible.

The silence stretched for a minute or so. Reed seemed to collect himself, because he forced a smile and said, “I’ll go make some breakfast. You’ll feel better once you’ve got some food in you.”

Justin didn’t respond but watched Reed leave and close the door behind him. Justin stared at the door as if willing Reed to return so he could what? Apologize?

His head vibrated with each beat of his pounding heart. He rubbed his chest. He wanted to call Reed, to take back what he’d said, but the little voice at the back of his brain kept telling him that he was right, that Reed was only here because of the story. And when Reed was done and he’d shared his story with the whole world, Reed would go home and he’d never see the guy again.




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

REED STARED at the carton of eggs. On the stove, the butter had already started to burn. “Shit.” He turned the burner off and moved the frying pan. Smoke rose from the pan and climbed upward to the ceiling. He hunted around on the stove until he found the button to start the fan.

Leila, who’d followed him downstairs, sat and watched him. “I know,” he told her. “At this rate, I’m going to burn the house down.” She wagged her tail in response but thankfully didn’t comment.

The doctor had mentioned that one of the possible side effects of a concussion was intense emotion, but Reed hadn’t counted on being the focus of that emotion. For nearly ten days he’d tried to crack the shell Justin had spent decades hardening, and he finally opened up. Reed knew he should be happy. Instead….

It hurts. The realization took his breath away. He’d spent his entire career convincing himself that he didn’t give a fuck what anyone thought of him. He did his job knowing people hated him for uncovering the truth they hid to protect their power or money or any of the other things people held above all else. So why the hell did it hurt when a guy he shouldn’t give a shit about thought he was a lying asshole?

Reed let out a long breath and steadied himself against the counter. For someone who prided himself on seeing through the bullshit to the truth, the answer was completely obvious. And it scared the hell out of him.

This is way too complicated. He needed to focus his energy on his job and the rest would fall into place. Of course it would. It always did, didn’t it?

He closed his eyes and took a few more deep breaths. His gut ached. His chest ached. His fucking arms hurt.

Not even two weeks, and I’m falling for him.

 

 

“THANKS FOR watching out for him.” Kerry looked as tired as Reed felt.

“No problem.” He did his best to sound upbeat. “He’s been sleeping for the past hour. I made him breakfast around eleven. He’ll probably be hungry for lunch when he wakes up.”

“Got it.”

“I’ll see you later.” Reed shoved his phone and keys into his pocket and grabbed his jacket off the back of one of the kitchen chairs. The only thing Reed wanted was to go back to his hotel room and crash. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”

“He’s lucky to have someone like you looking out for him.” She smiled.

“Yep.” He knew it sounded bad, but he was too tired and too distracted to pretend.

“Reed?”

“Yes?”

She hesitated before saying, “Nothin’. Get some rest.”

“Thanks.” Reed forced a smile and headed for his car.

 

 

“SLEEPING BEAUTY in the flesh.” Kerry grinned at Justin.

“Reed’s gone?”

“A few hours ago.” She set a glass of water on the bedside table and sat in the corner chair.

“Oh.” He wished he didn’t remember every word he’d said to Reed before breakfast. It wouldn’t have been difficult for Reed to come clean about what he’d told his editor. Why hadn’t Reed defended himself? Because it’s easier for him to leave North Carolina if things stay the way they are between us.

“What’s up with you two?” Kerry asked.

“Us?”

“Don’t give me the bullshit. I’ve seen how you look at him, and if you’d seen his face when they carried you off the boat….” She sighed.

“Greg said you were upset,” Justin replied.

“Why wouldn’t I be? If I’d been able to keep ’er steady, you wouldn’t have fallen.” She pressed her lips together and gazed down at her hands.

“Sounds like bullshit to me.” He smiled. “It wasn’t your fault, Kerry. Sometimes things just happen.”

She sighed. “I know. But I appreciate your sayin’ so.”

Justin leaned back against the pillows and stared at the ceiling.

“You gonna come clean instead of avoidin’ the topic?”

“I would have told you eventually.”

“More bullshit.” She got to her feet and stalked over to the bed. “You’d have kept this to yourself like everythin’ else.”

“Probably.”

“You like this guy, don’t you?” she pressed.

“You’re merciless. Can’t you see I’m totally defenseless?”

“Even laid up, you’re hardly defenseless.” She smiled and brushed a lock of hair from his face. “But I don’t put up with crap from any of my boys.”

“Yes. I like him. A lot.”

“So why’d he look like he couldn’t get outta here fast enough?”

“Reed did?” He shook his head.

“Did you say somethin’ to him?”

“I might have overhead something at the hospital. About the story and making it personal. That’s my life we’re talking about, Kerry.”

“Fair enough. You think he’ll give away all your secrets?” She raised her eyebrows in challenge. “He doesn’t seem like the type to use somebody like that. He obviously cares about you too.”

“That’s what he told me.”

“So what’s the problem here?”

He ignored her.

“Do you trust him?” she asked. When he didn’t immediately respond, she said, “It’s not that hard a question.”

“I thought I did.” He knew he sounded like a petulant child, but for some things, his skin wasn’t so tough.

“What’s changed? Other than what you overheard.”

“Nothing. Nothing’s changed.” In fact, Reed had been more caring than he’d expected. He’d been there at the hospital. He was supposed to have gone home, but he was still here. He’d even spent the night babysitting.

“So let me ask the question again. Do you trust ’im?” She could be a pain in the ass when she wanted. But it all came back to what he’d felt—what he’d known—twenty-four hours before.

“Yes,” he said finally. “I do.”

“Doc said you might be a little ornery after hittin’ your head.”

“I might’ve been.” More than that. He’d been an ass. He hadn’t thought it through. He’d been that kid again, trying not to cry after his father decided to use him as a punching bag. Wanting his father to apologize. Wanting his father to care because that’s what fathers did, right?

“Yep.” She grinned. “But you’ll make it right.”

“Yes, ma’am. That I will.”

He tried to sit up and she gave him the evil eye. “Not now, you idiot! Lie back down.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She frowned and pointed a finger at him. “And while you’re at it, how about spendin’ some time with the other pilots? Might be nice if you’d join us for drinks once in a while.” He was just about to give her an excuse when she added, “I know, I know. You’re worried what they might think if they find out you’re gay.” She shook her head. “You might start by givin’ ’em a chance. You should’ve seen the looks on their faces when they heard what happened the other day.” She pointed to a vase filled with flowers he hadn’t noticed before. “Ed took up a collection. They were really worried about you. Maybe this’ll help you get it through your thick head that they care about you and they want you around.”

“I… ah….” He had no clue how to respond to all that. “I’ll think about it,” he finally said, hoping it would satisfy her.

“Good enough.” She flashed him a triumphant smile. “I’ll make you some dinner. You stay put.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Justin sighed and glanced at the flowers again. He’d make it right with Reed. He wasn’t sure about the other pilots. But he said he’d think about it, and he would.




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

THAT NIGHT Reed sat on his bed, computer on his lap. The TV, volume turned down so low it was barely audible, flashed pictures of yet another tropical storm. This one, like the others, ran the risk of hitting the Carolinas. So far, the storms kept coming, but Wilmington kept dodging. Eventually Cal would get tired of waiting and he’d call Reed back to New York. Maybe it was for the best. Hanging out here, with things unresolved between him and Justin, wasn’t getting him anywhere. More than a day had passed since he’d left Justin’s place. The only thing he’d heard was a short text from Kerry saying Justin was doing fine and would see the doctor today.

He’d never had such a hard time focusing.

He’d spent the afternoon at the paper. Kerry texted him at midday to let him know Justin was doing a lot better and that she’d walked with him on the beach for nearly an hour. Reed was glad, but the news was unsettling. He was the one who wanted to be on that beach with Justin instead of sitting around here eating crappy room service and rewriting the same paragraph for the sixth time.

Around nine, someone knocked on his door. He set his computer on the desk and padded over, barefoot, to open it. He’d expected someone from the hotel was there to pick up the remnants of his dinner. The last person he expected to see was Justin, supremely uncomfortable, dressed in a wrinkled T-shirt and ratty pair of jeans.

“Can I come in?” Justin shifted from one flip-flop-clad foot to the other. The shadow of a beard clung to his pale cheeks. His entire demeanor seemed off, as if the man Reed knew had been replaced by an awkward, insecure kid.

“Of course.” Easy words to say when you really wanted to ask what the hell was going on but were afraid of the answer. He fought the urge to give Justin a big hug—he sure as hell looked like he needed one. But touching Justin was fraught. Reed didn’t want to dive deeper into whatever he was feeling about the man. Keeping his distance seemed safer.

Reed gestured to the couch and Justin sat. He really looked like shit, and Reed doubted the concussion was completely to blame.

“Thanks.” Justin ran his fingers through his hair.

“Something to drink?”

“Sure. Thanks. Whatever you’ve got is fine.” Justin glanced around the room, his gaze settling anywhere but on Reed.

Reed pulled two cans of Diet Coke out of the small fridge and set one on the table between them, then popped the top of the other and took a long sip. “Feeling better?”

“Yep.” Justin opened his soda and drank at bit, then set the can down again. “Headache’s gone, and the dizziness too.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“Thanks for helping me out the other day.” Justin met his gaze briefly, then looked away.

“You’re welcome.” Reed fought the urge to squirm. He couldn’t recall the last time he felt so uncomfortable, but it had probably been with Justin too.

Justin remained silent.

“So what brings you here?” The words felt stilted, but they insulated him from what he guessed was coming. Justin would end things and they’d both move on. Probably for the best. So why didn’t he believe that?

“I’m sorry.” Justin stared at the Coke can. “I said some terrible things.”

“You were feeling like shit.”

“No. I mean, yes, I was, but that doesn’t excuse it.” Justin popped up from the couch so quickly Reed thought he was about to bolt from the room. Instead, though, he walked over to the window and gazed at the river. “Nice view,” he said after a long moment.

“It is.” Reed rubbed the back of his neck where the tension built with every word.

“Kerry read me the riot act.”

“Oh.” Reed had no idea what to say to that, although he could easily imagine it.

“She said I was an ungrateful idiot.” He shook his head. “Those weren’t her exact words.”

Reed had no problem guessing what words she’d chosen. In spite of himself, he smiled. “There’s no need to apologize.”

“I need to.” Justin didn’t turn around, but his shoulders fell. “You’ve been kind to me. I… I know what I said, but I do trust you.”

This conversation wasn’t at all going the way Reed expected. “Justin, you don’t need—”

“I do.” Justin turned around. “I heard you tell your editor you’d make it personal, and I didn’t think. I just assumed.”

Reed nodded, at a loss for words.

“I should have asked. No, I should have trusted you.” Justin finally looked Reed directly in the eyes. “When you said you’d make it personal, you weren’t talking about my story, were you?”

“No. We were talking about the hurricane and how he wanted me to stay put so I could report on it from my point of view.” He’d wanted Justin to come to the conclusion himself. He’d needed that.

Justin nodded, but he didn’t move from the window. “Shit. So you were in Southport to tell me you weren’t leaving?”

“Yeah.”

“I really am sorry.”

Reed stood and walked over to him, then pulled him close, his fear warring with his need. Justin wrapped his arms around Reed. His hands shook. Reed imagined Justin standing on a precipice, looking across at something he wanted but unable to keep himself from looking down at the abyss.

Reed gently pulled Justin onto the bed and they at, side by side, thighs touching. “Talk to me?” Reed put his hand on Justin’s arm. “Tell me what I can do.”

Justin inhaled sharply and nodded. “When I woke up and you were there, I… I was really happy.”

“When Cal told me to stay, I was happy too.” He smiled. “I was glad for the excuse.”

“I didn’t want you to leave.” Justin spoke the words so quickly, it took Reed a moment to realize what he’d said.

“I didn’t want to leave.” Why did admitting that make him feel like he was standing in the middle of a busy intersection shouting, “Run me over! Please!”?

“Oh.” Justin stared at his hands.

Reed chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” Justin asked.

“I’m laughing at myself. Right now I feel like I’m fifteen years old and I’m talking to my crush and I have no freaking idea of what to say.”

Justin laughed. “I’m glad one of us can put things like that into words.”

“You’re doing pretty well, you know.” They’d come a long way since Justin’s one-word responses.

“I didn’t say what I meant to say when I thought you were leaving.” Justin met his gaze this time, but fear shone in his eyes.

He’s afraid of how I’ll respond. “What was that?” He wouldn’t shy away from this conversation, whatever the outcome. For once he’d face his fear, and if he got hurt, he’d deal with the fallout. Somehow.

“Shit. You’re going to make me say it?” Justin’s gentle smile belied his words.

“I’d like to hear it. If you’re willing. But if we’re playing truth-and-tell, I could go first if it’d help.”

“No.” Justin stood straighter. “I’m a thirty-four-year-old man. I can deal with my own shit.”

“Okay.” Reed took Justin’s hand. “I’m listening.”

“I don’t care if it’s crazy. Maybe I am crazy, I mean. But I wanted to tell you to stay. Even if it’s just for a little longer.”

“Thanks.” Relief washed over Reed. He’d hoped Justin would say something like that. He wasn’t sure what it might mean for them or even if there was a future where they were together, but it felt damn good.

“For what?”

“For letting me know I’m not the only one.” Reed hesitated to say more.

Justin’s face lit in a broad smile. In the dim light of the hotel room, his eyes reminded Reed of the ocean. “You seem quieter than usual tonight.”

“I’m not as good at talking about some things,” Reed admitted. It was easy to keep your emotional distance if you never talked about things that really mattered to you. He’d gotten good at that over the years.

“I get that.”

Reed sighed. “When I was a kid, I got beaten up pretty regularly, at least until I figured out how to fight back. Could’ve been because my mom was Jewish. Could’ve been because I didn’t pretend I liked things other guys did. Or because I was a nerd. Or because they knew I liked boys better than girls. I got good at bullshitting. Pretending I didn’t give a fuck what other people thought about me. If I didn’t care, it didn’t hurt.”

“Sounds lonely.”

Whoa. That was exactly how it felt. “Yeah.” Tears pricked the corners of his eyes. “Not worrying about what people think makes things easier.”

“Does it?”

Once again, in just two words, Justin cut through the bullshit. He seemed different tonight. Or is it that I never noticed? “No.”

Justin squeezed his hand. Reed had gone into this conversation wanting Justin to come clean, but suddenly he was the one who felt compelled to speak.

“You’re a good man,” Reed began tentatively. Why was it so fucking hard to say what he wanted to say?

“You don’t have to pull your punches,” Justin replied. His face was set in a neutral expression as if he was steeling himself.

He thinks I’m blowing him off! That was the last thing Reed wanted. “Shit. No. That’s not what I….” Say it. Just say it! “I like you. When you thought I’d lied to you, that I’d betrayed your trust, I felt so….” Shit. “It hurt. It really hurt. I realized it was more than that. More than just like. I really cared about you. And I….” He couldn’t say the words. The little voice in his mind said this was ridiculous. You didn’t fall in love with someone this quickly, even if you had spent as much time together as they had.

Justin kissed him. For once Reed didn’t listen to his doubts. He kissed Justin back and didn’t try to justify anything. He kissed Justin because it felt good. Because Justin made him feel good. Wanted. Accepted. And even though it scared him to death, somehow when Justin kissed him, he could forget about that.

“This okay?” Reed pulled off Justin’s shirt and inhaled sharply, unable to hide his reaction to Justin’s body, with its sculpted abdomen and smooth, tanned skin. Reed wanted to run his fingers all over, remind himself of how the muscles beneath felt when they tensed and relaxed.

“Yeah.” Justin chuckled. “Doc says I’m cleared to go back to work tomorrow. He said until then, I shouldn’t do anything that’s too athletic.”

“Too athletic?” Reed bit his lower lip.

“Well, I didn’t really ask if it was okay to… you know.” Justin waggled his eyebrows.

Reed laughed and shook his head. “Knowing you, you avoided the topic of sex.”

“Me?”

“You are so full of it, you know.”

Justin made a pouty face that had Reed cracking up. “If you’re thinking that will get you off the hook here, you’re out of luck.”

“He didn’t say I couldn’t do anything. Just that I shouldn’t overexert myself.”

“Then we’ll just have to do something where you don’t have to work.” Reed smirked. There were plenty of things he wanted to do to Justin that didn’t involve strenuous exercise. “Take off the rest of your clothes.”

Justin grinned and kicked off his sandals before unbuttoning his jeans, pulling them over his hips, and stepping free of them. The outline of his hard cock was visible beneath the fitted fabric of his boxer briefs.

“Nice, but it’d be better if you took everything off.”

“Would it?” Justin slowly—very slowly—worked his underwear down.

“Tease.” Reed’s pants were now uncomfortably tight. Later. For now, he wanted to focus entirely on Justin. “Now turn around.”

Justin complied. That body…. Reed loved how Justin’s body was muscular, but not muscle-bound. The peaks and valleys of Justin’s body were naturally beautiful. Unassuming, like Justin himself.

For the first time, Reed noticed the large bruise on Justin’s left shoulder where he’d hit the boat railing. “Stay there.” Reed walked over to Justin and traced his fingertips over the colors that had begun to bloom like a rainbow over Justin’s skin.

Justin sighed as Reed leaned in to carefully kiss his way over the spot. This close, several other bruises were visible as well as the knot on the back of Justin’s head. “Tell me if I’m hurting you,” Reed whispered.

“Feels really good.” Justin looked over his shoulder and offered Reed a soft smile. His eyes had that glazed-over, sensual look Reed had seen when they’d made love before. His chest warmed with the knowledge that he was the one responsible for that expression.

“Lie down.” Reed kissed beneath Justin’s ear and reveled in the gasp he received in reply.

Justin shivered, then walked over to the bed and lay facedown. Reed brushed away his hesitation at the realization that in a few days—weeks, perhaps, if the storm actually hit—he’d never see Justin again. This isn’t the time. He wanted to remember Justin this way—vulnerable, beautiful, and relaxed. He sat on the edge of the bed and leaned in, running a single finger down Justin’s spine to the place where back met ass.

He straddled Justin’s legs and began to kiss him, starting at his waist and working his way over his asscheeks with butterfly touches. Justin sighed and relaxed beneath Reed’s hands.

“You taste good.” Reed nipped at Justin’s hip, then licked the spot. Justin hissed as Reed bit, then soothed the sting with his mouth.

“What are you going to—?”

“Hush,” Reed ordered. “Doc said no strenuous activity.” He leaned down and nipped Justin’s ear, garnering a sharp gasp. “Which just means you’re going to let me do all the heavy lifting.”

“Sounds pretty good.” Justin propped his head on one of the pillows and glanced back at Reed.

Reed shook his head, then went back to work on Justin’s ass, stopping from time to time to appreciate the tiny red marks he’d left behind. They’d be gone in an hour or so, but the idea that he’d marked Justin’s body as his own made him want Justin that much more.

Finally, when he’d made sure to pay attention to every part of Justin’s cheeks, he massaged Justin’s powerful thighs, making sure to skirt his balls with his fingers, tantalizingly close but never touching them outright.

“Who’s the tease?” Justin shivered and canted his hips in an obvious effort to ensure Reed’s hands found the right spot.

“Happy to claim the title.” Reed traced two fingers over Justin’s hole, then down to brush his sac.

“Much better.”

Reed leaned over and licked where his fingers had been, spreading Justin’s legs wide enough so he could take his balls in his mouth.

“Much, much better.”

Reed continued to work the delicate skin until it puckered and Justin groaned with need. “That’s it. Let me do all the work.” He massaged Justin’s hips and circled Justin’s opening with his tongue.

Justin sighed and shuddered as Reed kneaded his ass again before stopping. “Turn over,” Reed commanded.

Justin rolled onto his back and shoved a few pillows under his head and neck. Reed grinned and shimmied out of his sweats. He’d put them on thinking he’d be headed to bed in a few hours, so he hadn’t bothered with boxers.

“Nice.” Justin started to get off the bed, but Reed shut him down.

“You’re staying put. Remember? This is my gig. You just need to sit back and enjoy the ride.”

“Ride, huh?”

“Double entendres are my forte,” Reed quipped as he pulled his T-shirt over his head and stood naked in front of the bed.

“I’m liking this no-exertion thing even better.”

Reed pumped his already hard cock a few times for Justin’s benefit, then said, “You stay put. Okay?”

“Roger that.” Justin’s eyes twinkled with mischief, but he didn’t move.

Reed walked—slowly—into the bathroom and pulled a bottle of lube and a condom from his toiletry bag. He caught a brief glimpse of his own face in the mirror, his skin flushed and lips slightly swollen. When he walked back in the room, Justin was where he left him.

Without saying anything, Reed tossed the lube and condom onto the bed and swallowed Justin’s cock down to the base. He sucked it playfully, pushing down the foreskin and licking the tip while he used his lips to increase the pressure. Satisfied that Justin was once again hard, he lubed up his fingers and worked his own ass open as he swallowed Justin again.

“Reed… I want….” Justin tried to sit up again, but Reed pushed him gently back down.

Reed released Justin’s cock and wagged his finger at him. “Not this time. Next time, once the doctor says you’re good. For now, you’re going to have to live with me being in charge.” He liked the idea, even though he’d loved having Justin in control at least as much.

Justin fell back onto the bed as Reed positioned himself over Justin’s cock and slowly worked himself all the way open until Justin was seated completely inside of him. “Better?” Reed half moaned.

“Much better.”

Reed leaned over and claimed both of Justin’s nipples, rolling them between his fingers as he began to move up and down. Justin’s trusting, peaceful expression made Reed want to please Justin that much more. He wanted to see Justin’s pleasure, but he also wanted to know this was about more than just lust. With Justin, he wanted something deeper. He wanted the sex to reflect the friendship between them and that something extra he had yet to put a name to.

“Reed.” Justin spoke his name, and a hundred meanings seemed to blossom from that single syllable.

Reed’s emotions warred within him—the fear he’d experienced when he’d learned of Justin’s accident, the relief he’d felt when Justin had regained consciousness, the roller coaster ride of the past few days. Everything seemed to lead to this moment and the realization that this man was more than just a friend, a lover, or the subject of an article.

The word love echoed through Reed’s mind, his heart, and his body as Justin came, shouting Reed’s name and holding Reed’s body tight against his own. It might never be time to share that word with Justin, but the knowledge of it made Reed’s own orgasm more than just physical. For the first time in his life, Reed knew what that word meant.




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

“WHAT DID you just say?” Justin looked like someone had slapped him in the face.

“I’m riding along with you today for your first transfer,” Reed repeated. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Hell no.” Justin glared at Reed, his face only inches away.

Reed couldn’t blame Justin for being angry, although his reaction was even more over-the-top than he’d expected. Cal had called two hours before to let him know he’d gotten Greg to approve the ride-along, and Reed hadn’t had the stomach to spring this on Justin by phone.

Greg poked his head out of his office. “Is there a problem?”

Justin paled and stepped back from Reed. “I…. No. ’Course not.”

“Good.” Greg looked at Reed and said, “I only okayed this because you know your way around a boat and the seas are calm, but we still do everything by the book. Safety first.” He eyed Reed’s deck shoes and nodded approvingly. “Justin’ll get you a PFD once you’re aboard.”

Personal flotation device. Sailor speak for a lifejacket. Reed knew the term from his sailing school days.

“Thanks again.” Reed waved at Greg as he and Justin walked out of the room.

“A moment of your time, Mr. Barfield?” Justin pointed to one of the staff rooms.

“Of course. And it’s Reed.” He smiled again, but Justin was already halfway down the hallway.

Justin closed the door behind them and stood there a moment, hands in tight fists at his sides, clearly trying to maintain his self-control.

“You’re pissed.” Stating the obvious.

“Pissed? No… I mean, yes.” Justin drew a long breath. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you’d arranged a ride-along? It wasn’t like you and I weren’t… ah… in the same room last night.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked momentarily away.

“I didn’t know last night.” Reed ran a hand through his hair and tried not to let his own irritation take up where Justin’s left off. “I got a call from my editor this morning saying he’d arranged it with Greg.”

“You should have called me.”

“Right. Do you think calling you instead of telling you in person would have gone better?” Reed shook his head. “Justin, I understand you’re uncomfortable about having me on your turf, but I’m just doing my job.”

“This isn’t about your being here.”

“So what’s it about?” Reed countered. “Do you think I’m stupid enough to get up on the bow again and take photos?”

“You are going to take photos, though,” Justin snapped.

“I’ll take them from inside the boat. I’ll open a window.” Reed frowned and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“It isn’t about taking photos.” Justin seemed to have just realized this.

“Okay. If it’s not about that, what is it about?”

“It’s just…. It’s a mistake. It’s… well…. You shouldn’t….”

“I’m not going on the transfer with you, Justin. For shit’s sake, I’m just sitting on the pilot boat watching. I’ve seen the marine forecast. Seas are one to two feet, and there’s not even five knots of wind,” Reed pointed out. “It’s a beautiful day. There’s nothing at all to worry about, is there? Or am I missing something?”

Justin clenched his jaw but didn’t immediately respond.

“Look, I’m not going to do anything stupid. I’m just going to watch from the pilot boat. How’s that dangerous?” Reed’s brain hurt. Even Justin couldn’t be that overprotective, could he? Unless this really doesn’t have anything to do with me and it has everything to do with him.

“It’s not.” Justin had pulled his right hand out of his pocket and was tapping his forefinger against his thigh. He didn’t look as much angry now as nervous.

“Okay.” At least they were getting somewhere. “So this isn’t about us and it isn’t about it being dangerous?”

“It’s neither of those things.” Justin blew air from between tensed lips. “It’s… I don’t know. I guess I just overreacted. Sorry.”

“No worries.” Reed forced a smile. Now didn’t seem to be a good time to bring up Justin’s accident the week before.

 

 

THEY WALKED the few blocks to the docks where the pilot boat’s engines were already running. “What ship will you be bringing into port?” Reed asked as they stepped aboard.

“She’s the largest one we serve. The Hanjin Baltimore.”

“Post-Panamax?” Reed had done a little research, and he’d found an article about new cranes installed at the Port of Wilmington to accommodate the larger cargo ships.

A hint of a smile flashed across Justin’s face. “Yep.”

“You don’t realize what a true research nerd I am.” Reed grinned. “Those babies are too big to fit through the Panama Canal. Nearly a thousand feet long.”

“You did your homework.” Justin opened the door to the cabin. “Kerry? Reed’s riding along with us today.”

“Permission to come aboard, Captain?” Reed grinned.

“Pilot boat operator.” She winked. “But you can salute me if you’d like.”

Justin picked up a life vest and handed it to Reed. “Put this on.”

“Thanks. What about you?”

“I’ve got my own.” He lifted a vest off a hook near the doorway and strapped it on.

“Hey!” A man Reed hadn’t seen before poked his head inside the cabin.

“Trent Williams, this is Reed Barfield,” Justin said. “He’ll be observing today.”

“Nice to meet you.” Trent shook Reed’s outstretched hand, then turned to Justin. “How’re you doing, Justin?”

“I’m fine.”

“Glad to hear it. You had us all worried there.” Trent grabbed a PFD and fastened it.

“Thanks.” Justin picked up the backpack he’d dropped on one of the seats and rummaged through it. Reed had the distinct impression Justin was trying to avoid Trent’s gaze.

“Have a seat, Reed.” Kerry tapped the bucket seat to her right, and Reed did as he was told.

Trent released the ropes and they were underway a minute later, headed toward Bald Head Island and the Cape Fear Inlet. Overhead, wisps of clouds stretched across the sky like strands of silk.

The gentle breeze did little to cool the cockpit. Beneath his lifejacket, Reed’s shirt stuck to his skin. Justin, who wore a nice pair of khakis and a button-down shirt, seemed impervious to the heat and humidity. The pilots dressed far better than Reed had expected—not the shorts and T-shirts he’d expected based on his limited experience with commercial fishing operations.

Reed listened to the chatter over the VHF radio, mostly from pleasure boats enjoying the beautiful weather. As they made their way through the inlet, Kerry called out to the container ship to alert them that Justin was on his way.

Reed pulled out his notebook and turned to Justin. “So talk me through the transfer.”

Justin still looked a little nervous, although far less than he’d been at the pilot building. “There’s not much to it. Kerry’ll bring us close. We’ll match the ship’s speed, and I’ll go aboard her.”

“What’s that like, stepping from a moving boat to another moving boat?”

Justin shrugged. “It’s my job.”

“Sometimes it’s a dangerous job.”

Justin shrugged again but refused to bite. Out of the corner of his eye, Reed saw Kerry glance his way. She looked a little nervous too.

“So you help with the transfer?” Reed asked Trent.

Trent nodded. “There’s always a third person aboard to help make sure things go smoothly. That way if things go wrong—”

“Hanjin Baltimore, Hanjin Baltimore, this is Cape Fear Pilot Boat III,” Kerry called over the VHF.

“Hanjin Baltimore,” the ship responded.

“Hanjin Baltimore, let’s go to channel 18A.”

“Channel 18A.”

Justin stood and stretched. “That’s my cue.”

“We’re at the transfer station already?” Reed knew there wasn’t an actual building out here, but he’d expected to see something other than open ocean.

“Yep.” Justin pointed out the right side of the boat.

As focused as he’d been on interviewing Justin, Reed hadn’t even realized they were only a few hundred yards from their target. “Whoa.” The Baltimore was far larger than the ship he’d seen on the Cape Fear River. It took him a moment to realize that the white lines on the side of the ship made up the word Hanjin. Each strip making up the letters was as wide as the pilot boat was long.

Justin smiled knowingly. “Impressive, isn’t she?” His blue eyes glowed with pride.

“That’s an understatement.” Reed pressed his nose against the glass window like a kid watching from the back seat of a car. “What’s she loaded with?”

“Food, parts, furniture… just about anything you can put into one of those shipping containers.”

“Ready?” Kerry asked.

“Yep.” Justin grinned. “See you later.”

Reed nodded. For the first time that day, he realized that he was nervous. He’ll be fine. This is nothing like the other day. Still, the atmosphere felt surprisingly tense. Even Trent glanced around as if trying not to look worried.

Justin checked his PFD and slung his backpack over his shoulders. Then Trent opened the cockpit door and the two men stepped outside. Reed got up and pointed his camera out the open window while Kerry pulled the boat alongside the ship and matched its speed and course. The two vessels were only a few feet apart now, close enough to reach out and grab on to the ladder that the Baltimore’s crew had already lowered.

Justin gave Kerry a thumbs-up, and he and Trent made their way to the foredeck, where there was a break in the fixed chrome railing. For a minute or so Justin stood, his intensely focused gaze trained on the Baltimore and the ladder dangling from its side. Reed made a note to ask Justin later what he was thinking of in that moment. He held his breath as Justin reached for the Jacob’s Ladder.

The entire world seemed to grind to a halt. The sound of the waves and the growl of the container ship’s engines faded away. Justin’s broad shoulders strained as he made contact with the ladder and tightened his purchase on the rope. One foot crossed the divide, then the other, gracefully making contact with the wooden rungs.

The world came flying back to Reed as Justin lifted his hand and waved to Kerry, who eased off the other boat as Trent watched. It took Justin less than a minute to climb the ladder and disappear into the side of the ship. Reed looked down and realized he’d been clutching his camera so tightly, his knuckles were white.

Trent came back inside. “Piece of cake.”

“Whoa.” Reed’s heart beat so hard against his ribs that it hurt.

Kerry laughed. “You can imagine it, but seeing it up close is something else, isn’t it?”

Reed nodded. He couldn’t remember a single question he’d wanted to ask.

The container ship called over the radio to let them know Justin was safe and sound aboard. “That’s it for us.” Kerry turned the boat back toward Southport. As they sailed back into the inlet channel, Trent filled out some paperwork. Kerry reached over and handed Reed a bottle of water.

“Thanks.” He chugged it so quickly, he coughed.

“Justin’s one of the best.” She smiled. “He’s always been a natural. Doesn’t hurt that he’s athletic either. Although some of the other guys aren’t and they do fine.”

“How long’ve you been doing this?” Reed asked, finally able to focus again.

“Almost twenty years. They only time I’ve taken off for more than a few weeks was when my boys were born. My husband captains a tug in Wilmington.” She sighed. “There are times when I think about hangin’ it up, maybe runnin’ one of those fishin’ boats with tourists out on the weekends and sittin’ at the beach the rest of the time.”

“Sounds like it’s been a rough year.”

She shrugged. “I’ve had better.” She lifted a trembling hand off the wheel. “Justin says it’s not my fault, but it’s hard to get past nearly losin’ a pilot.”

Over her shoulder, Trent nodded.

“I know in my heart it wasn’t my fault,” she continued. “But that don’t mean I feel better about it either.”

“Were you there when Scott Carson got hurt?” Reed asked.

“Nah. But I might as well have been. It was like we lost a little piece of ourselves that day. If Justin hadn’t pulled him out…. Nearly got himself killed too.”

That part hadn’t been in the newspaper article. “Justin was the one who rescued him?”

Kerry nodded. “We were short-staffed and he volunteered to fill in as deckhand on the transfer like Trent did today.”

“What happened?” Reed set his notebook down.

“No one’s really sure. Scott doesn’t remember and it was too dark to see well—Justin said he might’a just lost his balance. The waves were nearly ten feet, and gusts were up to thirty knots.” Kerry shook her head. “He fell overboard, got crushed between the pilot boat and the tanker. He’s lucky to be alive.”

“Is there a limit?” Reed asked. “Winds over a certain speed or seas over a certain height where they’ll shut down operations?”

“Gale-force winds. Over thirty-three knots, usually, but even that depends on where the wind’s comin’ from. We’ll suspend operations if the visibility is poor,” she replied.

They passed the first of the channel markers and headed back through the inlet, passing a few fishing boats on the way. Ahead of them, the Bald Head Island Ferry pulled out of the ferry landing and into the channel. Some of the passengers waved. Reed and Kerry waved back.

“Why do people on boats wave at each other?”

“No clue.” She shook her head. “We just do. Maybe we’re sayin’ we’re all in this together. Maybe we’re just bein’ polite. Maybe we’re sayin’ ‘I’ve got your back.’ I don’t really care. I like it. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“Good Lord, you’re starting to sound just like him.”

“Like Justin?” Reed laughed.

“Man of few words. Though I think it’s more outta necessity, if you know what I mean,” she said.

“I think I do.”

She eyed him as if she knew exactly what he was thinking, then seemed to consider how—or even whether—to respond. Finally she said, “Print any of this and I’ll haul your sorry ass overboard.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled and nodded. “Seems like I’m in the hot seat today. Justin basically said as much this morning.”

“Justin’s got more reasons to keep to ’imself than the average man,” she continued. “More than I know of, that’s for sure.”

“So the pilot who was injured. What was his relationship to Justin?”

She sighed. “Justin apprenticed with Scott. Worshipped the ground he walked on.”

“He blames himself for what happened,” Reed put in.

“You know Justin better than I thought.” She smiled. If Trent hadn’t been sitting behind them, Reed had the impression she would have taken that line of thinking to the next step.

He shrugged. “Mostly I guessed. Connected the dots based on what I’ve read in the papers.”

“Marty was the one who convinced Justin he needed to settle down somewhere. If it wasn’t for him, Justin’d probably still be on a ship.” She turned the boat slightly to port as they entered the channel toward Southport. “Scott was the one who recognized the boy had talent and took him under ’is wing. He was like a father to Justin. He spent holidays at their place. I don’t know much about Justin’s family’s home, but I don’t think it was a good place for ’im. The Carsons gave him a home.”

“Where’s Scott Carson now?” Reed asked.

“Last I heard, they bought a condo near Tampa. His wife has a brother down there, and they figured it’d be easier for him to do his rehab someplace where she’d have help.”

“So he’s definitely not coming back.”

She shrugged. “He never said as much, but I doubt he will even if he can manage it physically. On the bright side, this business may be tough, but the pay’s real good. He’d been talkin’ about retirin’ in a few years anyhow. Scott loves to golf and fish. Can’t do much better for both of those now, can you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“You’re gonna ask me if Justin’s gone to visit,” Kerry said.

“I was.” Reed nodded.

“Nope. I’ve gotten on his case more times than I remember, but he won’t go see ’em. Maybe he feels guilty. Maybe he’s just being a stubborn ass. Who knows? It’s not like they haven’t invited ’im, either.”

“You said Justin blames himself. Was he to blame for the accident?” Reed asked.

“Hell no. Scott was the most experienced pilot here. He knew what he was doin’. Things just happen on this job,” she said wistfully. “You think it’s a good time to reach for that ladder and a wave you weren’t expectin’ comes and knocks you off the boat. We’re lucky. We haven’t had a fatality that I can recall. But they happen to the best of ’em. When I think about pilots dyin’ when a pilot boat runs ’em over, it’s like a gut punch. We all look out for each other. Losin’ someone, even having someone get hurt, you never really get over that.”

“Last week wasn’t your fault,” Reed said. “Justin told me as much. He told me he’d probably have fallen overboard if it hadn’t been for some fancy moves you made with the boat.”

“Don’t matter if it wasn’t my fault. It’s my job to keep ’em safe, and it happened on my watch.” She sighed and pressed her lips together, then steered the boat out of the channel and toward the docks. A few quick maneuvers and they were a foot or so away. “Wanna help Trent with the lines?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll put you right up against the dock so you can jump off. Take that bowline and cleat it off for me?”

“You sure you trust me to do that?”

Trent laughed. “She wouldn’t ask if she didn’t. Besides, I’ll be here if you need any help.”

“What’re y’all waitin’ for?” Kerry shouted. “At this rate I’m gonna be late gettin’ home for dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Reed inclined his head, then stepped out of the cabin and onto the port side of the boat. True to her word, Kerry gently placed the boat against the dock so he didn’t have to jump. He cleated the rope off, then hopped back onto the boat as Trent did the same at the stern.

She cut the engine, and Reed helped her gather the few things in the boat before accompanying her and Trent back to the pilot building. “If you get movin’ now,” she told him after they’d deposited the gear, “you can catch Justin pullin’ the Baltimore into port.”

“Thanks for the tip.” He’d been too busy taking in all she’d told him, and he hadn’t even considered there might be enough time to meet Justin on the other end. “I’ll do just that.”




Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

JUSTIN SAT on his front porch drinking a coffee the next morning, having spent most of the night tossing and turning. He’d ignored Reed’s call the night before, and it was eating at him. All Reed had wanted was to meet him at the port after he’d sailed the Baltimore in and maybe grab dinner, but Justin hadn’t wanted company.

“So this isn’t about us and it isn’t about it being dangerous?” Reed had asked before they’d headed out on the pilot boat.

Justin had meant it when he’d said it was neither. He wasn’t angry with Reed. He just didn’t want to talk to him, and knowing Reed, he’d bring up how he’d overreacted. Reed would know he was lying if he said he’d been angry because the ride-along took him by surprise. He wasn’t ready to admit to Reed that his anger masked fear. If he’d panicked and not been able to do the transfer, what would Reed have thought of him?

There were no boats on the schedule that he’d need to handle for the next twenty-four hours or so, so he decided he’d check in with Marty and work on a few projects around the house in case the hurricane they’d been predicting really did make landfall near Wilmington.

Justin grabbed a plastic shopping bag from one of the drawers and filled it with some of the persimmons he’d picked the night before. It was around ten when he finally made it to Stately Pines, fruit in hand.

Marty peered into the plastic bag Justin handed him. “Mary used to tell me there was nothin’ to do with persimmons ’cept eat ’em. Don’t matter to me much, since that’s the best thing to do with ’em anyhow.”

Justin smiled to see the wistful look in Marty’s eyes. He got that way every time he mentioned his late wife. “She was a smart woman.”

“You on shift?” Marty asked after he’d inspected several persimmons and pronounced them “good enough to eat.”

“Yep. Nothing much happening right now, though. I figured I’d check the hurricane shutters on the house and maybe trim back a few of the trees, just in case Florence comes this way.”

“There’s a storm coming?” Marty’s eyes lit with excitement.

“There’s always a storm coming this time of year. It’ll pass like they usually do. And if it doesn’t, we’ll be ready.” He got to his feet. “Ready for your tour around the garden, Captain?”

“I am.”

“Good timing,” Caroline said as Justin wheeled Marty back to his room an hour later. “Lunch is served.” She smiled and leaned in toward Marty. “Definitely not as delicious as the oyster po’boy last week, though.”

“Last week?” Justin asked when Marty just appeared confused.

“Marty had a visitor. Nice young man. He brought Marty lunch,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Better than this slop,” Marty put in.

Most of Marty’s visitors were older folks he’d known for years. “Who was this visitor?” Justin asked.

Marty shrugged and looked to Caroline. “Reed something,” she said. “He said he was a reporter from New York. Do you know him?”

Justin nodded and forced a smile. Why did this feel like such an intrusion? “I gotta go. Enjoy your lunch,” he told Marty. “I’ll see you again soon.”

 

 

JUSTIN WAS working on the hurricane shutters when Reed pulled into the driveway late that afternoon. He’d texted asking if he could come by, and Justin hadn’t told him no.

“Getting ready for the storm?” Reed’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Yep.”

“Anything I can do to help?” Reed asked.

“Hand me the WD-40.”

Reed did as Justin asked, and Justin sprayed the hinges on the shutter he’d been working on, then moved it back and forth until it swung easily closed. He latched the shutter to be sure the locking mechanism still worked, then opened it again.

Reed frowned. “Everything okay with us?”

He should have expected the question. “Huh?”

“You never returned my call last night.”

Justin shrugged. Last night seemed a long time ago.

“You still angry about me riding along yesterday?” Reed pressed.

“I told you, I overreacted.” Justin moved to the next shutter and tested the hinges.

“Okay. Then why the cold shoulder?”

“I’m busy.” Justin didn’t want to talk about it. Reed had just been doing his job talking to Marty, hadn’t he? This wasn’t worth arguing about.

“Justin?”

“Yep?”

“Something’s obviously wrong.” Reed’s tone was kind where Justin had expected he’d be angry, which made Justin even more uncomfortable.

“Everything’s fine.” He put the WD-40 back in the toolbox and carried it inside. “You up for some dinner? I put up the grill a while ago. Should be hot by now.”

Reed stared at him. “You sure you want me to stay?”

“Why not?” He wanted Reed to stay. He just didn’t want to talk.

“Okay.”

Ten minutes later Justin picked up the steaks and the tongs and walked out the back door. He set them on the side tray and opened the grill. Plenty hot already.

“Hey.” Reed put a hand on Justin’s shoulder. The touch felt reassuring and good. “Talk to me?”

“Nothing to talk about.” He picked up one of the steaks and deposited it on the metal grate. “How do you like it?”

“Huh?”

“The steak,” Justin said. “How do you want it done?”

“Rare, please.”

Justin set the other steak alongside the first.

“Justin, did something happen at work?” Reed asked.

“Work?” He watched the steaks intently. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Reed. This was all so stupid. Not even worth mentioning.

“Work.” Again, Reed expressed no obvious anger or even frustration.

“No.”

“Justin, look at me?” Reed sounded genuinely worried now. Justin hadn’t expected that either. Anger, maybe. But patience? Concern?

Justin inhaled a long breath and turned around. He still found it hard to look Reed in the eye, as if Reed might see through him to all the bullshit.

“I’m going to guess here.” Reed focused his gaze on Justin. “It’s something I did.”

“No.”

“No?” Reed pressed gently.

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Justin’s throat constricted.

“I want to know. Can you tell me? Please?” Reed seemed so honest, so genuine, that something in Justin melted just a little.

“You saw Marty.”

Instead of anger, Reed seemed downright relieved. “Yes, I did. You’re angry about that, aren’t you?”

Was he? “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“It’s okay to be angry.” Reed’s tender smile took Justin by surprise. “Or hurt.”

“I’m not hurt.” Then why did his chest ache so badly? “I was just surprised.”

“Fair enough. I should have told you I was going to see him.”

“It’s none of my business.” That sounded like a complete cop-out, even to him. Marty’d looked out for him enough that he owed it to Marty to take care of him.

“Of course it’s your business. He’s like a father to you. You want to protect him, don’t you?”

Justin nodded. That was all true. But there was something else he’d just realized. There was something simmering beneath all the other emotions. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he felt it all the same. “I was angry,” he finally admitted. “I thought… I don’t know…. I wondered….”

Fuck, he hated this! He didn’t want to fight with Reed. He wanted it all to go away. He didn’t want to feel anything. Yesterday was bad enough. That antsy feeling seemed to chase him like a swarm of wasps angry that someone stepped on their nest.

The grill erupted into flames. “Shit!” He shut the lid, turned off the gas, and the flames died. He clenched his jaw and bit back the urge to punch something.

“Nothin’ good comes from anger.” His mother’s voiced echoed in his mind.

Reed stared at him. Justin waited for him to walk away. But instead, he did the last thing Justin expected him to do—he hugged Justin. A warm, loving embrace without words, without expectation, without condemnation.

Justin blinked back tears. What the hell was that all about?

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” Reed said softly.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” he whispered.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But you don’t have to be right to feel something about it.” Reed kissed his cheek.

“Sounds so easy when you put it like that.” Justin sighed. Reed stepped back, but Justin took his hand. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know.” For not getting angry? For understanding? Justin wasn’t ready to speak the words aloud.




Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

REED AND Justin sat on the beach an hour and a half later, looking out at the night sky. The moon hadn’t risen yet, so the Milky Way was visible over the water. The blinking lights of an airplane followed the coast northward, probably headed for DC or New York. Reed knew that soon he’d be the one boarding the flight to LaGuardia Airport. He closed his eyes and focused instead on the sound of the waves crashing on the sand. It wasn’t just Justin he’d miss when he headed home.

In the end, they’d tossed the steaks into the trash and eaten turkey and cheese sandwiches. They’d been delicious—proof that so long as you were with someone whose company you enjoyed, everything tasted good.

“I want to tell you what Marty and I talked about,” Reed said after a long silence.

“You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” He needed Justin to understand that he wouldn’t betray his trust. Because even though Justin hadn’t said it, Reed had sensed the hurt and fear underlying Justin’s words.

“Okay.”

“I went there because I wanted to know more why you became a pilot.” He paused and gathered his thoughts. He wanted Justin to understand, but he didn’t want to scare the shit out of him either. “But after a while, I realized I wanted to know about you. About your past.”

“Oh.”

“This isn’t about the story. No one will ever read about that unless you tell me that’s what you want.” Reed ran his fingers through the soft sand. “I wanted to know because I needed to understand.” For the first time in his life, he wanted to know about someone for something other than a story.

“Understand me?”

“Yes.” Reed felt like a kid again, awkward and unsure of himself. “Whatever this—whatever we are—I want to be a friend. Someone you can talk to.”

“Thanks.” In the darkness, Reed couldn’t quite see Justin’s expression, but his voice resonated with gratitude.

“He told me about—”

“Whatever he told you,” Justin said, “it’s probably true.”

“You don’t want to know?”

“Nope. It’s my past. I lived it.” Justin paused for a moment. “Unless there’s something you want to ask me.”

Had Justin just offered to answer his questions? Reed wasn’t sure what to say or even what to ask. “I…,” Reed began, trying to gather his thoughts. “If you’re willing to talk about it, I’d like to know about the accident.”

“With Scott?”

“If that’s okay with you.”

“It’s okay.” Justin stood and offered Reed his hand. “Walk with me?”

“Sure.”

Justin pulled Reed to his feet and they walked over to the water. They’d left their shoes by the access ramp, so Reed stuck his toes into the surf. The water was surprisingly warm.

Justin didn’t immediately speak. Reed sensed he was trying to gather his thoughts, so he didn’t press him. Finally he said, “It wasn’t anything, really.”

“Scott’s accident?”

“No, I didn’t mean his getting hurt was nothing,” Justin quickly put in. “Just that it didn’t change things.”

“Okay.” After having spoken with Kerry and Marty, Reed knew better. But whether as Justin’s friend or as a reporter, his job was to listen and try to understand, not to judge.

“I spent five years as Scott’s apprentice,” Justin continued. “My job was to shadow him, at least to begin with. Then once he felt I knew the ropes, I started to take over some of the responsibility for the jobs. With him watching me, of course.”

“Sure. There’s too much at stake to put a newbie in without someone to check after him,” Reed agreed.

“Right.” Justin kicked a wave as it receded from the beach. He ran a hand through his already tousled hair and stopped walking. “But every once in a while, I ride along as a deckhand on transfers. Usually when we’re short-staffed. I don’t need to, but part of me misses the time he and I spent together.”

“When you spend that much time with someone, I can imagine you might miss it.” Just like I’m going to miss walking on the beach with you.

“Yep.”

“So you went with him.”

Justin nodded. “It was blowing around thirty knots. Ten-foot seas. Raining, but the visibility was okay or we’d have called it off. I still don’t know how it happened, but the next thing I knew he was in the water and I was scared to death we’d lose him.” Justin looked up at the sky as if trying to find the answers to some yet unspoken question.

Reed touched Justin’s forearm.

“Scott fell between the boats. Ben, the pilot boat operator, tried to move off, but it all happened so fast. His shirt must’ve caught on the props—the propeller—and he nearly drowned. I managed to fish him out, but he was already pretty badly hurt.”

“Sounds truly frightening.”

“It’s the job.” Justin shrugged, but Reed wasn’t convinced.

“What happened to Scott?” Reed asked.

“He was in the hospital for over a month, then rehab. Got most of the movement back in his arm, but they’re still not sure he’ll walk again.” Justin spoke the words matter-of-factly. “He and his wife moved away to be closer to family. Last I heard, he was in rehab.”

“That must have been really hard for you.”

“He was the one who got hurt.” Justin’s tone brooked no dispute, and Reed offered none.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“That’s the entire story. Fit to print,” Justin added with an awkward chuckle.

“I appreciate your telling me about it.” Someday Reed hoped Justin would tell him the rest of the story—about how that accident had affected him and how he’d managed to get the strength to work again. For now, though, it was a start.




Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

JUSTIN AND Reed watched North by Northwest on Netflix and ate dinner in the living room. “My mom loved Cary Grant,” Reed said while the credits rolled. “I watched an old black-and-white with her—I think it was Arsenic and Old Lace. He was my first crush ever. I was ten.” He’d already known he wasn’t like the other kids. They’d discovered he didn’t go to church years before, but the realization that there was this other thing that set him apart. He hadn’t been ready for that. He’d learned to fight that year. Anger was easier than the hurt.

“I didn’t know who he was until I found one of his movies in the library aboard the container ship I worked on.” Justin chuckled. “Marty and I traded off. We’d watch one of his oldies and he’d watch one of mine.”

“Yours?”

“Action flicks, mostly.”

“Like?” Reed pressed.

“Blackhawk Down, The Hunt for Red October, Saving Private Ryan….” Justin laughed. “Not too much of a surprise, huh?”

“Good movies.” All of which sounded like something Justin would watch.

“So other than movies with Cary Grant—” Justin settled back onto Reed’s lap. “—what do you like to watch?”

Crap. This was way too embarrassing. “I… uh….”

“Oh, this is good. The man of many words is speechless.”

“Are you going to laugh?” Reed asked.

“Me, laugh? Nah.”

Reed wasn’t as convinced, but he wasn’t going to lie. “Promise?”

“Promise.” Justin snuggled closer.

“I… ah….”

“Oh come on, Reed. Spill.”

Reed sighed. “I like romance.” He said the last word as quickly as he could and hoped they could just move on.

“You? Mr. Kick-Ass Reporter? Romance?”

“Yeah.” He’d always liked stories about love. The ones with the happy endings especially, but even the bittersweet ones. On the rare occasions he wasn’t working, those movies had helped him forget he was alone.

“Which ones?” Justin asked.

“Moonstruck, Juno, Pretty Woman, Love Actually, Groundhog Day.” Shit. Why hadn’t he stopped after the first two? Talking to Justin was too easy. And way better than watching a movie.

“Good movies.” Justin winked as he repeated Reed’s assessment of the action flicks.

“You’re laughing.”

“I’m not—”

“Face it,” Reed said, “you’re laughing inside.”

“There’s nothing wrong with romantic comedy.” Justin’s expression was a study in self-control.

Reed frowned and Justin reached up and kissed him, then pulled him on top of him. Nice dodge. Reed sighed and leaned down to deepen the kiss. He loved how Justin’s kisses made him feel like he was the only person in the universe—a warm and fuzzy feeling. Like watching a romantic movie. Yeah, he was a romantic at heart. And he didn’t mind if Justin knew it.

“I liked Juno.” Justin grinned up at him.

“Thanks.”

“Nothing wrong with a little romance,” Justin said. “I wish I was better at it.”

“You do just fine. Better than.” Reed’s chest hurt as he spoke these words. It wouldn’t be long before he’d be on a plane headed home and—

Justin kissed him again, then slid off the couch and took Reed’s hand. “Come upstairs?”

“What about the dishes?” Reed gestured to the coffee table, covered with what was left of their dinner.

Justin shrugged. “It’ll wait.”

“What about Leila?”

“Yeah. Not that it’d hurt her to eat the leftovers, but people food sometimes makes her a little fragrant.”

Reed laughed. “Maybe we should be talking horror movies?” He stacked the plates while Justin snagged the glasses and silverware.

Reed placed the dishes in the sink and turned around to find Justin blocking his way. “This was really nice.” For just a moment he wondered what it might be like to spend every night having dinner with Justin.

“It was.” Reed slipped his arms around Justin’s waist. The only light in the kitchen was from the moon outside.

Justin didn’t say anything about Reed leaving, but Reed was sure Justin was thinking about it too.

“Bed?” Justin traced a sensual finger over Reed’s lips.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

Justin took Reed’s hand and led him to his bedroom. He’d seen it before when he’d first come to Justin’s house, but now the little details came to life. Over the dresser was a black-and-white photograph of a small fishing boat floating on a layer of fog over the water. The bookshelf near the window with its perfectly situated reading chair had a mixture of technical books about boating and boat repair, a few sci-fi titles from Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, and John Brunner, and a few more surprising choices by Hermann Hesse and Kurt Vonnegut. On the table by the reading chair was a woven basket filled with shells Reed guessed Justin had collected himself. Each of these things he’d seen briefly before, but without the understanding of the man himself, they’d made no impression on him. Now they were like tiny openings into Justin—pinpricks of light illuminating the still unknown soul beneath.

“Hey.” Justin seemed suddenly uncomfortable as he shifted from one foot to the other and didn’t meet Reed’s eyes.

“Hey.” Reed put his hands to Justin’s face and kissed him tenderly, wanting to reassure Justin. When the kiss broke, he gently ran his lips over Justin’s.

“Nice.”

“Mmm.” Reed feathered his fingers through Justin’s hair, then kissed him again. The alcohol had worn off, but the warm buzz of attraction felt even better. He wanted to explore all of Justin’s body, and he wanted to take his time doing it.

“You look like you’ve got something in mind,” Justin said.

“Could be.” He started at Justin’s neck and unfastened the button near his Adam’s apple, then laved the spot. “I promise you’ll like it.”

“So far so good.” Justin closed his eyes as Reed worked his way slowly down the shirt, exposing Justin’s skin and tasting it until he reached Justin’s waist and pulled the rest of the fabric free of Justin’s jeans. Once he’d succeeded in completely opening the shirt, he pushed it off Justin’s arms, making sure to make contact with Justin’s skin. Justin shivered in response, but he didn’t make a move to reciprocate, instead allowing Reed to take charge.

Reed leaned down and sucked on a dusky pink nipple, all the while inhaling Justin’s masculine scent. Justin didn’t shave the hair on his chest, and Reed was just fine with that. He liked the way it tickled his lips and nose, and he liked the way it darkened as it disappeared below Justin’s waistband.

His own cock strained against his pants, but he ignored it. For now he wanted to focus everything he had on Justin’s pleasure. Later, he knew Justin would reciprocate, which made everything that much hotter.

He got to his knees and unbuckled Justin’s belt, then unbuttoned the fly of his jeans and mouthed Justin’s cock over his briefs.

“Fuck.”

Reed grinned. Justin never said all that much, but he expressed himself just fine. He pushed the jeans down and waited until Justin stepped free of them, then cupped Justin’s muscular ass. He worked his lips downward, pushing Justin’s legs apart to mouth his balls.

“Tease.”

“Yep.”

Justin’s laughter was a rumble Reed felt when his lips once again found their mark. Laughter became moans as Reed dug his fingers into Justin’s asscheeks and pulled down the top of Justin’s underwear with his teeth. He looked up briefly to appreciate the blissful expression on Justin’s face before he pulled the fabric down to free Justin’s proud cock.

“Still with me?” Reed asked.

“You have to ask?”

Reed pulled back the foreskin of Justin’s cock and licked his way around the tip before swallowing it down. The salty tang of precome made Reed want more. He kneaded Justin’s ass as he moved back and forth over Justin’s cock.

“Getting me close,” Justin warned.

Reed grinned up at him, but he didn’t stop. He wanted Justin to spill into his mouth. He loved the way he tasted and he wanted all of it.

“Oh fuck. Feels amazing.”

Come on Justin. Come for me. Reed gripped Justin’s glutes and marveled at how hard the muscle there was. He’d never seen Justin work out, but you didn’t get an ass like that jumping from one boat to another.

He increased the pressure and felt the shudder run through Justin’s body. “Oh… yeah… that’s it… just like—” Justin shot into Reed’s mouth, hot and thick. Reed held on, sucking it all down, reveling in the way Justin hissed and groaned as he came.

“So good. So good.” Justin grabbed Reed’s shoulders to steady himself, then offered Reed a hand up.

“Thanks.” Reed stood. He’d expected they’d take a break, but Justin wasn’t having any of it. Instead, he unbuttoned Reed’s shirt, then worked Reed’s jeans open.

“Turnabout’s fair play.” Justin looked like a magician just before the big reveal at the end of a trick, with his sly grin.

“Not going to hear me complain.” Reed wouldn’t be able to last long, as hard as he was and as much as he’d anticipated what it might be like to have Justin suck on him.

Justin didn’t take Reed’s jeans off, he just worked Reed’s cock out of them. If he thought it couldn’t get any hotter, he was wrong. Standing there, nearly fully clothed while a completely naked Justin began to lick his smooth tip, had Reed leaning back against the wall to support himself. His body felt like Jell-O. All but his leaking cock, of course, but Justin took care of that as he mouthed the glans and pressed his tongue into the slit.

“Oh yeah.” Reed panted and forced himself to relax. “Oh… yeah.”

Justin slipped a hand on Reed’s back, at his waist, his fingers dipping tantalizingly close to Reed’s ass but never quite making it there.

“Tease.” Reed barely managed to get the word out before Justin’s rumbled laugh made his body buzz with heat. “If you keep this up….”

Justin sucked up and down one more time, then released Reed’s cock. “Turn around,” Justin commanded.

Reed did as he was told.

“I’ve been wanting to do this.” Justin kissed the back of Reed’s neck.

“This?”

“Fuck you with all your clothes on.”

“Oh.” That made Reed want to be fucked even more. “I like that idea.”

“Good.” Justin slipped a hand around Reed’s chest and twisted one nipple.

Reed gasped as the pain and pleasure from that touch shot directly to his cock.

“Good?” Justin nibbled on Reed’s ear, again just hard enough that it stung but felt really good.

“Y-yes.” Reed closed his eyes as Justin grabbed his cock with one hand and continued to work his nipple with the other.

Justin slid his hand up and down Reed’s cock, gently at first, then harder to the point that Reed had to focus to keep from coming. “So close. I’m so—”

Justin released the pressure just in time. “Stay there.”

“You got it.”

Justin ran a hand over Reed’s jeans-covered ass and worked his way to the side of the bed. “Stay there,” Justin repeated.

Reed shivered and stole a glance at Justin’s muscular ass. His flagging erection reasserted itself. He wanted this so fucking badly!

“You’re being very patient.” Justin kissed Reed, then whispered, “Put your hands on the edge of the bed.”

Reed braced himself on the bed, giving Justin the opportunity to pull his jeans down just enough to reveal his bare ass.

“That’s much better.” Justin squeezed Reed’s cheeks and parted them. Justin wet Reed’s opening with a slippery finger. “Perfect.”

“Ah….”

“Like that?” Justin whispered against Reed’s neck.

“I… ah… oh fuck….”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” He breached Reed’s ass with his fingertip and reached around to take Reed’s cock in his fist. “Definitely a yes.”

Reed pushed back against Justin’s finger, seating it deep within. Justin kissed and licked Reed’s neck as he twisted his finger and found Reed’s gland. Reed gasped and bucked as Justin continued to work the spot. Reed’s legs wobbled, and his spots filled his vision.

“Feels… way… too… good.”

“Good.” Justin worked another finger, then a third into Reed’s hole, opening the muscles as he continued to squeeze Reed’s cock. “Think you’re ready for me?”

“I… was… ready… an… ah, shit… hour… fuck… ago.”

“I love it when you use your words.”

The sound of Justin opening a condom preceded Justin’s cock stretching the muscles of Reed’s ass. He had to hand it to Justin—he was plenty hard again. The burn faded to a happy thrum as Justin began to move. Reed matched Justin’s rhythm. He couldn’t last much longer, and his legs were now jelly. He needed to come, and he needed to come soon or he’d lose his mind.

“So tight.” Justin pumped Reed’s cock in time with his thrusts. “You close?”

Reed nodded.

“I want you to come with me.”

Oh, he liked that idea. All Justin had to do was say the word, and he’d come. “Tell me when,” Reed said, at the edge of his self-control.

“Close.” Justin thrust harder, faster, until Reed had to grit his teeth to stop himself.

“Can’t… wait… much… more.” Please, Justin. Come on. Come for me!

“That’s it.” Justin groaned. “Now!”

Reed shot into Justin’s hot hand as Justin said, “Fuck, Reed, it’s so good. So fucking good.” Justin shuddered against him, his heavy breaths against Reed’s nape making Reed shiver again.

A few more seconds passed, and they both collapsed onto the bed in a tangled heap. Reed could barely move his legs, since the waist of his jeans was now around his thighs. Justin laughed and managed to pull one of Reed’s legs free, then gathered Reed into his arms and held him against his chest.

Reed couldn’t remember the last time sex had been so fun and that he’d felt so good afterward. He loved the way he felt small against Justin’s large body and how gentle Justin was after the sex was over. The contrast was perfect, like the yin yang of salt and caramel.

Reed’s stomach rumbled. Oh hell.

“Stay there,” Justin said. “I’ll be back.”

Justin was back a few minutes later with two bowls of ice cream. He handed one to Reed and said, “Nothing better after sex.”

“Sounds like you’ve had some experience with that combination.” Reed didn’t like idea that this might not be Justin’s first time bringing someone dessert after sex.

“Actually, no.” Justin smirked. “But it really is perfect, isn’t it?”

“Perfect.” The entire evening had been. He’d probably feel guilty the next morning about how little work he’d gotten done on the article, but for now, he didn’t give a fuck.

Justin stuck his finger in the ice cream and rubbed it over Reed’s lips. Reed licked his lips clean. Justin smiled.

“What? Do I look like an idiot?” Reed asked.

“You look adorable.”

“Oh.” He’d never thought of himself that way, but it felt really good to hear Justin say that.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

JUSTIN SIPPED his coffee the next morning as Reed spoke on the phone to his editor.

“I know, Cal. I’ve seen the tracking.” Reed rolled his eyes and mouthed, “He’s a mother hen.”

Reed paused, then said, “I’m meeting with first responders this afternoon. Don’t worry, I’ll get another update filed. After that I’m headed over to city hall for a briefing.”

Another pause, then, “You really are worried about me, aren’t you?” Reed raised his eyebrows and nodded.

Justin repressed a chuckle and reached across the table to stroke Reed’s free hand with his fingers. Reed giggled.

“No, I’m not laughing at you.” Reed nibbled his lower lip. “Right. Listen, Cal, I’m in the middle of something right now. I’ll catch you later, okay?” A moment later he tapped the screen and set his phone down. “Sometimes he really is more like a mother than an editor.”

“Storm tracking’s dead-on. He has reason to be worried.” Justin picked up a piece of bacon and nibbled it. “Thanks for breakfast, by the way.”

“Happy to do it. It’s about the only thing I know how to cook.” Reed picked up his coffee, took a sip, then asked, “What’s up with the pilots? What do you all do when a storm’s coming in?”

“We’ve got a few ships coming in early tomorrow. We’ll turn ’em around pretty quick. They don’t want to be sitting in the port during the storm—they’re safer out at sea.” Justin smiled, but the butterflies in his gut were back with a vengeance.

“You doing okay?”

“I’m fine. Everything went fine first time back, didn’t it?” He didn’t want Reed worrying about him.

“It did.”

“Nothing to it.” Justin glanced out the window, where the wind was already causing some of the crepe myrtles to bend. Tiny pink flowers danced in circles with the stiff breeze. He finished his last piece of bacon and popped his plate in the dishwasher.

“Where’re you headed?”

“I’m going to check on Marty. From here on out, things could get pretty hectic. I just want to be sure he’s doing all right before they evacuate.” Justin lifted the coffee pot. “Refill?”

“Nah, I need to get going too. I’m headed over to the paper.” Reed carried his dishes over to the sink.

“Paper?”

“The River Watch. The publisher I work for owns it. I’ve set up camp there.” Reed tapped his jacket pocket. “I’ve got a few notes I need to transcribe, and I’m hoping to get a few interviews with Wilmington business owners ahead of the storm. See how they’re preparing, that sort of thing.”

Justin nodded. “Dinner tonight?”

“How about I pick us up something from town? Give you a break from cooking for a change?”

“Works for me.” Justin grinned at the thought of another night with Reed. “I’ve got a nice bottle of Chardonnay I’ve been meaning to drink. Think that’ll work?”

Reed nodded and leaned in to kiss him. “That’d be perfect.”

 

 

“YOU SURE you want to go outside?” Justin asked as he pushed Marty closer to the sliding doors. “Wind’s strong.”

“I can handle the wind.” Marty spoke with such conviction, Justin was reminded of when they’d ridden out storms years before.

Overhead, wisps of clouds made their way in long lines that stretched to the coast and beyond. “Big one blowing in,” Justin said. “Category one already. Might get stronger. I moved the boat south onto the river and took down the sails.”

Marty nodded. “Good idea, the way it’s blowin’.” They’d talked about the approaching hurricane earlier in the visit, but Marty had already forgotten. “You workin?”

“I’m heading over to HQ tonight.”

“Gonna be a rough one.”

“I’ll be fine. I have no intention of falling again.” Saying the words made his gut clench.

“You fell? When was that?”

Right. Marty wouldn’t remember. “A week ago. I’m fine, though.” He grinned. “See?”

“Remember when we pulled into Mumbai ahead of that monsoon?” Marty smiled wistfully and stared straight ahead, as though he could see the swirling clouds off the bow of the ship and feel the wind on his face.

“I do.” They’d barely made it out before the storm had hit, and it had been a rough ride back to Hong Kong. A good portion of their seasoned crew had spent that trip seasick and vomiting in the storm’s wake.

“Operations told me we wouldn’t make it in time,” Marty said with obvious pride. “But our crew got it done. Finished loading with an hour to spare before they closed the port.”

“I remember it well. Cook made a seafood stew. There was so much left over we were eating it for days.”

Marty patted his stomach. “They say a cast-iron gut is somethin’ you’re born with. Guess they’re right.”

Justin laughed. Talking about his time aboard the OOCL Bright Seas made him realize how much he’d missed the camaraderie. The crew had been the first family he’d really had. They’d taken care of each other. Cared what happened to each other.

“You miss it.” Marty looked up at Justin.

“Sometimes I do.”

“You don’t make enough time for what you’ve got now,” Marty chastised. “It don’t have to be any different, you know.”

“Maybe.” He’d kept his distance at work because it was easier. He’d been quick to realize Reed was lonely, but he tried not to think about himself in the same way. Knowing Reed would leave eventually made him wonder how he’d go back to being alone again. And after last night, he knew he needed to make connections with someone other than Kerry and the boys or he’d be miserable when Reed left. Maybe she was right and the guys at work would surprise him.

“You workin’?” Marty asked again.

“Yes,” he replied. “I am.”

“Don’t doubt yourself.” Marty spoke with conviction, as though he’d sensed Justin’s fear. Marty had always understood him, even when he hadn’t understood himself.

“Sometimes it’s hard,” he admitted.

“Isn’t that part of why you do it?” Marty looked up at him, his expression serious. “Some people need to prove to themselves over and over that they’re good enough. Don’t matter if they are.”

“You’re probably right.” The echo of his past always seemed to nip at his heels, no matter how much he succeeded.

“You’re more than good enough. You’ve made me prouder than you’ll ever know. I love my boy Christopher. But you’re as much my son as he is.” Marty’s eyes got watery, and he wiped them with his hand. “You’ll never know how proud.”

Justin’s throat constricted. “I’d never have made it this far without you, Captain. Never.”

“You’re wrong about that. But I’ll take the sentiment anyhow.”

“Ready to go back inside?” Justin knew if the conversation continued like this, he’d totally lose his composure.

“I’m ready. Sure is blowing out here. There a storm comin’?”

 

 

JUSTIN HELD on to the railing, but it kept slipping through his fingers. All around him, angry waves rose as high as the ship’s bow. The wind screamed and the boat pitched again, nearly tossing him over the side. Below, the inky seas roiled and hissed like a cauldron filled with scalding-hot liquid.

“You good?” For a split second, Justin wondered if he should push the issue and call the transfer off. But he was only here as a deckhand. Scott was the pilot, and it was his call.

Scott smiled back at him. “I’m good. Piece of cake.”

Kerry waved at him from inside the pilot boat. He wondered vaguely why she was here. Hadn’t Ben Lister been the one to drive them out to the transfer station?

Justin shivered and looked around again. Ahead, the tanker loomed like a dark cloud on the horizon, threatening and bleak. The boat rode up and down with each wave, splashing him with cold spray that made his bones ache.

The pilot boat pulled next to the ship a moment later, so fast Justin barely had time to prepare himself. Above, a small doorway in the side illuminated, and someone called down to him. He couldn’t make out the person’s face, but it sounded like Reed.

“Reed? You’re not supposed to be here. It’s not safe, it’s not—”

“I’m waiting. You promised we’d do this together, remember?” Reed tossed down the ladder. It was slick with rain, and the rope was fraying.

“You go first.” Scott was back again.

“I don’t want to.” The ladder looked dangerous. The inky seas reached out from between the boats, waiting to pull him under. “It’s not right. If I go now, I’ll fall.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll go first.” Scott stepped up to the bow and sighted the ladder. “It’s easy. Just step out and you’re there.”

“I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“It’s fine. See?” Scott stepped out and for a moment was suspended in the air. Then the sea caught him and wrapped itself around him with its black tentacles.

Justin shouted, “No! Give him back!”

“I’m waiting for you.” Reed beckoned him to come. But Scott was gone, and they needed to go after him or he’d drown. “Not yet. I can’t. If we do go after him, he’ll never come back.”

The tanker started to pull away. “I’m waiting for you,” Reed repeated, but his voice faded amid the crashing waves and the roar of the engines.

“No. Please. Wait! I’ll be there soon, I promise, I—”

Justin sat up in bed, gasping for breath. Reed slept at his side, the soft, reassuring sound of his breaths bringing Justin back to reality. The edges of the dream faded, but his heart still pounded and his hands shook.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

“IT’S FOUR in the morning. What’s up?” Reed yawned and wreathed his arms around Justin, who was seated on the front porch, watching the wind whip the trees around as the first hint of sunlight appeared over the horizon. The air was heavy and damp, and although it wasn’t raining now, the driveway shone with water and the leaves on the trees hung low.

Justin shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep anymore.”

“When are you headed to work?”

“After breakfast. I want to get the lay of the land before my shift.” He took a deep breath.

“You nervous?”

“Me?”

Reed wrapped his arms around Justin’s shoulders and kissed his neck. “No one here but us.”

“I guess. Yes.” The dream still lingered at the periphery of his thoughts.

“Anything I can do?” Reed asked.

“I don’t know.” He felt lost. Empty.

“Your hands are shaking.” Reed kissed him again.

“Yep.” He was glad Reed was there. The thought of facing this alone frightened him more than he could express.

“Come inside? I’ll make you some tea.” Reed brushed his cheek. “We can talk, if you’d like.”

“Sure.” He wanted to talk, but it scared him too. He felt so small. Vulnerable. And if he started, could he stop?

“Hey.” Reed lifted his chin and smiled reassuringly at him. “We don’t have to talk if you don’t want. But let me get you some tea. It’ll make you feel better. Promise.”

“Thanks.”

Ten minutes later, as he settled onto the living room couch with a warm cup of tea between his palms and Reed at his side, the world felt normal again. Up was up and down was down, and the thought of stepping off a pilot boat in the middle of the ocean was something familiar.

“Better?” Reed asked.

“Yes. Thanks.” Justin inhaled the peppermint aroma. “I needed this.”

“I’m glad.” Reed waited patiently. He seemed to understand that this was difficult for Justin.

“I love my job.” He said it more for himself than Reed.

“I know.”

“I was fine the other day.”

“Were you?” Reed asked.

He considered this and realized he really hadn’t been fine. Had he snapped at Reed because he was like this back then too? “Why am I like this?” He didn’t want to say the word terrified, even though he was.

“Afraid?” Reed gently prompted.

“Yes. Afraid.” He sipped his tea and rubbed a finger over the lip of the mug. “My mom liked to drink tea.” He’d forgotten that about her. “She never liked coffee.” Why was he thinking about her now, of all times?

“What kind of tea?”

“I don’t know.” He tried to remember. “Something fruity.” He inhaled the steam again and imagined her face. “She died about ten years ago. I got the word when I was somewhere in the South China Sea.”

“You didn’t get to go to her funeral?”

“I was relieved I didn’t have to.” He’d felt guilty about it then. He still did. “I wasn’t sure I could handle it.”

“Seeing your dad?”

He nodded. “I was afraid I’d do something that I wouldn’t be able to stop.” He ran a hand over his mouth. He wanted to bolt, but he made himself stay put. You can do this. “Thing is, once you get bigger than they are, it’s everything you can do not to kill them. Bastards like him, I mean. Becky—my oldest sister—sent me photos. He looked pale. Thin. She emailed me about a year later, when he died.” He hadn’t gone home then either. “How much did Marty tell you?” He didn’t want to bore Reed with his crap.

“Enough. But I’d rather hear it from you, if you’re okay with that.”

Justin nodded. “I want to talk, but I….” He felt compelled to talk about it, even though he didn’t understand why. He didn’t need anyone to tell him it was all connected—his fear, his pain, his hatred for the man who’d destroyed his family. Who’d nearly destroyed him.

“I learned young that talking got you into trouble. Didn’t matter what I did, it was always wrong. And he let me know.” He fingered his right cheekbone. The break wasn’t visible, but he felt it there. Sometimes it ached when the weather was bad. A reminder that his father’s ghost still haunted him. That he wasn’t worth much. That he should be happy he wasn’t in jail or living on the streets, or—

Reed brushed a thumb over his hand. “No child deserves that,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Thanks.” Justin swallowed back his grief. Why did it hurt so much when he knew it was bullshit? He’d done well. He was successful. He was good at his job. “I can’t shake it sometimes. You know, the feeling that he was right all along? That I’m a failure and I don’t deserve this life.” These last words caught in his throat as the pain squeezed his heart with such ferocity, he could barely speak.

Reed’s eyes filled with tears, but anger burned hot in his gaze. “That’s how they control you. The bullies. They tell you you’re worthless and it makes them feel better about how shitty their lives are.”

Justin guessed that Reed had a bit of experience with pain of his own. Reed obviously understood. “I know.” He sipped his tea and allowed the emotion to recede a bit. Like the tide, ebbing and flowing. Sometimes you just had to wait for it to subside. “But sometimes I believe it.”

“Is that why you still blame yourself for what happened to Scott?” Reed asked.

For once Justin didn’t mind being pressed on this. “Probably. I know it was an accident. No one’s fault.” He’d seen the look on Kerry’s face the other day—she thought she was at fault for him hitting his head. He didn’t want anyone else to have to live with the guilt he’d lived with for the past few months. He made a mental note to talk to her again, reassure her.

“Things happen.”

Justin nodded. “Looking back, I think blaming myself made it easier.”

“How’s that?”

“Scott was someone I looked up to. Next to him, I felt like a kid who didn’t know jack. Losing him….” He sighed and tears threatened once again. “I needed a reason not to hate him for leaving me alone.

“I know what happened last week wasn’t anyone’s fault either,” Justin continued. He needed to get this off his chest before he lost his nerve. “It’s part of the job. But I… I’m scared. Terrified. I’m afraid I’ll get out there and I’ll freeze up. Or worse.” He’d never let anyone see him cry, but he didn’t try to stop the tears.

Reed took the mug from his hand and set it gently on the table, then gathered Justin into his arms. Justin sighed against Reed’s chest. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so safe.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

JUSTIN MADE it to Southport around eleven, having taken the ferry from Fort Fisher instead of driving through Wilmington. He wanted to get a feel for the water today, of all days. Already whitecaps dotted the river as the wind gusted. Points of sunshine broke through the low-hanging clouds from time to time, casting shadows on the water in a linear pattern. Passengers on the ferry whispered that the State would be suspending service soon.

Justin walked into HQ to the familiar cacophony of the marine forecast, VHF radio, and a TV tuned to the Weather Channel with a map of the eastern seaboard and the projected path of Hurricane Florence.

Ed waved at Justin and turned back to his computer screen. “Right on time. We’ve got a ship about thirty nautical miles out. Kerry should be here in about fifteen.” Ed glanced away from the screen momentarily, and a flicker of worry crossed his face.

“No problem. I’ll check in and get ready to move out.” Justin smiled reassuringly and knocked on Greg’s door.

“Come in.”

“Hey, boss man.”

Greg gestured him inside. “How’re you doing?”

Justin shrugged. “Fine. Ready to go.” He knew where this was going. The last thing he wanted was for anyone to worry about him being able to do his job.

“Sit.” Greg pointed to the chair in front of his desk.

Justin did as he was told. “What’s up?”

“I know you went out the other day, but the water was pretty calm. How’re you feelin’ today? Really?” Greg asked.

“Good. Really good.”

Greg frowned and raised an eyebrow in reply.

“Really, I’m fine. Better than.”

“You sure?”

“You mean am I sure I can do this? Because the answer is yes.” He paused a moment, then decided to be entirely truthful. “If you mean am I scared? Then the answer would be yep. I am.”

“And?”

“And I’d be a damn fool if I wasn’t a little scared every time I reached for that ladder or jumped onto deck.” He inhaled and held his breath, then released it slowly. Some of the tension in his belly eased. “And if I get out there and it’s too rough, I’ll say so.” He had no intention of ending up in the water, or worse.

“Good.” Greg smiled. “’Cause if you’d bullshitted me, I’d have sent you home.”

Justin laughed. “Glad I passed the test.”

“You should be.”

Justin stood and offered Greg his hand. “Thanks,” he said.

“For what?” Greg gripped his hand.

“For worrying about us.” More than that too. But it was a start.

 

 

“I’M NOT going to ask you how you’re doin’. I hear Greg gave you that lecture,” Kerry said as they walked to the docks an hour later.

“Good.” He grinned at her and shoved his hands in his pockets. “But I’ll tell you what I told him. I’m not stupid. I don’t have a death wish. If it’s too dangerous, we abort.”

“That man of yours gave you a talkin’-to?”

“Man of mine?” He knew she’d guessed that he and Reed had become close, but until now she’d never asked him outright.

“If he isn’t your man, he should be.”

He’d play along. “Oh? And why’s that?”

“I saw you last week. Bless your heart, you were so puny I was worried you might not come back. But now….”

“Now?” He repressed a grin.

“Now you seem, I don’t know, even. Like your feet are firmly on the ground again. Maybe even better than before.” They reached the dock and she stopped and turned to him. “Like maybe you’re happy?”

“I’m always happy when I’m working.”

“Happiness is about more than work.” She smiled and added, “But I’ll let you off easy this time. Next time….”

Trent was waiting for them at the docks. “Weather’s a bit dicier than on our last run.”

Kerry shot Trent a chastising look that made Justin chuckle. “It’s good. Really. But I appreciate that y’all’re worried about me.”

Kerry stared at Justin. “Who are you and what have you done with Justin? He usually growls at us for worryin’.”

Justin shrugged. Talking things through with Reed had made all the difference.

The ride out to the transfer station was as rough as Justin had ever experienced. They drove through spotty showers with near-zero visibility, and Kerry had to sound the horn to make sure no boats inbound through the inlet would run into them. Justin had seen days like this many times before, but today when the sun broke through the clouds it felt different, as if the clear sky mirrored the clarity of his own heart. He loved this so much.

By the time they reached the container ship, the seas were over ten feet. Kerry rounded the stern of the boat and brought her close on the leeward side, where the waves were more manageable. “Any time you need,” she told Justin, “you just holler and we’ll go back.”

“I know.” He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “And I will.”

Kerry nodded and slowed to match the larger vessel’s speed until the lights of the pilot ship shone on its hull. “Ready, gentlemen?” she asked.

“Ready.” Justin grabbed his backpack and slung it over his shoulders as Trent opened the hatch.

Justin checked the straps on his PFD and stepped outside. The wind had picked up considerably since they’d left Southport. He scanned the space between the pilot boat and the ship, watching for the movement of the waves, feeling the pitching and rolling of the smaller boat beneath his feet.

Already one of the crew had tossed the ladder down from the upper deck. This time, instead of boarding through a hatch in the ship’s side, Justin would climb a ladder halfway up until he reached a gangway that angled downward like a ramp. This type of entry was less common, but he’d handled enough of them that he knew to focus first on the transfer itself and then on safely moving from the ladder to the ramp.

He focused on the ladder rungs, scanning them for defects, then sizing up the rope sides. The rope appeared well-tended, but rough enough that his hands wouldn’t easily slip as he climbed. Reassured that the ladder was solid, he made his way to the bow as Kerry made the final adjustments to position them.

Justin glanced back at Kerry, who looked nervous. He knew she still blamed herself for the accident the week before. “You’ve got this,” he mouthed. She pressed her lips together and nodded.

The waves knocked the smaller boat away, but each time Kerry brought her back alongside until the ladder aligned with her bow. Trent stood nearby, ready to respond in case something happened.

A particularly powerful wave hit the pilot boat, knocking it away from the ship’s side. Justin took a deep breath, then another, as the waves once again became regular. A minute passed, then another. Justin took his time, gauging the height of the waves and focusing on the wind gusts. With each wave, the ladder came close, then rose high above him, far beyond his reach. He’d need to time his jump for the top of the wave and make sure he’d cleared the pilot boat by the time the wave fell.

The waves moved in a rhythmic dance, the period between each regular. There were always risks in this job. Much of the transfer was about timing. But hesitation was as bad as jumping too soon.

Justin took a long breath and counted the seconds between the waves until he had the rhythm in his mind. Where before he’d been nervous with anticipation, a sudden calm came over him. The waves and wind beckoned, no longer a threat but part of his soul. This work was his heart. This life was his alone.

Now. He stepped out and gripped the rope ladder with his right hand. The rope slid a little against his palm, so he tightened his grip before reaching out with the other. Sure of his purchase, he stepped onto the ladder’s rung, making sure to catch it between the heel and forefoot. Left foot, then right. Already Kerry was pulling a safe distance away, matching the larger boat’s speed once again as Justin began to climb.

The gangway appeared in his peripheral vision, but he focused only on the ladder, taking his time to climb. His foot slipped on the next rung, but he used his arms to steady himself until he was ready to climb to the next. Slowly and deliberately he made his way up the side until he was on the same level as the gangway.

One of the ship’s crew waited for him at the end of the ramp, safely tethered to the metal railing. Justin didn’t take the man’s offered hand—it was safer to move from ladder to walkway on his own. The ladder shook as the wind gusted. He waited patiently until the gust subsided before sighting the spot where he intended to land.

Another deep breath to steady his nerves and he crossed onto the ramp, just before another gust of wind blew across the ship’s side. He clasped the railings and set his feet onto the rough metal surface.

“Welcome aboard,” the ship’s mate said.

“It’s good to be here.” He waved at Kerry and Trent, then followed the crewman to the ship’s deck.

For just a moment he paused there to look out over the ocean. Bald Head Island was now fully obscured by the rain. He smiled as he followed the crewman to the hatch and up to the ship’s bridge. It would be a rough ride through the inlet and up the river to Wilmington, but they’d make it in safely in spite of the poor visibility. He’d make sure of it.




Chapter Thirty

 

 

REED SPENT most of the day at the newspaper, watching the approaching storm on the TV. Zach looked nervous as a direct hit on Wilmington seemed more and more likely.

Reed glanced down at his phone for the tenth time that afternoon. Kerry had promised to text him when she got back from dropping Justin off at the pilot transfer station, but so far the phone had been silent.

“Worried?” Zach asked.

“He’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.” Speaking the words made Reed feel a little bit better.

“Doesn’t make the waiting any easier, though.” Zach put his hand on Reed’s shoulder and gently squeezed.

“Thanks.” Reed looked up at Zach. “How about you?”

“We’ve been through hurricanes before, but this one’s different. As slow as it’s moving….” Zach and Reed had spent the morning talking to some of the shopkeepers on Front Street. Some had already started covering their windows with plywood in preparation.

“Where’s your house?” He gestured to the map of the Cape Fear.

“Over here.” Zach pointed to an area on the border of Wilmington and Wrightsville Beach. “It’s an older home, but I had it raised on stilts a few years back.”

Reed wondered if Justin’s house would be safe, as far back from the water as it was. He glanced at his phone again.

“How about we take a break? Coffee? My treat?” Zach smiled knowingly.

“Sure.”

All of the coffee shops were closed but one. Several locals sipped on lattes, eyes glued to the television playing a report from the local news outlet. Reed ordered a decaf—he’d had three cups already that morning and figured he’d start climbing the walls worrying about Justin if he had another caffeinated drink.

They settled at a table near the large windows that looked out on Front Street. A plastic bag soared up and down like a balloon with each gust. A few leaves swirled around on the sidewalk, reminding Reed of squirrels chasing each other about in spring.

“He’ll be fine.”

He didn’t realize he’d spoken the words aloud until Zach nodded and said, “He will.”

“I’d expected things to be different with a storm coming.” With the exception of the few boarded-up storefronts, everything seemed normal. Calm. Nobody seemed in a hurry. A few tourists walked down the street, laughing when one of their hats flew into the air.

“People here are used to it.” Zach shook his head. “Not sure it’s a good thing, though. We’ve had so many near misses this year, folks are too relaxed, if you ask me.” The governor had issued mandatory evacuation notices for much of the coast, including Carolina Beach, but Wilmington had not been included on the list. “Given the choice, they’ll stay put.”

Reed was thankful his hotel room was on the eighth floor. He’d get a bird’s-eye view of the river, but if there was flooding, he’d be fine. He made a mental note to tell Justin he and Leila were welcome to weather the storm with him.

“I was hoping you’d be willing to take a drive around with me,” Reed said as he ran a finger over the lip of his cup. “Maybe show me around some of the neighborhoods?”

“Sure.” Zach shot him a sly grin.

“What’s that look for?”

“Only that I had ulterior motives bringing you here.” He blew on his coffee.

“And what might those be?”

“Thought I might offer you a job.” The table vibrated as Zach tapped his foot against the metal base.

“A job? You mean the reporter job you’ve been talking about for the last month but you haven’t interviewed a single person for? That job?” He repressed a chuckle and met Zach’s gaze.

“That might be the one. I need someone to help me out. Can’t run the show entirely by myself, you know.”

“Sure doesn’t look like you’re in a big rush,” Reed parried, happy for the distraction.

“Why should I post the job when I’ve got the perfect candidate right here?” Zach leaned over the table. “I can’t offer you what you’re getting paid in New York, but your life is your own for the most part. Pay’s more than enough to live on around here.”

Just a few weeks before, he wouldn’t have taken the offer seriously. This entire gig had been about getting the political beat back. So why hadn’t he immediately shut Zach down? Maybe part of him didn’t think the idea of staying was so far-fetched. “I really appreciate it, Zach, but—”

“But you’ll think about it.”

“Sure.” Reed wouldn’t argue with him. Later, he’d let him down gently, but he wouldn’t insult the man by telling him how hard he’d worked to get the political beat job in the city. How he’d spent years doing crap jobs at the paper, proving himself, to get where he was. But New York suddenly seemed really far away, and the life he’d loved, working his ass off—the life he’d told himself he loved—seemed like someone else’s.

Zach frowned. “That’ll do. Full of shit as you are.”

“Back atcha.” This is about getting that job and my life back. The words rang hollow. Where the hell was his focus? He’d gotten soft since he’d left the city. No, that wasn’t it either. He’d done great work on the GenX story, and the pilot story was shaping up to be one of his best. Cal had as good as promised he’d be back on the political beat when he finished up here. He’d leave North Carolina having proven himself, just like he planned.

Across the table, Zach smiled knowingly. Instead of mouthing off, though, Reed relaxed a little and smiled back. He liked shooting the shit with Zach. Too bad Zach didn’t still work in New York. He’d have liked spending more time with him. Justin too.

The thought of Justin had him checking his phone again. Nothing. He set the phone back down, and the minute it touched the table, it vibrated.

He’s safe and sound. Should finish in Wilmington around 6:30.

Reed read the message three times. Tears pricked the corners of his eyes. “Be right back,” he told Zach.

Safely ensconced in a bathroom stall a minute later, he closed his eyes and breathed through a wave of intense emotion. He was entirely unprepared for the tears that streamed over his cheeks.

Holy shit. What the fuck was wrong with him? Sure, he cared about Justin. More than he wanted to admit. But still, crying? He forced himself to slow his breaths. It took him a few more minutes to get his shit together, but finally the tears subsided.

He grabbed a wad of toilet paper and dried his face. What the hell was that all about? He shrugged off the self-doubt, flushed the wet tissue down the toilet, and walked over to the mirror. His eyes were a little puffy, but not too red.

Zach will know. So what if he did? He’d spent his entire career not caring what people thought about him.

When he joined Zach again, he acted as though nothing happened. For that, Reed was grateful. “Ready to take the tour?” he asked.

“Ready.”




Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

JUSTIN STEPPED off the gangway onto the docks around seven. It had taken four tugs nearly an hour and a half to wrangle the ship into port. They’d fought the wind all the way upriver, but until he stepped outside, it hadn’t sunk in just how hard it was blowing. He caught his cap as it flew off his head and shoved it into his backpack.

He spotted his truck—Trent was supposed to have driven it up from Southport—but instead saw Reed leaning on it, waving at him. Reed’s hair was completely soaked, and his windbreaker was plastered against his arms. He’d obviously been waiting for some time.

“You drove my truck?” he asked.

“I convinced Trent to let me. I left the rental in Southport.”

“You think that’s a good idea?” Justin asked.

“I figured it didn’t really matter where I left it with the storm coming, so I parked it in a lot a few streets back from the water in Southport on higher ground.”

“Why didn’t you wait inside the truck?” Justin wiped a few drops off Reed’s nose. “You look like a drowned rat.”

Reed shrugged. “I couldn’t see the ship coming in from the truck. I wanted to watch you sail her in.”

“You waited in the rain just to watch the boat come in?”

“Not just to watch the boat come in. I wanted to see you sail her in.” Reed grinned like a kid. “That was impressive. You definitely earned it today.”

“I’m glad we called for the extra tugs,” Justin replied, both uncomfortable with the praise and happy for it.

Reed handed Justin the keys and they climbed in the truck.

“Where to?” Reed asked.

“Home. They’re closing the port after she leaves, so I’m done for now.” One of the other pilots would handle taking the boat back out. “Mind if we swing by Kerry’s so I can pick up Leila? She lives near Fort Fisher, so it’s just a few minutes past my place.”

“No problem.”

Justin started the engine.

Reed stared out the windshield at the rain, seemingly deep in thought.

“Reed? Everything okay?”

Reed nodded and seemed to collect himself. “I’m really glad you’re safe.” He spoke the words in a whisper with a slight tremor in his voice.

Justin put his hand over Reed’s. “Thanks for being here to meet me.” Thanks for worrying about me.

“So what now?” Reed asked as they turned onto Highway 421. “We finish getting your house ready for the storm?”

“What’s up is after we pick Leila up, I’m taking you back to your hotel where it’s safer,” Justin said.

“Not happening.” Reed glanced at Justin as they crossed the bridge over Snow’s Cut. “I’ve already cleared it with Cal. I’m going to stay with you.”

“How do you know I’m not evacuating?”

“Are you?” Reed grinned.

“Nope.” Already, Reed knew him too well. “The house is far enough back from the water that it should be fine. Besides, I need to be available in case there’s an emergency.”

“Cal and I decided I’d be better situated to cover the hurricane out here,” Reed continued without missing a beat. “My hotel’s crawling with reporters, so there’ll be plenty of coverage of Wilmington. Besides, you need help getting ready, don’t you?”

Justin sighed. “Yep.”

“Good. Because I spent the afternoon watching other people work, and I need to feel like I’m doing something for a change.”

Kerry had offered to take him and Leila along to stay outside of Raleigh with some of her family, but Justin didn’t like the idea of leaving Wilmington, especially since Marty was on his own.

As if he’d read Justin’s mind, Reed asked, “Will Marty be okay?”

“The facility’s far enough inland that it should be fine, but when I spoke to his nurse the other night, she said they had plans to evacuate the residents if it looked like a direct hit.”

“Why don’t we stop by after we drop Leila at your place?” Reed offered, once again anticipating Justin’s concern. “It’d give me a chance to talk to a few more people for the story, and we can help if they need it.”

“You sure? That’d mean driving back to Wilmington again.”

“I’m sure.” Reed smiled reassuringly.

“Thanks.” As always, Justin struggled to find the words. “It means a lot to me, having you here.”

Reed shrugged, but judging by his gentle smile, he liked hearing Justin say it.

 

 

BY THE time they made it back to Justin’s house after visiting Marty and stopping by the grocery store, the wind was blowing twenty knots with gusts well above fifty.

“I’ll start working on dinner after I take Leila outside. I want to watch her just in case she decides it’d be fun to explore.” She usually stayed pretty close, but with the storm knocking things out of the trees and birds and squirrels hunkering down in low-lying places, it was safer.

“I’ll cook.” Reed appeared more than pleased with himself. He set down the bags and pulled off his suit jacket, hanging it on the back of one of the wooden chairs.

“I thought you never cooked.” Justin wondered why Reed had paid so much attention to what they’d bought at the store.

“I don’t.” Reed pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and set it on the counter. The recipe was for cheese soufflé and was rated for experienced cooks.

“You think that’s a good idea?”

“I’m perfectly capable of following a recipe.” Reed poked his head into a few cabinets, pulled a few pots and a couple of bowls out, then began to hunt for something else.

“What are you looking for?” Justin asked.

“Something to put over my clothes so I don’t get them all dirty. I only have one clean shirt left, and with the storm coming, who knows when I’m going to get my laundry back from the hotel.”

Justin grinned, pointed to one of the drawers near the sink, and waited, doing his best not to laugh.

“Are you serious?” Reed looked adorable when he pouted.

“That’s the only one I have.” Kerry had used it when she’d made him a birthday dinner a few years before. Justin figured one of the boys had decided it would be funny to leave behind.

“Floral? With ruffles?” Reed turned up his nose as though he smelled rotting fish.

“No one will know but us.” Justin winked.

“That’s bad enough.” He held it up to his chest and batted his lashes at Justin, who did his best not to, but burst out laughing.

Reed pulled the apron over his head and tied it behind him, then put his hands on his hips and sauntered over to Justin before he, too, was laughing until tears ran down his cheeks.

“You know,” Justin said as he wiped his eyes, “it’d be much better if you weren’t wearing those shorts underneath.”

“We could take care of that.” He reached under the apron and unzipped the fly, shimmying out of them and kicking off his loafers until he wore nothing but the apron from the waist down.

“Much better.” The apron, vile thing that it was, looked damn good on Reed. With his ass hanging out like that, anything would look good. “But how about turning around so I can get the full effect?”

Reed took his sweet time, milking it for all it was worth, then braced himself against the counter. “How’s this?” He wiggled his ass for effect.

Justin grinned and sidled up to Reed. “Hey, sweetie, are you what’s on the menu for dinner?”

“Shut up and fuck me.”

“With pleasure. Just stay there for a minute. I’ll be right back.” When Justin got back from snagging the lube and condom from the bedroom, Reed was still waiting.

“You do know this is going to delay our dinner, right?”

“You weren’t really going to try making a soufflé, were you?” Justin countered.

Reed chuckled. “Probably not the best thing to try when my dinner repertoire’s limited to microwave meals, is it?”

“I appreciate the sentiment. If you really want to try it, though, why don’t we cook it together?”

“Deal. But what’s for dinner?” Reed asked.

“I’ve got some shrimp we can boil later.” Justin pulled Reed close and squeezed his ass. “Besides, who needs food when I have you?”




Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

THEY WOKE before sunrise, ate a quick breakfast, then headed outside to finish preparing the house for the storm. The sky was an ominous gray streaked with a reddish tinge that reminded Reed of blood. Reed had checked the forecast. Hurricane Florence was still swirling off the coast, a monster far larger than anyone had expected.

“Hand me the drill again?” Justin stood on a ladder by one of the shutters. They’d spent the past forty-five minutes screwing the shutters closed. “They’ll probably hold with just the latches,” Justin had said before they’d started, “but it can’t hurt. Besides, one of these babies can do a lot of damage if it flies off and hits someone’s house or car.”

Justin had already taken care of sandbagging the area around the garage, which was the lowest-lying spot on the property, so the only job left after they finished the shutters was moving Justin’s boat project into the garage. It was also the most difficult.

“Shit. This thing is heavy,” Reed groaned as they lifted the boat off the sawhorses and slowly worked their way over the muddy grass and inside. The concrete slab was damp but at least a few inches above the ground. “You think it’s going to be safe here?”

Justin shrugged. “Even if we get some water in here, it’ll be fine. Lord knows it’s been sitting outside for a decade or more. A little more water isn’t going to hurt it.”

“You’re worried the roof might collapse.” Reed looked up. The rafters seemed sturdy enough, but some of the wood on the sides of the building was well-weathered.

“Yep. Although I reinforced it when I bought the place. Still, it’s not exactly hurricane resistant. Only thing in its favor is the winds seem to be dying down a little from what they were.”

Last Reed had seen, the storm had been downgraded from a Category Four to a Category Three and was anticipated to make landfall at a Category One.

“We’ll secure her best we can.” Justin pointed to some heavy-duty straps, and they worked for a few minutes more to attach the boat and sawhorses to some of the studs near the foundation.

Outside, the wind had already snapped some of the smaller crape myrtle trees in Justin’s front yard. Justin shook his head as he inspected the damage. A small pickup truck stopped on the street and Justin waved. The driver rolled down his window. “You stayin’ put?” he asked.

“That’s the plan. I moved the boat upriver, and I think we’ve done all we can here.” Justin gestured to Reed. “Reed, this is Kevin McPherson. He’s one of my neighbors.”

“Good to meet you.” The wind was blowing too hard for Reed to shake the man’s hand. “Where’re you headed?”

“Rocky Mount. Got me a hotel. Wife’s already there with the dog and the mother-in-law. You two be safe, okay?” Kevin rolled up the window and drove off.

At nearly eleven, Reed hopped into the shower. He’d been ready to get dressed in his last clean shirt when he found a small pile of neatly folded clothes on Justin’s bed. “When did you do this?”

Justin grinned. “Started it this morning before we went out. I figured if we’re going to lose power, we might as well smell good. The generator can’t handle big appliances.”

“Thanks.” Reed pulled on a pair of jeans and a polo shirt and slipped barefoot into his slightly damp boat shoes. No need to wear socks when your feet were going to get soaked anyhow.

“You headed down to the beach?” Justin asked.

“That’s the plan. Interview anyone who’s stayed and try to get some shots.” Reed reached into the front closet for his windbreaker.

“That isn’t gonna do it.” Justin reached behind him, leaning in to kiss his neck, and pulled out a blue-and-white jacket.

“I’m impressed.” Reed turned and kissed Justin.

“Never waste an opportunity.” Justin shot him a cockeyed grin and handed him the jacket. “Waterproof and Gore-Tex. It’ll keep you a lot drier than yours.”

“Thanks.” The jacket was a little big, so Reed folded up the cuffs. It wasn’t just the jacket that made Reed feel warmer.

“You really going out in this mess?” Justin asked.

Reed grabbed his camera from the kitchen counter and slung it around his neck. “It’s my job.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll be back by three, latest, and we can hunker down for the rest of the storm. How’s that sound?”

Justin didn’t look pleased. “I could come with you.”

“Thanks, but no. You’re way too distracting.” This was true, but it wasn’t because of the sexual tension between them. The accident and the way he’d worried when Justin made his last transfer left Reed off-balance. He felt more grounded knowing Justin would be safe and sound at home.

“I won’t get in the way of any of your interviews.” Justin raised his eyebrows and pressed his lips together.

“I wasn’t worried about you distracting my interview subjects.” Reed smiled. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be just fine. Besides, weren’t you talking about cooking up the rest of the stuff in your freezer in case the power goes out? Cold steaks are better than frozen uncooked ones.”

“Fine. I get it. You don’t want me in the way.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re cute when you don’t get your way?” Reed asked.

“Nope. Ornery bastard’s usually what I get.”

Reed pulled Justin close and held him for a long moment. “Thanks for worrying about me,” he said against Justin’s cheek. He was out the door a few seconds later, headed for the beach.




Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 

JUSTIN HADN’T mentioned it to Reed, but he’d already defrosted the contents of his fridge. He spent the next few hours cooking up a dozen steaks, steaming the stash of frozen shrimp Kerry had given him before she and the family left town, and baking the pile of frozen baguettes he’d picked up at Costco a few months back but had never gotten around to eating.

Once he’d finished cooking, he pulled two large coolers out of the garage and brought them inside. He had enough ice in the garage freezer to fill them several times over, but he’d wait to see what happened with the power. The freezer and fridge would keep cold for hours so long as he and Reed didn’t open the doors too often, but it was nice to know there was a backup.

Around two thirty, he took Leila around the neighborhood. He figured they wouldn’t be going far until the winds died down, and this was her last chance to get some real exercise. Already water was pooling in the ditch on the side of the highway a few blocks away. Much more and the water would overflow onto the asphalt.

Judging by the dark houses, only a few of his neighbors had decided to ride out the storm. At least here, he could reach the port relatively easily even if he couldn’t make it to Southport.

Back inside, he toweled Leila off, pulled off his rain boots, and hung his dripping rain jacket in the guest bedroom shower stall. He turned on the TV and watched Anderson Cooper reporting live from Wilmington.

He awoke to the sound of something banging against the side of the house. Leila, who’d been asleep next to him on the couch, hopped up, ready to go out with him. “You stay here, girl. I’ll be right back.”

He grabbed his jacket, tied the hood tight around his face, and opened the back door. The screen door slammed open, hitting the wooden shingles, but thankfully it held and he was able to latch it again. The darkness outside took him by surprise. Rain sheeted sideways, stinging the uncovered parts of his face.

He walked around the deck to where he’d heard the noise and found a deck chair—not his—bouncing up and down on the lawn and smacking against the house. He grabbed the chair and shoved it underneath the deck where it was reasonably protected from the wind. He’d find its owner later, but at least it wouldn’t be flying around and doing damage.

He shed his coat and glanced at the clock on the stove. Nearly four. Reed was supposed to have been back an hour ago.

“Shit.” He picked up his phone and tapped the preset for Reed’s number.

“This is Reed Barfield. I’m sorry I can’t take your call now. Please leave your name and number and a brief message, and I’ll be back in touch as soon as I can. Thanks.”

“Shit. Where the hell are you, Reed? Call me back when you get this message.” He disconnected the call, then took a long breath and shoved his hands in his pockets. Another few breaths, and his anger eased a bit.

He waited a few minutes and dialed Reed again. “Hey, Reed. It’s looking pretty bad out there. Let me know you’re okay.”

He spent the next ten minutes pacing back and forth in the living room. He couldn’t see anything outside except through the small cut-glass panes on the top of the front door, but things were looking far worse than when he’d been outside. Tree branches, still with green leaves, circled the pavement in front of the house. The lights inside flickered with every gust.

“Shit, shit, shit.”

Leila wagged her tail, probably noticing Justin was still wearing his boots. “Not now, girl.” He’d feed her when he got back with Reed.

He rummaged around his bedroom closet until he found the old offshore bib overalls and squall jacket he’d kept when he’d purchased a new set a few years back. He’d laughed at himself for not tossing them, but now he was thankful. A couple of minutes later, he was headed out to the truck with a backpack filled with an emergency blanket, several flashlights, and a bottle of water.

The truck’s wipers couldn’t keep up with the rain, even at high speed. Justin crawled along the residential streets, dodging tree limbs and more pieces of lawn furniture. One of the streets nearest to the beach was already flooded and nearly impassable, so he drove around several blocks to find a better route. What should have been a five-minute drive took nearly fifteen.

He checked his phone to see if Reed had responded, then called him again. Still no answer. He texted, then waited a minute before shoving the phone into the waterproof pocket on the front of the bibs and heading out into the storm.

“Dammit, Reed. Where the hell are you?” He sucked in a few more breaths until he regained control. Getting angry with Reed wasn’t going to help. He needed to keep his shit together.

Trees bent in the wind. Some had already snapped in two, and several more were uprooted and lying across the sidewalk. He reached the pier, where the waves were hitting so hard, the spray shot fifty feet into the air before splashing back down on the wooden structure.

“Reed!” He had to be around here somewhere. The storefronts were all dark and boarded up, and other than a lone car someone had left in one of the parking lots, there didn’t seem to be anyone around.

“Reed!”

A New Hanover County Sheriff’s cruiser made its way down Carolina Beach Avenue toward the pier and stopped in front of Justin. “Justin, what’re you doin’ out here?” Justin knew most local law enforcement, but Jesse Freeman was also a good friend.

“Looking for someone. You seen anyone wandering around with a camera? Blue-and-white jacket?”

Jesse shook his head. “You need a ride? We can look together.”

“Nah. Better to have both of us looking for him.” The streetlights went out. He rummaged through his backpack and pulled out the largest of the flashlights he’d packed—a spotlight he sometimes brought sailing.

“You sure you’re gonna be okay out here?” Jesse didn’t seem convinced.

“I’ll be fine. My friend, though….”

“We’ll find him.” Jesse offered Justin a reassuring smile. “What’s his name?”

“Reed Barfield. He’s wearing a blue-and-white jacket. About five ten.”

“You tried calling him?”

Justin shook his head. “Texted him too. Nothing.”

“Some of the towers are out,” Jesse said. “Could be he has no reception.”

Justin gritted his teeth and prayed that was the reason. “I’ll check around the beach. Call me if you find him in town, okay?”

“Sure will. You let me know if you catch up with him. There’s been nothing on dispatch, but I’ll radio it in just in case someone’s seen ’im.”

“Thanks.”

“Stay safe, Justin. I know you’re a tough mother, but—”

“I got this.” Justin smiled and headed down to the water.




Chapter Thirty-Four

 

 

REED BRUSHED the salt water out of his eyes and followed the dune farther down the beach. Here, where the buildings were farther back, he could get a clean shot of the pier with the waves smashing over the top.

He’d bumped into a few other reporters, television mostly. They’d all asked the few stragglers why they were staying. This one had lived through eight hurricanes and wasn’t worried about another. That one wanted to keep an eye on the neighborhood. A few just didn’t have a place to go and refused to camp out at one of the shelters the local government had opened in schools and public buildings. Same old questions, same answers.

He’d found Vic standing on the beach not far from the pier. He was friendly enough, nodding to Reed as he slipped off his shoes and walked barefoot toward him.

“I’m Reed Barfield.”

“Vic Walton.” His weathered, tanned skin wrinkled as his lips turned upward.

They shook hands and stood in silence while Vic looked out to sea.

“What’re you looking at?” Reed asked after a few minutes passed.

Vic shrugged. “What’s there to look at other than the ocean?”

“Not much, I’ll give you that.” Reed smiled. “You from around here?”

Vic nodded. “You?”

“New York.”

“You’re one of them reporters, aren’t ye?” Vic didn’t seem irritated; if anything he seemed uninterested.

“Sort of. I came here for something else, and they asked me to stay and report on the storm.”

“Oh.”

The surf roared, and the resulting wave touched Reed’s bare feet.

“Feels good, don’t it?” Vic’s blue eyes shone, even in the semidarkness.

“It does.”

“You takin’ photos?” Vic gestured to Reed’s camera.

“I am.”

“What kind?”

Reed considered the question. “I don’t know. I let my eyes tell me what to shoot.” He nodded to the pier. “The water flying around and the slick wood beneath. Or the way the waves break on the sand with the storm. It’s different than usual. Wilder, but then they creep up like they’re sneaking toward land, ready to take someone like me by surprise.”

“You writin’ about that?”

“Maybe.” It wasn’t what he was supposed to write about, but that had never stopped him before.

“I used to fish these here waters,” Vic said. “I’m too old now, but my son’s a shrimper outa Morehead City. Things’ve changed ’round here. Everythin’ but the water.”

Reed nodded and pointed his camera at the surf, zooming in to catch the foam and the tiny holes left behind where the crawfish burrowed. Normally there’d be lots of birds around, sandpipers and the like, digging their beaks into the sand to try to catch some dinner. Today the gulls huddled under the pier, wings tight against their bodies as the wind whipped around them.

“You miss it? Fishing?” Reed asked.

“Sometimes. But watchin’ ain’t bad.” He offered Reed a wide, toothy grin. “Beats those early mornin’s in the cold. Speakin’ of which,” he added, “I’d better be goin’. Wife’ll be worryin’ ’bout me.”

“You mind if I come talk to you? After the storm?”

Vic shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’ll be ’round. Most of the folks ’round here know me.”

“Thanks, Vic. I really appreciate it.” Reed watched as Vic sauntered down the beach to the access trail and disappeared over the dunes. He lifted his camera again and took a photo of the gulls, then aimed his lens out to sea and focused on the breaking waves and the way the water flew upward as they roiled and churned.

After a while his arms began to ache, and he let the camera hang around his neck. He pulled out his phone and glanced at the time: 5:30 p.m. Just then, a huge gust of wind nearly knocked him off his feet and splashed the phone. He wiped the water off the screen, thankful once again for the waterproof case.

Five thirty? Shit. The last time he’d checked, it had been a few minutes before three. He walked under the pier, where the rain and spray weren’t as heavy, then tapped the screen. No reception. He sighed.

Time to head back. Justin would be irritated, but it was only ten blocks or so. He slipped his soggy shoes back on and followed the trail over the dune. He reached the street, but it was flooded.

He rolled his damp pants up to his knees, realizing how futile the gesture was since they were soaked through, then pulled off his shoes and waded in. By the time he reached the middle of the street, the water was knee-high. Not pleasant but doable. He smiled when he imagined the hot shower he’d take at Justin’s, his smile broadening when he added Justin to the shower fantasy.

He nearly reached the other side when he slid on something and fell headfirst into the muddy water. He got to his knees and tried to stand, but the asphalt must have been covered in mud because he slipped again, this time scraping his knee in the process.

“Shit.” His knee stung as he finally got back to his feet. He looked up to see someone on the curb dressed head to toe in rain gear, offering him a hand. He grabbed on and the man pulled him out of the water. “Thanks.”

“Yep.” Justin pushed back the hood of his jacket and glared at him. “He’ll be back by three, he says. He won’t do anything stupid, he says.”

“Sorry. I—”

“Got distracted?” Justin scowled. Judging by the tension in his jaw, he was pissed. “Yep. I figured as much.”

Reed hadn’t noticed they were the only ones around. Even the vans with the news crews had disappeared. “Everyone’s gone. Shit, I—”

“That’s because it’s dangerous out here.” Justin pulled him down the street to a parking lot, never letting go of Reed’s hand. “Get in.”

“I’m going to get the truck all muddy.”

“Get your ass inside.”

“Aye-aye, sir.”

Justin’s shoulders tensed as he started the truck.

“Listen, Justin, I’m really sorry.”

Justin banged the steering wheel with a fist. “The hell, Reed,” he nearly shouted. “How many times do I have to save your ass? You’re going to fucking kill yourself one of these days.”

Reed swallowed hard. He’d never seen Justin this angry. “Justin, I’m—”

“You’re always sorry. Except you aren’t at all, are you? It’s all bullshit.” Before Reed could respond, Justin continued, “You’ve got the apology down pat, but you do whatever the fuck you want. You don’t give a shit that someone might actually care what happens to you.” Justin shook with anger.

“Hey.” Reed put a tentative hand on Justin’s forearm. Justin didn’t push him away, but he didn’t look at him either. “I really am sorry I put you through this again. And you’re right. I should think about other people. I—”

Justin grabbed Reed and held him so tight, it almost hurt. He must have realized this, because he eased off a bit, although he didn’t release Reed either. “When you didn’t come back… I wasn’t… I didn’t know… I thought maybe this time… I didn’t know if I could handle it if something happened.” Justin’s voice broke with this last admission.

Reed swallowed back a wave of powerful regret. “You’re right.” He sighed against Justin’s cheek. The warmth was back again, more powerful than before. Knowing Justin cared enough about him to be that angry made Reed feel really good.

For the longest time, Justin said nothing. Then he released Reed and straightened in his seat. He took a few audible breaths as if steadying himself, then said in a voice so low, Reed could barely hear him with the sound of the howling wind outside, “Promise me next time you’ll remember there is someone—” Justin hesitated. “There are people who care what happens to you.”

Reed nodded, unable to speak. In New York, people cared about what happened to him. But the few times he’d ended up in the hospital after a stupid-ass stunt, he’d gone home to an empty apartment. Justin being there for him felt like home.

“Good.” Justin’s demeanor changed in an instant. Gone was the vulnerable man, replaced by the consummate professional, cool, calm, and completely in control. “Now put your seat belt on. We’re getting out of here.”

“You going to be able to drive with all this water?” Reed asked after he’d buckled up.

“We’ll see.” Justin headed out onto the side street, bypassing the street—now river—Reed had fallen into.

Reed shivered.

“There’s a backpack at your feet,” Justin said. “I put an emergency blanket inside.”

“Thanks.” Reed fished out the blanket and wrapped it around his shoulders.

“I’m going to have to take a detour. There’s too much water on the highway near the house.”

Reed nodded. The blanket helped, but his teeth hadn’t stopped chattering.

“There’s some water in there too. Drink some.”

“I’m not thir—”

“It’s easy to go into shock when you’re cold and wet. Drink the water. You’ll feel better.” Justin glanced at Reed and smiled, although Reed saw a hint of worry in his eyes. “Trust me, please?”

“Okay.” Reed did as he was told. He was thirstier than he’d realized.

“Better?” Justin asked after a few minutes.

“Yes. Thanks.” Reed took a deep breath to dispel the powerful emotions that churned in his chest like the storm.

“Good.”

Reed’s heart, which had been pounding since Justin’s outburst, now slowed a bit as he watched out the windshield, amazed that Justin could see anything. As if he’d read Reed’s thoughts, Justin said, “I’m used to days like this.” He tapped his sunglasses. “These help too.”

“Sorry I made you worry.”

“It’s okay. We’ll be back home in just a few—” Justin slammed on the brakes, and the truck swerved and shuddered.

A tree landed on the road a few feet in front of them. “Holy shit.”

Justin blew air from tensed lips. “You okay?”

Reed nodded. His pulse pounded in his ears.

“Stay put. Let me see how bad it is.” Justin put his hood on and stepped out of the truck. He was back less than a minute later, dripping with water.

“Well?”

“No way we’re going to be able to move the tree.”

“Can we go around?” Reed asked.

Justin shook his head. “This is the only road back to my place that isn’t flooded. We’re going to need to walk the rest of the way.”

“No problem.” He could do that. Hell, he’d gone swimming in mud and he’d been fine, right? “What about the truck?”

“I’ll pull it onto the lawn. It’s a little higher than the street, so it should be safe there.” Justin flipped a switch back and forth. “Just want to be sure we have four-wheel drive.”

“Oh.”

Justin revved the engine. “Hang on. This could be a little bumpy.”

“Okay.” Reed held on to the door handle as Justin downshifted and pressed the gas pedal. The truck slipped a little on the muddy ground, and their heads nearly hit the top of the cab.

“Come on, baby,” Justin said under his breath.

The truck shuddered and slipped but finally straightened out about fifty feet from the front walkway.

“I made a mess of their lawn.”

“I’m sure they’ll forgive you.” Reed was surprised at how shaky his voice sounded.

“How’re you doing?” Justin asked.

“I’ve had better days.”

Justin pulled the emergency brake and cut the engine. “It’s going to be a little hairy getting back. You up for this?”

Reed nodded. “I’m fine. Just a little terrified.”

Justin took his hand and met his gaze. “We’ll take it slow and we’ll do this together.” He wore the same calm expression he’d had when he’d made the transfer just a week before. And just like that, Reed was sure they’d be fine.




Chapter Thirty-Five

 

 

JUSTIN HOPPED out of the truck and walked around to the passenger side. He grabbed the backpack from under Reed’s feet and slung it over his shoulder. “Take my hand. It’s pretty slippery, and your boat shoes aren’t going to help much.” Justin was thankful he’d had the presence of mind to wear work boots with good treads.

Reed nodded. He looked less worried than he had a moment ago, but his hand trembled in Justin’s. Justin hoped his outburst hadn’t made things worse. Why had he lost control like that?

He glanced around for the best route back to the house. The streets were wet, but nothing like where Reed had fallen near the beach. “We’ll take the street until it dead-ends.” They’d have to cross a few neighbors’ yards to make it back, but most of that would be on higher ground.

He’d expected Reed to hesitate, but he managed his way onto the road without Justin’s help.

“How many do I owe you now?” Reed squeezed Justin’s hand as they turned directly into the wind.

“I’ve lost count,” Justin shouted. “I’m sure we can find a way for you to—”

Reed pushed Justin so hard he nearly ended up on the concrete. Before he opened his mouth to tell Reed he’d overreacted, a large branch crashed down where Justin had been standing.

“That’s one less I owe you.” Reed smiled, but his cheeks were pale, and Justin could see he was trying not to shiver.

Justin pulled off his jacket and, over Reed’s vocal protests, helped Reed into it. “I’m not as wet as you are, and my bibs will keep me warm enough.” The last thing they needed was for Reed to go into shock. Even with the power out at home—and given the dark houses all around them, Justin figured it was—Reed would warm up pretty quickly.

“Thanks.”

“Yep.” Justin headed them onto the grass in front of Marjorie Mayfield’s yard. Her beautiful rosebushes lay flat against the grass, and the burning bush she’d been nursing from a tiny plant leaned dangerously to one side. After the storm blew over, he’d see if the plants were salvageable and help her plant new ones if need be.

Reed stumbled over a piece of wood that looked like it had broken free from the fencing near the highway over one hundred feet away. “I’m fine,” he said before Justin could fuss over him.

“Okay.” Justin looked Reed’s leg over and for the first time noticed his torn pants and bloodied knee. There wasn’t any time to deal with it now. “We’re almost there.”

Reed nodded and they squeezed between two large hedges at the far side of Marjorie’s property. His house was visible three doors down. Justin walked faster now, checking from time to time to see that Reed was all right.

“It’s right through there.” He turned around and walked backward a few steps. He hadn’t been expecting the slight dip where the grass ended and the mulch around the bushes began. He slipped and landed on his ass in the mud.

Reed shook his head and pulled Justin back to his feet. At that moment, a gust of wind slammed into them, sending them both to the ground. Justin started laughing and Reed joined him. Both of them sat there for a full minute or two, laughing until tears ran down their cheeks and mingled with the rain.

Justin sighed. He shouldn’t be happy covered in mud, soaked to the skin, with the wind stinging his cheeks, but he couldn’t recall the last time he’d laughed as hard and long. Something inside of him burst through the self-control, and happiness flooded his heart like the sun through a break in the clouds. It didn’t matter that they were outside in the middle of a hurricane. With Reed at his side, Justin knew he could do anything. That they could do anything.

“Let’s do this.” Reed got to his feet and helped Justin to stand, and they held hands and walked slowly over the slippery grass as they leaned into the wind.

Nearly ten minutes later, Justin opened the front door to his house and they tumbled inside. Leila ran over to them as Justin secured the door.

“Good girl. I bet you were worried about us, weren’t you?” Justin petted her and scratched her head, causing her tail to spin like a helicopter.

Justin and Reed peeled off their layers in the semidarkness and stumbled to Justin’s room with Leila at their heels. As dark as it was, Reed’s lips still looked blue. Justin grabbed the comforter off his bed, wrapped it around Reed, and helped him sit on the chair near the window.

“Hot bath for you.” Justin filled the tub, thankful the water heater was gas. Once Reed was happily soaking, Justin went to retrieve his emergency supplies from the closet off the kitchen. He cranked up the gas lantern and went back to check on Reed. After the worst of the storm passed, he’d get the generator started.

“Feeling better?”

“God, yes. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so cold in my life.” Reed’s color was already 100 percent better. “Too bad there isn’t room enough for two.”

“There is in the hot tub out back.” Justin grinned.

“I’ve always wanted to try out a hot tub when there are projectiles flying around.” Reed stood, and Justin handed him a towel. “You’re next, by the way.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. Have you looked at yourself in the mirror?”

Justin’s face was covered with dirt, and there was an angry scratch on his cheek from the bushes they’d squeezed between. “Fine. But do me a favor?” Justin reached below the sink and pulled out a first aid kit. “Have a seat on the toilet and put this on your knee to stop the bleeding.”

Reed looked down, and his eyes grew wide as he took in the lines of blood running down to his ankle. “Shit. I didn’t realize I’d scraped it that bad. It doesn’t hurt very much.”

“The bath’ll help clean it out, but we’ll need to put something stronger on it.” Justin shed his boxers and turned on the shower. “Stay put and once I’m finished, I’ll clean it and bandage it up.”

An hour later they sat across from each other at the kitchen table and ate cold steaks by candlelight with Leila on the floor beneath their feet. “Not exactly romantic.”

“Best meal I’ve had in forever.” Reed looked back to normal, although he yawned between bites.

“Did you get your interviews?” Justin asked.

“I got some great ones, but I’m not sure they’re what Cal was looking for.” Reed grinned. “I talked to a local, Vic Walton—you know him?”

“Sure. He and Marty go way back. If I remember right, they might’ve even gone to the same high school.”

“I did the requisite interviews of beach house homeowners riding out the storm. I even spoke to the woman who runs the coffee shop near the pier.” Reed sighed and shook his head. “Me and a million other reporters.”

“But that’s what Cal wants, right?”

Reed shrugged. “Cal gets his marching orders from the big boss, but he usually lets me run with my instincts.”

“Like the pilot story?”

“Yeah.” Reed smirked. “Like that. I get the bug and….”

“And the story won’t shut up until you write it.” Justin smiled. What he’d mistaken for a ballsy attitude when they’d first met wasn’t anything of the sort. “We’re a lot alike in that way, you know.”

“We are?”

Justin nodded.

“How so?”

“Your love of your work is the same as mine. It drives you to do things other people might think are crazy stupid.” Justin had never asked his sisters what they thought of his job, but he guessed they might think he was an idiot to put his neck on the line to make a living.

“The ocean’s in your blood. It’s like someone whispering in your ear.”

“Yep. It’s a lot like that.” Justin picked up his beer and took a long drink. “Maybe there’ll come a time when I won’t be able to do it anymore.” He thought of Marty and how he still talked about his seafaring days as though they were yesterday. It wasn’t just the dementia either. Marty’d always been like that.

Reed yawned again. “Sorry I’m not better company.”

“You’ve had a rough day. I’m pretty beat myself. Let me check the weather radio and I’ll meet you in bed.” Justin waved Reed away when he tried to clear the dishes. “Go. Get into bed and I’ll be there in a couple.”

By the time Justin slid between the sheets, Reed was snoring softly. The worst of the storm would pass over the area tonight, but the winds weren’t forecast to be much worse than they’d already experienced.

Leila sat at the end of the bed. He didn’t usually let her sleep with him because she shed all over everything, but tonight he’d make an exception. “Come on.” He tapped the bed twice and she jumped up, settling between their legs and pressed against Justin’s thigh.

He’d rather not deal with hurricanes, but today had been surprisingly good. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t had sex—having Reed next to him gave him a peacefulness he’d never experienced. He spooned Reed as best he could with Leila wedged between them. Outside the wind howled, but inside was warm and comfortable. And for now, that was all that mattered.




Chapter Thirty-Six

 

 

REED WOKE to the rain beating against the shutters. Leila shivered and pressed close against Reed’s foot. Reed sat up and petted her, garnering a few tentative tail wags.

“It’s okay, girl.” Justin climbed out of bed and pulled a sweatshirt off the nearby chair. He got back onto the bed and wrapped it over Leila’s torso and neck. When Reed gave him a questioning look, Justin explained, “I wore that most of the day. It smells familiar and it’s soft.”

The shirt seemed to work, because Leila stopped shaking and fell asleep a few minutes later. Reed lay back on the pillows. “Do I get tucked in too?”

Justin snorted, but he pulled Reed close.

“I know the house’s pretty solid—” Reed drew a long breath. “—but I understand why Leila’s nervous.”

“Riding out a hurricane’s never easy.”

“You get nervous too?”

Justin nodded. “When I was little, we had a few come close. My sisters and I hid in my bedroom closet.”

“I bet you were the strong one, telling them it’d be okay.”

“I was scared to death. Even more than of my dad.” Justin’s body tensed with the admission.

“Why?” Reed brushed Justin’s cheek.

“My dad beat me, not them.”

“You couldn’t protect your sisters from the storm.” Reed pulled Justin closer.

Justin sighed. “My dad wasn’t always like that. When I was really small, he’d take me fishing on Core Sound. Sometimes I wonder….”

“If you could have changed him somehow?”

“Yes.”

Reed kissed Justin’s head. “Bullies want you to wonder what you could have done differently.”

“Sounds like you know about that.”

There were few things Reed didn’t like to talk about, but he pushed through his hesitation. As difficult as it was, Reed wanted him to understand. And he wanted that same feeling he’d had when Justin came looking for him, even if he didn’t have a name for it yet. “My dad died when I was in middle school. We moved around a lot after that.” His gut clenched. “I didn’t exactly fit in.”

“Too smart?”

“Maybe.” He’d done well in school in spite of the constant moves. “I liked studying and I mostly sucked at sports. I was the only Jew in a hundred-mile radius. Not to mention I liked boys.” He hadn’t shared that, of course, but some of the other kids guessed. “I was a bully magnet. And I didn’t have much self-control.”

“Sometimes even when you know the worst thing to do is engage, you can’t help yourself,” Justin said.

“I guess.”

Justin took Reed’s hand and put it to his face. “The only time I hit my father back was after he punched me in the face and broke my cheekbone.” Reed felt the indentation where the bone had knitted beneath his fingers.

“Justin, I—”

“I’m really sorry I yelled at you. I was scared.” Justin looked suddenly young. Vulnerable.

Reed inhaled slowly, doing his best to rein in his emotions at Justin’s admission. “I like that you worry about me.”

“I know. But that isn’t an excuse.” Justin pressed his lips together and shook his head.

“You’re nothing like your father.” Reed pressed his hand over Justin’s heart. “You got angry because you care.”

“People are complicated.” Justin nodded and smiled, his blue eyes intensely focused on Reed.

Reed laughed. “And here I thought I was the one making that point.”

“Meeting of the minds.” Justin hugged Reed.

Reed inhaled the crisp scent of Justin’s soap and relaxed into the embrace. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For listening,” Reed whispered against Justin’s ear. “For telling me how you felt. And for understanding.”

In spite of the howling wind and the drumming of the rain on the windows, Reed fell asleep on Justin’s chest. He dreamed they were on the ocean, wind filling the sails and the sun on their faces.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

 

DIM LIGHT filtered through the shutters. Reed glanced at the clock. The power was still out. He slipped out of bed and walked to the front door. The sound of soft footfalls behind him made him smile.

“What’s it look like?” Justin kissed the back of Reed’s neck as Reed squinted through one of the small glass panes.

“Still pouring, but the wind’s calmer. Looks like the driveway’s entirely flooded near the street.”

Justin put his nose against the glass next to Reed and sighed. “How about we open some windows? We can work on getting one of the window units on the generator once it stops raining.”

“Please.” Without the A/C, the house was uncomfortably warm, and Reed’s T-shirt stuck to his skin. “And I thought it was humid before.” He didn’t even want to think about what the place would feel like in a few days when the sun was out again. At least the gray skies and intermittent rain kept things a little cooler.

“Welcome to the Carolinas. Gorgeous beaches, ocean as far as you can see, beautiful mountains, hurricanes, mosquitoes, and humidity.” Justin grinned and gathered Reed into his arms.

“On the bright side—” Reed turned around and kissed Justin. “—I can think of a few things we can do to pass the time.”

Leila whined.

“Hold that thought,” Justin said. “I think someone needs to go out.”

“You’ve been a good girl, haven’t you?” Reed reached down and scratched underneath her chin. Leila’s ears flattened against her head.

“She likes you.” Justin pulled on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt.

“Nice to hear.”

Reed grinned and snagged a pair of slightly soggy jeans from the hook in the bathroom. He pulled them on but winced as the fabric pressed against the bandage on his knee.

“You coming too?” Justin asked.

“Of course.”

“You sure you’re up to it?”

“A walk?” Reed laughed. “Yes.” When a muscle in Justin’s cheek twitched, Reed added, “It looks worse than it is. Really. I’m a little sore, but moving’ll help.”

“Okay. But only if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. But thanks for worrying about me.”

Justin’s cheeks pinked and he shrugged. “Not worryin’.”

Right. “Okay” was all Reed said.

They walked Leila toward the beach but only made it a few blocks before they had to turn around because of high water. The wind had been too strong to see much the night before, but now the damage was clear. In addition to flooded streets, several more trees were down, one of which had fallen onto the corner of a house, and another had destroyed an outbuilding. They headed back to the house in silence.

It was nearly noon by the time they finished breakfast—who knew you could make coffee on a gas grill?—and showered afterward. Reed found Justin gazing out at the backyard from the screen door.

“You looked worried.” Reed wrapped his arms around Justin’s waist.

Justin nodded. “If the flooding’s this bad here….” He shook his head. “I checked the radio while you were in the shower. The river’s way up and not expected to crest until later this week.”

“You’re worried about your boat.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.” Justin didn’t look sure at all.

“How far’s the marina from here?”

“A couple of miles.”

“Let’s check on her.” Reed took Justin’s hand.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Justin repeated with even less conviction.

“There’s no wind, and it’s almost stopped raining. My knee feels fine, and you’ll feel better knowing she’s okay. Besides, I need to take some photos. Unless you don’t mind if I go out on my own and—”

“Hell if I’m going to let you go out on your own in this,” Justin snapped. “Knowing you, you’ll forget to look where you’re going and fall in again.”

“I might just do that.” Reed leaned in and playfully kissed Justin.

“You joke about it, but….” Justin frowned and shook his head, then shoved his hands in his pockets the way he did when he was irritated.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have joked about that.” He inhaled slowly. Over the years he’d done his best to push people away. With Justin, that was the last thing he wanted. “I like that you worry about me, but it also makes me a little uncomfortable.”

“It does?” Justin seemed almost relieved to hear this, as though he, too, was uncomfortable with how much he cared.

“Yeah.” Reed did his best to put his thoughts into words but found it surprising difficult. “There’s never been anyone—other than my mom—who cared like that. I really am sorry I make you worry.” Looking back on his relationship with Steve, Reed realized they’d led completely separate lives even though they were supposed to be together. Reed had kept Steve at arm’s length, and Steve had seemed content with that.

Justin shrugged. “I guess I kind of like it too.” He seemed to think better of that, because he quickly added, “But no more scaring the shit out of me, okay?”

“Got it.”

 

 

JUSTIN WAVED at one of the boat owners as they walked down the ramp to the docks an hour later. What looked like streamers trailed off the masts of some of the sailboats, dancing in the wind—what was left of their jibs, the forwardmost sail on the boats.

“Why would anyone leave sails on a boat knowing a storm was coming?” Reed asked.

“It’s a pain in the ass to take ’em down and put them back up again.”

“So you’re saying they’re lazy?”

Justin nodded. “Pretty much.”

They reached the slip where Justin had tied The First Step days before. Other than one flattened rubber fender, which was easily replaceable, and a dock line that had chafed against the dock until it snapped, the boat looked no worse for wear. At the end of the dock, a few feet of what looked like a mast stuck out of the water—a boat that hadn’t been as fortunate.

“Not enough lines,” Justin said as he pulled out the key and unlocked the hatch. “Beginner’s mistake and one you don’t make twice. You have to figure a line or two will fray and snap in wind just like it did for me. You always want a backup. She probably broke loose on the stern and turned with the current. Hit the bow against a concrete dock a few dozen times, and the water just pours in.”

Justin opened the hatch and pulled a small flashlight from his pocket. “Not too bad.” He moved the light around and shone it at the bottom of the steps that led down into the cabin. A puddle of water had pooled there, about a foot in diameter.

Justin climbed down, grabbed a towel from a compartment in the aft cabin, and tossed it onto the water. “It’s a little slippery,” he told Reed. “Take your time.”

Justin peered into the master cabin and shone the light around. “No water up here. Looks like all the hatches held fine.” He checked the master head, then the aft cabins and head. “Other than the water by the steps, she’s dry.”

About fifteen minutes later, after wrangling the dinghy off the bow and suspending it on the davits where it belonged, Justin and Reed sat and relaxed with a couple of bottles of water. The rain had stopped, and a few patches of blue were visible between thick clouds. Reed took a few more photos of the damage, then leaned back with his hands on the deck and sighed. It felt damn good to be outside without all hell breaking loose around him.

“Considering the wind and the water,” Justin said, “we’re damn lucky.”

The boat owner they’d seen earlier walked over to Justin’s boat. “Made it through okay?”

Justin nodded. “Just a little water. No damage. How about your boat?”

“Pretty much the same,” the man said. “I’m Jim Force.”

“Justin Vance.” He motioned to Reed. “This is Reed Barfield.”

“Good to meet you both.” Jim nodded.

“What do you hear about damage?” Reed asked.

“It’s bad. Boats tossed around like toys over in Wrightsville Beach. The flooding upriver in New Bern is even worse than here.”

“New Bern?” Justin looked even more worried.

“You have family that way?” Jim asked.

“Friends. Most live inland, but they keep their boats downtown.”

“There was a lot of damage to the waterfront area. They’ve had to do a few water rescues.”

“Shit.” The color drained from Justin’s face. “What about around here?”

Jim shook his head. “A woman and her baby died when a tree fell on their apartment. The father’s in the hospital. The flooding’s bad enough that they’ve been patrolling some of the streets in boats. Last I heard, there were a few folks stranded over at Belville.”

“Flooding off the Cape Fear?” Justin asked.

“The Brunswick River too. Someone called out over VHF radio, but from what I can tell, the first responders aren’t sure when they’ll be able to get over there. They’ve got their hands full, and the water’s so high they can’t get in there without a boat.”

“Tide’s only going to get worse.” Justin frowned. “What about the Coast Guard?”

“They said they’ll send a boat over when they can, but it sounds like it could be a day, maybe more,” Jim explained. “Last I heard, they tried to get to them from Southport, but they couldn’t make it in. And with the river as fast as it is, no one was willing to take them by water.”

Justin stood. “Good talking to you.”

“Sure thing.” Jim waved and headed back to his boat.

Justin walked to the stern and began to work the lines holding the dinghy onto the bigger boat. “Think you can find your way back to the house?”

“Justin? What are you doing?” Reed felt suddenly cold.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” Justin lowered the boat into the water. “I’ll meet you back in a few hours. Nothing to worry about.”

“What do you mean, you’ll be fine?” He was worried. He was sure he knew what Justin was up to and where he was headed.

“Belville’s just across the river. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Shit, Justin. Are you thinking about rescuing those people?” Shit, shit, shit. He could see how fast the river was moving.

Justin glanced at him but didn’t respond.

Reed swallowed hard. The dinghy was small, maybe ten feet long, with inflatable tubes for sides and a rigid bottom made of something Reed guessed was plywood. “Shouldn’t you be taking a bigger boat?”

“Bigger boat won’t do it.” Justin spoke with such confidence, Reed relaxed a little. “I know that area. If it’s flooded up to the houses, I’ll need to beach the boat to get to them. This is exactly the kind of boat for the job.”

Whoa. Reed took a deep breath and said, “I’m going with you.”

“The hell you are.” Justin glared at him.

“The hell I am. You can’t do this yourself.” He wasn’t going to back down on this one and risk losing Justin.

“I can handle it just—”

“You might be able to get the boat there. But you’ll need help getting her out of the water, and you’ll need help getting people onto the boat and keeping them inside if it’s rough.” Not to mention it was his job to follow the hurricane story, although that part of the equation was less important than making sure Justin didn’t get in over his head.

“You’re not going.” Justin’s expression was like stone.

“I am.” Reed stood his ground. He was used to being stubborn, and on this point, he’d go to the mat with Justin. “An hour ago you were lecturing me on not doing anything stupid. You think I’m going to pretend you aren’t doing the same damn thing? At least we’ll be doing something stupid together.”

That didn’t sound very convincing.

Justin frowned and was silent for a long moment. Then finally he said, “You’re right. I can’t do this myself.”

“I’m right?” Reed expected Justin to put up more of a fight.

“Yep.” Justin nodded sheepishly. “And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have helping me do this.”

“I love you, you big idiot.” The words flew out from his lips before he could even think about what he was saying.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

 

WHAT THE hell did I just say? Reed tried to come up with something to cover his slip, but decided that would probably make things worse.

Justin turned back to what he was doing. “If you’re going to help, why don’t you untie the rope on the motor so I can attach it?”

Reed breathed a sigh of relief and got to working on the motor. Focusing on the task took his mind off worrying that Justin might take what he’d said the wrong way. And what’s the right way? He ignored the irritating voice at the back of his head and released some of the tension on the clamps that held the motor onto the sailboat.

“Use this.” Justin tossed him a rope pulley with a hook on the end. “Tie it around the motor, then use the pulley to raise it up.”

They pushed off the sailboat and headed down the fairway about ten minutes later, having loaded up the boat with a half dozen life vests, some extra ropes, and some other gear Justin thought they might need.

“What now?” Reed shouted over the growl of the motor as they turned out of the marina onto the river.

“Now we pray that this baby can go faster than that current.” He nodded to the swirling eddies around them. “And,” he added as he veered suddenly to port to avoid a huge tree branch, “we need to make sure we don’t run into any debris.”

Reed understood enough about boats to know that unless you ran faster than the current, you’d lose control. Which might be fine if you were following a river to where it emptied into the ocean, but they needed to cross it.

“So where do we cross?” Reed asked.

“We don’t. We can’t. River’s so high, we won’t be able to fit under the bridge up here. We’ll head past the marine terminal and turn onto the Brunswick River.”

“That’s a long way.” Reed’s heart slammed against his chest. This was crazy dangerous. Since when has that ever stopped you?

“Yep.”

From the boat, the flooding on both sides of the river was more obvious. The low-lying areas were waterlogged, and only the tips of the high grasses were visible on the undeveloped side. On the side of the river they’d left from, water licked at streets and houses. The lights of emergency vehicles flashed from various points of the city, and a lone electric truck worked on the power lines near the Cape Fear Memorial Bridge.

“Tide’s starting to recede.” Justin confirmed Reed’s guess. “In twelve hours, the flooding might be even worse.”

“How can I help?” Reed asked when his nerves stopped screaming that this was insane and he wanted to be anyplace but on this tiny boat.

“I need to pick up some speed, but there’s a lot of debris. The last thing we want to do is wrap the prop on a line from a crab pot. Let me know if you see anything and what direction to turn.”

“Sure.” Reed slowly moved to the center of the boat.

“Hang on. It’s going to get bumpier from here.”

Reed grabbed the handles attached to the sides and steeled himself. Time to let go of being scared and trust Justin. “Ready.”

“Here we go.” Justin gunned the engine and the boat started to plane over the water.

I can do this. I can do this.

“Reed!”

“Yep.” Reed focused on the water. “I see. There’s something on the left, I mean port. Head starboard.” The black thing floating on the surface passed by them about a foot from the boat. It was a steel drum. Fuck. Oh fuck.

“How’s it looking?”

“Head to port. There’s something about two o’clock.”

Justin turned the boat. They bounced over something Reed hadn’t even noticed, and he held his breath. “It’s okay,” Justin said. “You aren’t going to be able to see everything, not with the skies this overcast.”

As if on cue, it started to rain.

They slalomed their way downriver. Reed’s fear dissolved into excitement as they sped past the Port of Wilmington. The docks were empty and dark, although a dozen or so workers cleaned up debris to ready the port to reopen.

“How long will it be before they let another boat into port?” Reed asked.

“Hard to say. It’ll depend on how rough the seas are and how dangerous the river is.”

How could he be so calm in the midst of this insanity? It’s what he does. Reed made a mental note to be sure to write about Justin’s preternatural calm and the kind of personality needed to become a pilot. Nerves of steel.

“Turn to starboard.” A dead fish whizzed by on the current.

“We missed out on sushi,” Justin joked.

“Oy. That’s the worst.”

Justin shifted to better balance the boat. “We’ll be coming around for a turn in a minute. Be sure to hang on tight. I need to take this fast to beat the current. This boat’s stable, but there’s always a risk she’ll capsize.”

Breathe. Just breathe. If Justin turned too soon, they’d probably lose control. Too late, and they’d be headed down the Cape Fear, and with the tide going out so fast, they’d never make it to Belville.

“Is that the Brunswick River?” Reed steadied himself as the river came into sight.

“Yep. Belville’s a few nautical miles up.” Justin gave the boat an extra boost of power. “Here we go.”

The boat turned hard. Even with the extra speed, Reed saw that they were being pushed sideways down the Cape Fear. Breathe. Just breathe.

Justin struggled to keep the boat pointed toward the Brunswick. He worked the boat sideways a bit, then used the extra boost to make a bit more progress around the bend. After several of these small maneuvers, the boat rounded the turn.

“Impressive.”

Justin shrugged. “Most of boating is about patience. And timing.” He suddenly veered right to avoid a tree branch, nearly knocking Reed off the seat and onto the pile of gear near the bow. “You okay?”

“Sorry, I should have been paying attention.”

“It’s okay. There’s a lot going on.” Justin’s smile made Reed feel a lot less like an idiot.

“Head to port.”

“Aye-aye.” Justin easily avoided another crab pot.

Reed grinned back at Justin, then looked forward again. Something big and brown bobbed in the water ten feet ahead. “Port! I mean starboard! Shit. Starboard! Starboard!”




Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

 

JUSTIN GLANCED down at Reed, who’d ended up flat on his back in the dinghy with the last course correction. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” Reed pulled himself up to sitting and shook his head. “Guess I need a little help with my nautical terms.”

Justin chuckled. “No worries. The minute you shouted, I saw it too.” Good thing, since the wood telephone pole might have knocked out the propeller.

Justin swerved again to avoid something else floating in the water as they fought their way up the Brunswick. Here, the tide wasn’t as powerful as on the Cape Fear, but that didn’t mean they could let up their focus. Piloting a little boat wasn’t all that different than the big ones—the mechanics were about the same. The only real difference was the speed at which everything happened. Instead of long, well-planned movements, he was forced to make the same decisions at a rapid-fire pace.

Justin glanced at Reed, who pointed out yet another obstacle on the water and smiled back at him. In spite of their slow progress and the way the boat bucked underneath them, Reed kept his cool. Justin had spent enough time working on the water that he could compartmentalize his anxiety in this type of situation, but he was impressed that Reed seemed to be able to do the same.

“Like riding a horse,” Reed joked.

“Yep. When I was a kid, I used to do this for fun.” Justin wiped water from his face. “Now I’m just happy if I don’t get too wet.” He was thankful they’d grabbed two waterproof jackets from the sailboat, along with all the other gear. Even if the rest of their bodies were soaked, they’d be warm enough.

“So what do we do once we have these folks aboard?”

“We can’t make it back upriver.” On a good day, Justin knew enough not to fight the current on the Cape Fear in his more powerful sailboat. The way the river was running, they’d be lucky to maintain their position at full throttle, and that wasn’t an option, especially given the half-empty fuel tank. “There’s a private marina across the Cape Fear a little below where we turned onto the Brunswick. We’ll pull in there.”

“You make it sound easy.”

“It won’t be. And we’ll be slower too, assuming we’re able to locate the people Jim was talking about.” His split-second decision to mount a rescue still felt like the right one, but even with his experience—or perhaps because of it—he knew this wasn’t going to be easy.

“And if we don’t make it there?” Fear crept into Reed’s expression, controlled but still obvious to Justin. He was right to be afraid. Crossing the Cape Fear would be the most dangerous part of the trip.

“We’ll head downriver and try to find somewhere to beach the dinghy where we can walk to safety.” This really wasn’t an option, given most of the shore was flooded, but he hoped it might help reassure Reed.

“We’ll make it.”

A few minutes later Justin spotted something barely sticking out of the water. Shit. “That’s the bridge.” He’d hoped they might be able to climb onto the bridge to reach the houses, but it was almost entirely submerged. “Can you grab the binoculars and see if there’s anyone around those houses on the left?”

“Houses?”

Justin pointed to the dark, angular structures barely visible from the water. Reed’s mouth dropped open as he realized they were seeing the roofs of the houses.

Reed fished around in the dry bag and pulled out the binoculars.

“What do you see?” Justin asked.

“A couple of people on the next row back from the water. Two, maybe three? A dog. They’re standing on a patio. No, not a patio. A deck. A second-story deck.” Reed sounded incredulous.

Crap. That meant the entire first floor of the house was submerged. Good news for getting the boat up to the house, but the rocks used to keep down erosion along the banks of the river were still visible between the boat and the houses. There was no way the boat would survive floating over that, and it was far too heavy to carry.

“I’m going to make a quick pass,” he told Reed. “I’ll need your help finding a place to beach the boat. Someplace with a softer bottom. Once we spot it, I’ll turn the boat around and gun it.”

“Got it.” Reed had clearly been nervous when they’d started out on the water, but with each new challenge, his skills and confidence had grown in leaps and bounds. Taking Reed along hadn’t been the burden Justin expected. Quite the opposite. Having Reed at his side made everything easier.

As they passed the development, the people shouted and waved. Reed waved back and tried to signal that they’d be coming back.

“There’s a flat area about thirty yards upriver.” Reed pointed. “Probably someone’s yard, but it could be a street or a driveway. We could pull the boat over that and use the paddles to reach the house.”

“A yard,” Justin confirmed. “I’ve been over here a few times, and I don’t think the street comes this far toward the water.” He turned the boat around. They picked up speed immediately as the current carried them downriver. “Hang on tight. I’m going to have turn hard again. It’s going to be rough.” He prayed like hell they’d stay upright.

He waited until Reed grabbed the handles, then turned the boat and powered her up at the same time. Water spilled over the bow, soaking them both. Justin was thankful it was relatively warm out, although the water still felt cold.

“You good?” Justin asked.

“I probably should have worn a bathing suit.” Reed grinned.

Justin was happy to laugh about something. “Wetsuit might be better.” The landing spot came into view. “Here we go. Grab the anchor and be ready to jump when I tell you.” He gunned the motor again and the boat sped toward land. At the last moment, he pulled the motor up so it sat at the very top of the water. Even with all their speed, the stern began to turn with the current.

“Ready?” Justin eyed the grassy area. They needed to get a little closer before Reed could safely disembark and pull them the rest of the way in.

“Yes.”

“Jump now!” Justin shouted.

Reed hopped out of the boat. Justin held his breath, hoping the water wasn’t too deep. If he had to, he could still reach Reed to pull him back to the boat. He’d seen too many swift-water rescues go bad. If Reed got swept downriver, they might never catch up with him.

“I’m good.” The water was waist high, but Reed seemed stable enough. After a moment he began to work his way to where the water ended. He slipped and slid over the mud and vegetation, ending up on his hands and knees but finally making it to the patch of grass. He shoved the anchor into the grass and gave Justin a thumbs-up.

Thank goodness. Reed wiped his muddy hands on his shorts as Justin shut off the engine and jumped out of the boat. His bare feet sank in the muddy bottom, making the way difficult. Reed gave him a hand up, and he climbed onto the grass.

“Thanks.”

“Good look for you.” Reed pointed to Justin’s muddy ass.

“Thanks.” He tried to clean off the dirt but only managed to get it all over his legs too. He was going to take a really long shower when they made it back. A long shower with Reed, if he had his way. Something to look forward to.

Together he and Reed pulled the boat onto the grass. “This is going to be a lot harder going the other way,” Reed said.

“Yep.” For the first time since he’d heard Jim mention there were people stranded here, the enormity of what he’d done hit home. He’d never forgive himself if his split-second decision ended up getting Reed hurt.

“I love you, you big idiot.” Reed’s words echoed in Justin’s brain. Justin knew Reed had said them as a joke. So why did remembering make him feel so good? Because you don’t want to be the only one who’s a big sappy fool. Or the only one whose heart hurt when this thing between them ended. Because even if they made it out of this in one piece, Reed would be going home in a few days and life would return to normal. The thought made his chest ache.

He and Reed dragged the boat the rest of the way and set it once again in the water. Justin untied the small foldable paddle, and they climbed aboard. Since the water here was cut off from the river, there was no current to fight, and it only took them a few minutes to make it over to the house, where three people—a little girl who looked all of four years old, a woman Justin guessed was her mother, and an old man who sat on a rickety white plastic chair—waited. A dog barked at Justin and Reed as it patrolled the perimeter of the deck, which was surrounded by water on all but one side.

“Oh, thank goodness,” the woman said, her voice breaking as she burst into tears. “The water keeps comin’ up. We were gonna have to move to the roof if y’all hadn’t come.”

“We’ll get you out of here before that,” Justin said.

The dog barked again. “He’s friendly,” the woman said. “Bless his heart, he’s a little scared, I think.”

“Is there anyone else in the house?” Justin asked. “Or anyone in the neighborhood you know about?”

She shook her head. “All of ’em evacuated. My dad wasn’t feelin’ very good, so we decided to ride the storm out. We done it before, so we figured…. Stupidest thing I ever done.”

“I’m Justin Vance. This is Reed Barfield.” Justin tied the boat onto one of the posts and jumped onto the deck before pulling on the rope to make sure it was secure. He offered Reed a hand up.

The deck vibrated with each step. Justin prayed it would hold until they’d loaded everyone onto the boat.

“I’m Tammy. Tammy Walker.” She pushed her dark hair out of her eyes and offered Justin a timid smile.

“Good to meet you, Tammy.” Justin shifted into professional mode, hoping to reassure her. “We’re going to get you loaded up and take you someplace safe. Can your father walk?”

“I don’t know. He’s usually on oxygen, but we had to leave it in the house. I think this is all too much for him.” Tears streamed over her cheeks. “He can’t walk hardly, and I didn’t know what we’d do. If you hadn’t come….”

“It’s all right.” Justin nodded reassuringly, then bent down so his face was at the same level as the old man’s. “What’s your father’s name?”

“John Calhoun,” Tammy said.

“Sir?” Justin smiled at the man. “Mr. Calhoun, sir, would it be all right if I pick you up?”

John nodded but said nothing.

“Reed,” Justin said, “can you please help Ms. Walker and her daughter into the boat and get them life vests?”

“Sure.”

“Come on, baby. They’re going to take us someplace safe.” Tammy patted her daughter on the head, but she refused to move. “My husband’s in Afghanistan,” she told Reed. “It’s been hard on her with him gone ’n’ all.”

“I’m sure it has, ma’am.” Looks like it’s been hard on her momma too. The years he’d spent in the Navy, he’d been thankful he hadn’t had someone at home worrying about him. But he’d also envied the men and women he served with who had.

“And what’s your name?” Reed kneeled and smiled at the little girl, who’d been hiding behind her mother’s legs. She stared back at him but didn’t answer.

“Melissa, you can talk to him. He’s the good kinda stranger.” Tammy patted Melissa’s head again.

“I don’t bite. Really.” Reed waited patiently as the little girl seemed to size him up.

“I’m gonna be five,” Melissa said proudly.

“Wow. That’s big. Are you going to kindergarten soon?” Reed asked.

She nodded and pointed to the dog. “That’s my dog.”

“Really? What’s his name?”

“Charley.” Melissa looked away, then grinned at him.

Leave it to Reed to charm the kid too. Justin had come to like that about Reed. Sure, sometimes he turned on the charm to get something he wanted, but Justin realized that most of the time Reed was just, well, charming. It came naturally. Suckered you in good.

“We’re going to take Charley along too,” Reed said without hesitation. “Do you think you can help me make sure he stays inside the boat?” Reed pulled a length of rope from his jacket pocket. “We’re going to use this like a leash, okay?”

“Yeah.” Melissa nodded emphatically.

“Think I can pet him?” Reed asked.

“Yeah. He likes that.”

Reed showed the dog his fist, then petted his back as soon as the dog began to wag his tail. “Good boy.” Reed tied the rope to the dog’s collar.

Justin handed Reed a lifejacket. It was a little big for the girl, but it was better than nothing, and it would keep her face out of the water if the boat capsized. Reed winked at Justin and secured the PFD around Melissa’s chest and waist. He grabbed another vest from the boat and gave it to her mother, then helped the old man with his.

Reed glanced at him, clearly looking for reassurance that they’d all make it back safe and sound. Justin smiled and hoped his own fear for their safety and their passengers’ wasn’t obvious. This wasn’t going to be easy. The boat wasn’t built to hold so many people, and fully loaded, it wouldn’t handle as well. If the dinghy hit something….

Justin drew a long breath and steeled himself. “We’ll be okay.” He said it for their sake as well as his own. He’d keep them all safe. That was his job, right?




Chapter Forty

 

 

“EVERYONE READY?” Justin checked that their passengers’ lifejackets were properly secured. “So here’s how we’re going to do this. Reed’s going to get into the boat, and we’ll get you all settled in. Then I’ll push us to where we landed before. It’s not real convenient, but we’re going to have to get out of the boat and pull it down to the river. Sound okay?”

They all nodded. He was just about to tell them that they’d do the same thing when they got back into the boat when Reed pulled him aside. “This isn’t going to work. The old man isn’t going to be able to make it out of the boat and back in again.”

“What do you suggest?” Justin met Reed’s gaze and held it.

“You gun the engine and I’ll push it over the grasses and into the river.”

“That’s not—”

“I can’t drive that thing. You can.” Reed smiled and put a dirty hand on Justin’s shoulder. “I’ll be fine. I’m more graceful than I look. And if I fall in….” He tugged at his life vest. Reed ending up in the river with the strong current was one thing Justin didn’t want to see happen ever again.

“You won’t fall in this time.” Justin said it with more force than he’d intended, his emotions getting the better of him. He considered tying the rope to Reed but just as quickly dismissed the idea. With the rocks and the current, Reed was more likely to be injured if he was tethered to the boat. Letting him float free wasn’t a great option either, but at least he’d be able to control his progress. Either way, this was crazy dangerous, but Reed was right—Justin was the right person to captain the boat. They were out of options.

“You’re right. I won’t.”

“Okay.” Thoughts of the engine hitting Reed or the boat running him over flashed through Justin’s mind. Get it together! He needed to focus on the task. That was the only way to make sure Reed and everyone else made it out of this in one piece. “We’re gonna help you all into the boat, then Reed’s going to push us into the river. Have you ever been in a boat before?”

“Daddy has a boat,” Melissa said.

“Great. So what do you always need to do on a boat?” Justin asked her.

“Keep your jacket on.”

“Right. What else?”

“Um… um….” She frowned and seemed to think really hard about it, then sighed and said, “I dunno.”

“You want to stay low. Do we ever stand up in a boat?”

“No. We. Don’t.” She stood taller and looked to her mom, who beamed at her.

“That’s right.” Justin turned to Reed. “I’ll need to hand Mr. Calhoun down to you. We’ll keep it tied off until everyone’s aboard. Then I’ll make it a running line and shove us off.”

“Got it.” Reed carefully stepped onto the boat, exaggerating keeping his profile low for Melissa to see.

She giggled. “He’s silly.”

“Yep,” Justin agreed. “He sure can be.” And kind. And generous. And a pain in the ass he wanted to keep for himself.

Justin walked over to the old man. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.” He looked more at ease than before, managing a weak smile in response.

Justin scooped him up into his arms. He weighed ninety pounds, if that. Justin carried him over to the boat and lowered him gently down as Reed caught him under his arms. “Doin’ okay?” One of the sides of the deck was now submerged. They needed to get off it now before it collapsed.

“Doin’ fine,” John said.

“Good.” Light rain began to fall as Justin offered Tammy his hand, then helped her into the boat. He handed Melissa down to her mother, then tossed Reed the rope holding a very excited Charley back. The dog jumped into the boat, then shook the water off of him, splashing them all. Melissa’s laughter took a bit of the edge off Justin’s anxiety.

Reed kept a careful eye on the boat’s occupants as Justin made the rope holding them to the deck a running line to make it possible to release it from the boat. He carefully climbed aboard, mindful not to cause it to rock too much, then released the running line and pulled it aboard.

The plastic chair John had been sitting on floated away on the rising waters. Several of the wooden boards that made up the deck’s surface followed, and one of the corners collapsed with a splash.

Justin met Reed’s worried gaze as he tried several times to start the motor. Some water must have snuck into the line when they’d pulled the boat over the grass, but when it finally did start, it purred. Lord knew he’d spent enough time fighting with the damn thing over the past year!

The rain now fell in earnest, creating dimples on the river. “Ready?” Reed took his place on the port side of the engine. It began to pour.

“Ready.” Please let him be okay. Justin brushed the water from his face, then released the lever and held the engine out of the shallow water so it wouldn’t tangle in the weeds. At the same time, Reed lowered himself into the water and shoved the dinghy toward the river.

This is a really bad idea.

Reed pushed the boat across the shallows, over the grasses, and into the river, but his hand slipped as he tried to grab the handle closest to the back. The boat quickly drifted downriver, out of his reach.

Shit. “Reed! Reed! You need to get back here now!” Justin shouted.

“Getting there.” Reed moved closer, the water now up near his shoulders.

“Reed….” Justin put the engine in the water and clicked it into Reverse. The engine wasn’t powerful enough in Reverse, and the boat continued to move farther away. He could barely see Reed through the bucketing rain.

“Reed! Reed!” Justin yelled. Fear gripped his belly and the back of his throat burned. Stay calm. Nothing good comes from losing your shit!

Melissa squealed and pressed her face into her mother’s chest.

“I know, I know.” Reed pushed off the bottom and launched himself toward the boat. He was swimming now as the boat moved away, carried by the strong current.

Justin held his breath and Melissa clutched her mother tighter. They both looked as terrified as he felt. “Come on, come on!” he shouted over the din of the falling rain.

Reed reached for the side of the boat and, this time, managed to grab one of the rubber handles. “Getting there,” he said.

The Cape Fear loomed dead ahead, and with it, all the debris they’d barely managed to dodge before. If Reed ended up in the river and one of those logs hit him, he could die.

Justin put the motor into Neutral and reached out with his other hand. He’d have less control, but he could better focus on Reed if he wasn’t trying to steer. “Grab my hand. I’ll pull you in.”

Reed struggled to pull himself up. His hand touched Justin’s, then slid free. “Damn.”

“One more time,” Justin said. “You can do it.” The image of Scott tumbling into the water flashed through his mind. He wouldn’t let Reed get hurt. The thought that he might lose Reed—really lose him for good—was more than he could process.

This time Reed managed to hold on to Justin’s wrist, allowing Justin to close his fingers around Reed’s. Without the motor to assist, Justin took the brunt of Reed’s weight. Something in Justin’s shoulder popped as he pulled Reed into the boat.

“Are you okay?” Melissa looked terrified.

“I wish I could shake myself off like Charley.” Reed mopped his face with his arm and shook his head like a dog. Melissa giggled.

Justin let out a long sigh, then gritted his teeth against the sharp pain that shot through his shoulder. Dislocated. There was no time to do anything about it now, not with the Cape Fear River dead ahead.

Reed was entirely covered in mud and bits of leaves, but he met Justin’s gaze and mouthed, Thank you. Justin couldn’t remember ever having been so terrified and so relieved—even the experience with Scott wasn’t as frightening.

“You’re wet.” Melissa laughed. “Also muddy.”

“I am.” Reed grinned and wiped his face on his sleeve.

Justin took a few deep gulps of air to calm his nerves and focused once again on the river. They were only a few hundred feet away from where the Brunswick emptied into the Cape Fear now.

“We’re going to be turning in a minute,” Justin told them. “I need you to hold tight to the handles on the top of the boat.”

Reed pointed to the handles. “Melissa, you too. I’ll hold on to Charley for you, okay?” Melissa nodded, and Reed fastened Charley’s rope around his waist.

“Here we go.” Justin gunned the motor and turned the boat upriver, toward Wilmington. Through the rain, he couldn’t see the entrance to the marina, but he had a good idea of where it was—he knew every inch of the shoreline, and he could almost make out the line of one of the pipes that jutted outward for loading. The marina’s entrance was just below.

Justin struggled to keep the boat pointed against the current. “Reed, I need you to grab the air horn and sound it every two minutes. It’s in the dry bag.”

Reed nodded and rummaged around in the bag until he found the air canister horn. “Two minutes?”

“Right. One long prolonged blast every two minutes.” Justin doubted there was anyone else on the river, but with the heavy rain, there was no way another boat would spot the dinghy until it was almost on top of them.

“Got it.” Reed sounded the air horn. Melissa cowered and covered her ears.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Tammy said. “They’re just letting any other boats know we’re here. That’s why it’s so loud.”

In spite of Justin’s efforts, the boat had already begun to drift downriver. He’d expected that, but he didn’t want to cede too much ground or he’d miss the marina entrance. Thank goodness the marina wasn’t directly across, or this would be impossible.

“Crab pot on your port side!” Reed shouted.

The way the boat was drifting to the right, Justin didn’t need to adjust their course. Only on the starboard would it be—

“Log or something on your starboard!”

Shit. Justin saw something large and black sticking directly out of the water. There was no way he was going to avoid it. “Reed, grab the paddle and push!”

Reed did exactly as Justin instructed. The boat bumped the log. Justin held his breath as they passed by it, waiting for the propeller to hit something beneath the water. Nothing happened, although he felt an object scrape against the starboard inflatable tube.

Thank God. “Do me a favor and keep an eye on the starboard tube,” he told Reed. “Let me know if we’re losing any air.”

“Got it.” Reed put his hand on the tube and smiled reassuringly at Justin.

The rain slowed a bit, revealing the first channel marker for the marina entrance a hundred yards away. With a boat like this, meant for very shallow water, they didn’t need to worry too much about staying inside the channel, but Justin didn’t want to miss the entrance to the marina, which was a relatively narrow channel cut into the land.

“Not far now.” Justin eyed the channel marker and adjusted his course.

“Justin?” Reed tapped the starboard tube and shook his head. He pressed down and Justin saw they were rapidly losing air. At least they weren’t too far from their destination. Now it would be a race against time.

“Hang on,” Justin warned everyone. “We’re going to be making some fast turns here.” With that, he turned sharply to starboard to follow the channel, gunned the motor again, then back to port. The entrance to the marina was now only about a hundred feet away.

The boat responded more slowly than Justin expected. A quick glanced down told him why—the boat was taking on water at an alarming rate. The branches they’d brushed against had clearly ripped a hole in the rubber side. They had minutes, maybe less, before the dinghy would sink. And if that happened here, on the river, the current would carry them all away.




Chapter Forty-One

 

 

JUSTIN CAUGHT Reed’s eye as he struggled to control the boat. At least three inches had now pooled in the bottom of the dingy.

“What can I do?” Reed asked.

“There’s a plastic jug up front. I need you to bail as much as you can. We need to keep her floating long enough to make it to the docks.” They might not make it that far, but at least inside the protected marina, no one would be swept away by the current and their lifejackets would keep them from drowning.

Reed nodded and began to empty the water in the boat. He wouldn’t be able to keep up, as low as the right tube was now, but he’d keep the boat from completely swamping.

“As soon as we get to the docks,” Reed told Tammy and her family, “Reed’s going to tie off the boat and you need to be ready to jump onto the docks.” He smiled at Melissa and said, “Reed’s going to lift you out as soon as he can, so be ready, okay?”

Melissa nodded.

“You can toss the anchor onto the dock when we get close,” Justin told Reed. “As soon as you can, I’ll need you to jump off. Use your judgment. Cleat her off if you can, but get them off first. I’ll keep her as close as I can with the motor.” He didn’t add that they’d probably be pulling the boat off the bottom, as badly damaged as she was. It didn’t matter. The boat could be replaced; its passengers couldn’t.

“Ready?” he asked Reed.

“Yep.” Reed released Charley’s rope from around his waist and handed it to Tammy, then retrieved the anchor from the bow.

Justin zoomed into the marina and turned sharply to avoid a half-sunken sailboat a dozen feet from the entrance. The way to one of the closer docks looked clear, however, and he headed toward it without slowing.

“Hang on again. We may hit the docks. Any time now, Reed.”

Reed threw the anchor—a perfect shot that landed it in the water on the other side of the dock—then jumped off as the bow bumped the floating dock. He quickly tied off the slack in the anchor line and grabbed Melissa from her mother. “Stay right there, okay? I’m going to help your mom and grandpa off.”

Melissa nodded. Charley jumped off as Justin and Reed helped John and Tammy off the boat. By now the entire boat was filled with water and the stern, where the heavy motor was attached, was below the water.

“Your turn.” A worried-looking Reed offered his hand. Justin took it and, after a momentary struggle, managed to get both his elbows on the deck.

In the chaos, Justin nearly forgot his dislocated shoulder. He yelped but forced himself to think through the haze of pain as Reed helped him onto the wooden planking. The dinghy sank below the water.

Flashing lights appeared in the marina parking lot as if on cue—a couple of police cruisers.

By that point Justin was seeing specks of silver in his vision and the pain was white-hot, like someone was repeatedly shoving a knife into his shoulder. He fell to his knees on the dock, clutching his left arm.

“You okay?” Reed put a hand on Justin’s shoulder and Justin gasped. “You are not okay, are you?”

Justin gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. He couldn’t focus on anything but the pain.

Reed took Justin’s face between his hands. “How long has your shoulder been out of the socket?”

Justin groaned, unable to speak. Adrenaline, apparently, only got you so far.

“Since you pulled me onto the boat, wasn’t it?” Reed shook his head. “Why the hell didn’t you say something before? I could have gotten them off the boat myself.”

“Dunno.” Justin panted in an effort not to pass out. He was so dizzy from the pain, his entire body locked up.

“Stubborn,” Reed growled, but his expression was kind. Worried, even.

Justin didn’t have the energy to disagree. Shit. It felt like his shoulder would erupt into flames at any time now.

“Need a little help?” Jesse Freeman appeared behind Reed. Splashes of mud coated his usually pristine uniform, and he looked tired.

“I can wait,” Justin said between clenched teeth. “Take care of the others first.”

“Carl and the EMS crew are taking care of them,” Jesse replied.

“His shoulder’s dislocated,” Reed told Jesse.

“No worries.” Jesse waved over one of the EMS techs. “Carol can take care of that shoulder in no time.”

Carol kneeled beside Justin. “Good to see you, Justin.”

Justin forced a smile. She was one of the techs who’d taken Scott to the hospital when he’d been injured, and he’d run into her a few times when he had visited. “Hey.”

“You’re not looking so great. How about you let me take care of that shoulder for you?” she asked.

“I’m fine. You should be taking care of—”

“Joey’s helping them.” She pointed to the dock. “I need you to lie on your back.”

Justin nodded. He could do this. He could—“Shit, shit, shit!” Damn, that hurt!

“Let me help you.” Carol smiled reassuringly.

“Yep.” Justin tried not to flinch as she reached out to help.

Carol gently but firmly supported Justin’s back as he lay down on the dock. “Good. Now breathe. How are you doing?”

“Perfect.” His shoulder hurt like a fucking beast.

Reed kneeled near Justin’s head. “It’s going to be fine.”

“Easy for you to say.” Justin glared at him.

“Bless your heart,” Reed said with a sly grin. “You’re an ornery cuss, aren’t you?”

“Fuck you.” He meant it only in the nicest way, of course. He knew Reed was trying to keep his mind off what was about to happen.

Carol chuckled. “This is going to hurt.”

As if he had any doubt! “Just fucking do it.”

Reed brushed his fingertips over Justin’s forehead and smiled down at him.

Okay, so he wouldn’t strangle Reed later. “Do it.”

“I need you to hold on to the edge of the dock with your right hand. I’m going to pull your arm, and I need you to pull against me,” Carol said.

Justin nodded and tried not to imagine what this was going to feel like. He reached out with his good arm and wrapped his fingers around the edge of the dock.

“Now I’m going to pull.” Carol met his gaze and nodded.

“Yep.”

Justin braced himself against the dock and waited for Carol to yank his arm. She didn’t. Instead, she began to slowly pull his right arm away from his body. “Oh fuck.”

“So after all this is over,” Reed said as Carol kept pulling, “are we going to get some seafood?”

Dinner? The guy was thinking about dinner while he was—“Fucking hell!”

“Probably a pipe dream.” Reed’s eyes momentarily registered concern; then he flashed his charming smile at Justin. “I’m sure nobody’s going to be pulling anything out of the water here for some time. Unless someone wants to fillet a few of those big boys floating belly-up in the river.”

All the while, Carol continued to pull on Justin’s arm.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, that hurts! “You’re not serious, are you?”

“Nope.” Reed grinned and met his gaze.

“So how’s it feel now?” Carol asked.

Justin hadn’t even noticed that the pain had subsided. His arm still ached, but the worst of it was done. “Better. I think I….” Sounds became muffled and the world grew dark.

 

 

“WAKE UP, sleeping beauty.”

Justin opened his eyes to find Reed gazing down at him with such a loving expression that Justin had to take a few deep breaths to keep himself from bursting into tears. Why the hell are you such a mess? He needed to keep his shit together.

“I fell asleep?” Justin looked out the window of the cruiser and realized he was back at his house.

“More like you passed out after Carol got your shoulder back where it belonged,” Reed said. “Jesse and I carried you to the car.”

“Jesse?”

“That would be me.” Jesse smiled.

“What happened to Tammy and her family?” Justin asked.

“EMS treated them and Carl took them to a shelter.” Jesse and Reed helped Justin out of the cruiser. “Took us nearly two hours to get here.”

“Thanks for the lift.” Justin yawned. “What time is it?”

“Almost nine,” Reed said.

“Shit. Poor Leila’s going to explode.” He kicked himself for not having thought about her when he’d dashed off.

“We’ll take care of her,” Jesse put in. “We’re getting you settled in first.”

There was still no power at the house, so after Jesse left and Reed walked and fed Leila, Reed made them sandwiches for dinner.

“Ham and swiss never felt so decadent.” Justin felt a hell of a lot better, although he winced when he forgot about his shoulder and moved the wrong way. He stood to clear the table and Reed glared at him.

“You aren’t doing anything but sleep tonight. Doctor’s orders.”

“Doctor?” Justin didn’t remember one.

“Dr. Barfield.” Reed tapped his chest.

“Since when’re you a doctor?”

“Since I convinced Jesse I’d take care of you and he didn’t need to take you to the ER.” Reed stood and gathered the dishes.

“Oh.” Justin’s entire body ached.

“Shower next, then bed,” Reed announced. “And the shower won’t be alone.”

“It won’t?” Justin raised his eyebrows and tried to keep a straight face. It wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind when he’d imagined showering together earlier, but he’d at least enjoy the view.

“Nope. We don’t want you passing out again.”

“Of course not.”

“You might enjoy having me take care of you, you know.” Reed looked at Justin over his shoulder and grinned. “Think you can handle it?”

“Yep.” So long as Reed was helping, he was pretty sure he could handle anything.




Chapter Forty-Two

 

 

THE NEXT day, after first getting his own generator running, with Reed’s help, Justin managed to get his neighbor’s ancient generator started. The project took them took longer than it should have because Reed had to keep reminding Justin that he shouldn’t be using his arm and Justin, stubborn man that he was, kept telling Reed he was fine.

“I’m half tempted to lock him in the house,” Reed told Leila after Justin insisted they take care of the damage to the house—a broken window in the guest bedroom, a downed tree in the backyard, and a few busted shingles on the roof. Leila wagged her tail in agreement, but Justin was unmoved.

“I’m fine,” Justin growled for the sixth time that afternoon. “Stop treating me like I’m some delicate flower.”

“More like Mr. Grumpy Pants.” Reed grinned as Justin rolled his eyes in mock disgust.

Reed had been dreading speaking to Cal so much so that he was disappointed when, four days after the storm, he turned on his cell after lunch and realized he had a signal.

“I’ve got everything done,” Reed told Cal after he’d answered more questions about the storm than he could count. “I’ll get it emailed to you this afternoon.”

“Good,” Cal said brightly. “Then it’s time to come home. I’ll have my assistant book your return ticket as soon as the airport reopens.”

“I’m still working on the pilot piece.” Reed knew that would get him nowhere.

“Whatever you haven’t written, you can finish in your office. Remember your office?”

“I still think it would be better if—”

“For someone who fought me tooth and nail about handling a soft story, you sure seem to like working down there.” Cal laughed. “Besides, I’ve got good news for you.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“You’re on the beat starting next week. You’ll be back in time to cover the lead-up to the midterms.”

“That’s great news. Thanks, Cal.”

“Curb your enthusiasm, would you?”

“Sorry. It’s been a long week. That’s great news.” Reed hoped he sounded sincere.

“We’ll talk more when you get back.”

“Sounds good. Thanks. I really appreciate it.” Reed disconnected the call and stared at his phone. There was a time when he’d thought of nothing else but getting back to his old job, but now he felt numb.

Justin leaned over and kissed Reed on the neck. “I got the backyard cleaned up. You up for some dinner?”

“Dinner?”

“It’s nearly eight. Aren’t you hungry?”

“Sure.” Reed stared at his phone.

“What’s up?” Justin asked.

“Up? Nothing.”

“Bullshit. You’re looking at your phone like it’s going to swallow you whole.”

Reed took a deep breath. “I have to leave.”

“No problem. We can do dinner later if you need to work on something.”

“No.” Reed stood and turned to face Justin. “I mean leave North Carolina. They’re giving me back the political beat.”

“Oh.” Justin pressed his lips together. “That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. I guess so.” The warm sensation he’d felt joking around with Justin before was gone, leaving behind an empty hole.

“Congratulations.”

“Listen, Justin, I—”

“It’s all good.” Justin’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We knew this was coming, right?”

“Right.” So why do I feel like I’ve just been t-boned by a semi?

“When do you leave?”

“Two, maybe three days. As soon as they can book me a flight home.” Reed tossed his phone on the couch and wrapped his arms around Justin’s waist.

“So that gives us a little more time, right?” Justin’s voice sounded overly bright.

“Right.”

“Spend it with me at the beach?” Justin asked. “Unless you have to work, of course. I wouldn’t want to—”

“I can’t think of anything better.” Reed leaned in and brushed his lips against Justin’s. Justin sighed and pulled him closer. Like this, Reed could almost forget that they only had a few days left to spend together. Almost.

 

 

TWO DAYS later Reed sat on Justin’s front porch, watching the sunrise. The house still didn’t have any power, but he’d gotten used to the constant humidity. He’d also gotten used to nights making love and waking up to Justin next to him.

“Hey.” Justin wrapped his good arm over Reed’s chest. “Role reversal?”

“If by that you mean I’m sitting here angsting over something I can’t control? Yeah. Probably.” He leaned back against Justin’s shoulder and sighed.

“Any news about the hurricane article?”

“It’s going to run in the Sunday magazine.” Reed hadn’t finished the pilot piece yet, but Cal had been talking about running that on consecutive Sundays in early winter, so there wasn’t as big a rush to get the edits done.

“Breakfast?”

Reed glanced at his watch. “No time. My flight’s at seven forty-five, and the roads are still bad.” He kissed Justin’s hand and stood. He turned around and hugged Justin, careful not to press too hard on his left shoulder. “What’re you up to today?”

The words sounded too casual, almost flippant, as if he didn’t care that he was leaving Justin. As if he believed looking forward was the only option. Which was total bullshit, because he didn’t want to leave. Not now. Not ever. He’d always known he’d be going back to New York, but now all he wanted was for Justin to ask him to stay.

“I’ll try to get into town, check on the boat. Maybe move her back to her usual slip.”

Reed frowned. “You sure you can handle that with your shoulder?”

“Kerry said she’d help when I was ready.”

“Oh.” Reed rubbed the back of his neck. He imagined himself helping Justin move the boat, maybe spending the day on the water before bringing her home.

“It’s okay, you know.” Justin’s voice brought Reed back to himself.

“What’s okay?”

“Wanting to go back to the job you love. Hell knows you worked hard enough to get where you are.”

“I guess you’re right.” So why couldn’t he remember why he’d loved the political beat so much? Looking back on things, the job seemed a little like a cop-out, a way to avoid dealing with the loneliness of his life. “But I’m going to miss this place.”

“I’m going to miss you.” Justin spoke the words Reed couldn’t bring himself to say.

“Seems strange to say it, but my time here… even with the hurricane… it’s been… really good.” So much for using my words. He’d wanted to say so much more, but he couldn’t manage it. Not now. If he did, he’d lose it.

Time to go. He was dragging things out, and that wasn’t good for either of them. Justin could take care of himself. He always could, even if Reed liked the idea that he’d gotten used to leaning on him a little. “I’d better go.”

“Need help with your bags?” Justin asked.

“Already in the trunk of my rental.” He’d known Justin would insist on helping, and the last thing he wanted was for him to reinjure his shoulder.

“Oh.”

Reed inhaled a long, slow breath. “Take care of yourself, okay? Don’t overdo things.”

“I will. Promise.”

Reed doubted it, but what could he do? “Let me know what the ortho guy says next week.”

“Will do.” Justin stared briefly at the floor.

“Hey. I’ll be in touch. Promise.” Whatever that meant. Call me. We’ll do lunch. Total bullshit. How to make it sound like it’s not really goodbye when you both know it is.

“Reed….” Justin rubbed the back of his neck and didn’t meet Reed’s gaze. “If you ever… I mean, if you’re stopping through, you’re always welcome.”

“Thanks.” Worse than awkward. Reed’s stomach clenched, and he thanked God he hadn’t eaten anything yet.

“Good.” Justin’s smile was forced. He probably knew that would never happen. They both did.

Reed didn’t want to talk anymore. Instead, he reached for Justin’s face and leaned in to give him a kiss. Sweet, even chaste, but it communicated everything he couldn’t in that moment.

A minute later he was in his car and pulling away from Justin’s house. Leila, who’d been sleeping in the living room, stood with two paws on the windowsill and barked. Justin waved.

Done. It’s done. He felt like shit.

Reed pulled into the rental car lot an hour and a half later. The roads were better than they’d been, but there was debris piled all along the way, and many of the houses were partially covered in blue tarps. On the bright side, parts of the city now had power in some areas, and an army of trucks, some from neighboring states, were working on the rest.

“Headed home?” the rental car attendant asked.

“Yep.” He didn’t feel like small talk.

“Everything work okay for you?”

“Yep.” He half chuckled, half sighed when he realized he sounded exactly like Justin.

He dragged his suitcase and laptop back over to the terminal, made his way through precheck at security in a few minutes, and settled onto a chair near the gate. Outside, the clouds had begun to clear and the trees swayed in the distance.

 

 

JUSTIN OPENED the hatches. The boat smelled stale and slightly moldy, but no more than usual when it sat for a long time, unused. The river, on the other hand, smelled like wet cardboard and worse. Dead fish and other debris floated in the corners of the slip. They’d pulled the sunken sailboat from the river a few days before, and the power was back on at the marina.

Kerry’d been too busy cleaning up her own place to help him put the sails back on. He wasn’t sure if he’d take her out by himself or if he’d just spend the day catching up on boating magazines and sail her back the next day. Neither option sounded very good. Since Reed had left that morning, he hadn’t really wanted to do anything. He’d hoped being near the water would help, but so far it hadn’t done a damn thing.

What did you expect? You just let the best thing that’s ever happened to you slip through your fingers. He ignored the voice telling him he didn’t deserve Reed anyhow. If he’d learned anything having Reed around, it was that imperfect as he was, he was worthy of better than what he’d lived through as a kid.

He headed into the cabin to retrieve the magazines, and something on the galley countertop caught his eye—a postcard of a sunset over Wrightsville Beach. He hadn’t noticed it there before, and he didn’t recall buying it. He turned the card over and saw something written on the back. A note, in Reed’s handwriting.

 

Justin—

Call me a coward. I deserve it. I was sure I’d do a lousy job of saying goodbye, so I figured I’d let my words do the work for me.

I came to North Carolina because I had to. I’d spent so many years focusing on my work that I hated the idea of being away from New York and my job. But spending time here with you reminded me that I’d lost my focus. It isn’t that I’d forgotten what mattered. I’d never realized what mattered.

I fell in love with this place. I fell in love with you, even though I never got up the nerve to tell you.

Be happy. Stay strong. Hug Marty and Kerry for me.

—Reed

 

“Shit.” Justin wiped away tears. He’d been just as much a coward. He’d wanted Reed to stay, but he hadn’t asked him. Reed would have turned him down, and he couldn’t handle the rejection. Not to mention if Reed accepted, he’d have to level with his coworkers and face the consequences there. But now that Reed was gone, that seemed like a small thing in comparison to the ache of loneliness.

He sat heavily on the bench and glanced at the clock on the instrument panel—8:00 a.m. Reed was on his way back to New York.

He picked up a boat magazine and paged through it. He skimmed an article about engine maintenance, passed up an article about refinishing exterior wood, and finally settled on an article about the Exumas, a chain of small islands in the Bahamas. Sun, sand, surf, scuba.

Fuck this. Sitting here would make him crazy. He needed to be out on the water. He needed to sail.

He set the magazine on the settee and opened the door to one of the guest cabins. The entire space was filled with the mainsail. It had taken him the better part of an afternoon to wrangle the thing inside. Getting it out would be more of a challenge, especially with one arm in a sling.

He slipped the sling over his head and tossed it aside, then tugged on the enormous bag that held the sail. His shoulder ached, but he could handle that. Once he got the sail outside, he’d figure out a way to rig a pulley system to move it to the proper place on the boat.

“Need a little help with that?”

Justin turned and stared at Reed, who was standing on the bottom step, just a foot away. His heart felt like it might explode. He fought the urge to grab Reed and hold him so he couldn’t ever leave again. “You’re here?” Brilliant. He’s standing right in front of you, idiot!

“Yep.” Reed grinned. “And you”—he pointed to Justin’s left arm—“aren’t supposed to be using that arm.”

“Right.”

“Right?” Reed shook his head. “That’s the best you can do?”

“Nope.” Justin grabbed Reed and pulled him close, then kissed him. It scared the shit out of him how good it felt to hold Reed. He didn’t want to hope that Reed was back for good, but he couldn’t help but believe that was possible.

Reed ran a hand through Justin’s hair when the kiss ended and pressed his cheek against Justin’s. Justin sighed, and they stood like that for a few minutes, simply holding each other.

Finally Reed picked up the sling and handed it to Justin, who grumbled as he put it back on. “Flight got cancelled?” Justin asked.

“Nope. My plans changed.” Reed smiled, but he shoved his hands in his pockets and fidgeted.

“Oh?” He wouldn’t presume anything, but he hoped Reed’s plans included him.

“That offer to crash at your place if I’m passing through,” Reed began tentatively. “Is that still on the table? Because I just got off the phone with Zach, and I’m going to need a place to stay. Just for a few days, of course, until I can find an apartment.”

“Zach? You mean the guy at the paper? He offered you a job?”

Reed nodded.

“And you took it?”

“I did.” Reed pressed his lips together, and the corners of his mouth curved upward.

“You can stay as long as you need,” Justin said without really thinking. “I mean…. Shit, I’m not very good at this. I mean I want you to stay. Not as long as you need. I want you to live with me.” His heart pounded and he felt suddenly light-headed. Not five minutes ago he’d worried what might have happened if he’d asked. But now, with Reed standing in front of him, he didn’t give a shit what anyone thought. The only thing he cared about was what he’d do if Reed said no.

“You want me to live with you? Not just stay for a few days?”

Justin nodded. “That’s the idea.”

“But what about your coworkers? What about your career?”

“It might make things difficult,” Justin admitted. “But I’ll handle it. I’m good at my job. No one can take that away from me. I’ve earned that.” Life had to be about more than just a job. And a life with Reed meant coming out and taking a chance that things would work out.

The first step is the longest. Justin steeled himself and asked, “So what’s your answer?”

“Yes. My answer’s yes.” Reed sniffled and his eyes grew watery. “Sorry. I’m not very good at this either.”

“S’okay.” Justin managed a totally awkward one-armed hug. Reed didn’t seem to mind.

“Were you really going to try to put the sails back up by yourself?” Reed asked once they’d sat down.

“Yep.”

“You really are a big idiot.”

“Yep.”

“Kerry’s sending the boys over,” Reed said. “They’ll be here in about an hour. We—and you are not included in the ‘we’ part—will get them back up. And I’ll help you sail her back.”

Justin nodded.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

Say it. Just say it! “What you said in the postcard….”

“Yes?” Reed frowned, but the telltale flush of his cheeks was adorable.

“Me too.”

Reed laughed. “You too what?”

“You know damn well—”

“That is not going to fly this time,” Reed chastised.

“Huh?” Of course he knew what Reed meant, but he needed time to get up his nerve.

“There’s no ditto on something like that,” Reed said. “Even you can manage three words.”

“Oh? I haven’t heard you say it either.” Justin struggled to keep a straight face.

Reed laughed and pulled his legs underneath him like a little kid who’d be caught trying to pull one over. “Fine.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I love you, you big idiot.”

Justin smirked. “Very romantic.”

“You’re one to talk.”

“Okay.” Justin took a deep breath and leaned in to capture Reed’s lips. Then, deciding that this wasn’t going to get any easier and kicking himself for letting three little words stop him in his tracks, he said, “You’re an idiot too.”

“Good.” Reed got to his feet and retrieved his suitcase from the cockpit.

“What are you doing?” Justin asked.

“Changing. I can’t sail in my suit.”

“You look good, though.” Justin smacked Reed on the ass.

“Thank you. I think.” Reed shut the door to the master cabin in Justin’s face.

Justin put a hand on the door, but he didn’t try to open it. “Reed?”

“That’s me.”

“I love you.”

Reed poked his head out and grinned. “I know.” He sniffled and shut the door again.




Chapter Forty-Three

 

 

“COFFEE?” REED stepped out onto the deck and offered Justin a mug. The sling was finally off, but he was pleased to see Justin steering with only his right arm. Leila sat next to him, her body pressed against his foot.

“Thanks.”

Since they’d left Florida behind at sunrise that morning, Justin had visibly relaxed. The fine lines on his brow eased, and although he still sat straight, he’d kicked off his boat shoes and wiggled his toes to pet Leila every so often.

“I feel like we’re playing hooky,” Reed joked as he sat next to Justin. “I can’t recall the last time I took a vacation, let alone five weeks off from work.”

“This was your crazy idea, remember?” Justin winked. It had been Reed’s suggestion, but only because the doctor told Justin that even though he was healing well, it would be at least five weeks before he would clear him to return to work. Justin had looked as though he was about to jump out of his skin. He’d tried to argue that the average person would be ready to get back to work much sooner, but the doctor had pointed out that the average person “doesn’t make their living climbing ladders and hopping from boat to boat.”

Justin had originally nixed the idea of sailing south, since it was still technically hurricane season, but they’d ended up chancing it. “Technically hurricane season runs through November,” he said when Reed had suggested they sail somewhere tropical. “But most storm activity’s over by the end of October.”

At least for now, it seemed they’d made the right call. Hurricane Michael was long gone, and there were no new storms forming in the Caribbean. Not that Zach had been as enthusiastic about it.

“How long until you start work?” Zach glared at Reed over his reading glasses.

“Six weeks. Maybe seven.” Reed waited patiently as Zach tapped his foot against the bottom of his desk.

“Fine. But don’t get any ideas about another vacation anytime soon.” Zach shook his head and grumbled under his breath, “I’m sure I can handle doing two jobs at the same time for another six weeks.”

“Or seven.” Reed grinned.

“Whatever. Now get out of my sight. And if you don’t text me some pictures, don’t plan on having a job to come back to.”

“You ever going to tell me what happened when you were at the airport waiting on your flight?” Justin asked after he’d finished his coffee.

Reed shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“Really?”

“I was sure I wanted to be with you. I was also sure I’d enjoy working with Zach.” Reed leaned back and inhaled the sweet, salty air. “But it was the city that really got to me.”

“How so?”

“I got to know people. And it wasn’t about getting them to admit they’d lied or getting a scoop on a bribery scandal at city hall. I was part of it instead of an outsider looking in.”

Justin looked as though he was about to say something, then seemed to stop himself.

“What were you going to say?” Reed asked.

“It’s nothing.”

“Doesn’t look like it’s nothing.” However long it took, Reed wanted Justin to understand he would be there to listen.

“I was just thinking about my work, that’s all.”

Talk about an understatement. “You survived the barbeque at Greg’s, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“But?”

“I’m going to take a chance and tell them about you.” Justin looked straight ahead, avoiding Reed’s gaze.

“You mean that I’m living with you?” He smiled. “I’m sure they’ve figured that one out.”

“You think?”

“I do.” And judging by the knowing looks on some of Justin’s colleagues’ faces, some of them understood the implications.

Justin hesitated again, then said, “That wasn’t really what I meant, though.”

Now that was a surprise. “What did you mean?”

“That I’d tell them everything about us.”

“Everything?” Reed gently teased.

Justin blushed on cue. Reed loved that Justin was an old-fashioned romantic, even if he’d deny it to his dying breath. “Well not everything,” Justin said. “I meant that I’d tell them that we’re together.”

“How do you think they’ll take it?”

Justin shook his head. “I don’t know. Greg will probably be okay about it.”

Reed was sure Greg already knew. He hadn’t meant to do it, but he’d probably tipped their hand with his reaction when Justin had been injured. Reed had gone way beyond the friend kind of worry. “And Kerry’s pretty much planning our wedding.” He’d meant it as a joke, but Justin’s cheeks were now scarlet.

Interesting. He wouldn’t bring it up. It was far too soon. But the fact that Justin seemed to also think it might be a possibility felt damn good. He hadn’t been looking for a relationship, but now that he was in one, he wanted it to last.

“So where’re we headed, Captain?”

“Bimini. Then I figured we’d work our way over to the Exumas if we have time.” Justin looked really happy. Reed had seen one of Justin’s magazines open to an article about the islands.

“Sounds great.”

“Have you ever tried scuba?” Justin asked after a pause.

“No.”

“I’m a dive instructor,” Justin said.

Reed chuckled. “Of course you are.”

“Yep.”

“So you’re going to teach me?”

“Yep.”

“Sounds like a great topic for an article.” Reed counted to three.

“Oh, hell no. No more articles where I’m the subject.” Justin rolled his eyes. “Besides, I’m boring.”

“Far from it.” Reed ran his fingers through Justin’s hair and leaned in to nibble on his ear. “But does that mean you’ll teach me?”

Justin grinned, then flipped the switch on the autopilot. “Maybe. But in the meantime—” He took Reed’s hand and pulled him belowdecks, Leila following them and landing happily on the couch in the salon. “We’ve got ten minutes before I need to check the radar again. Thought we might take turns teaching each other.” He waggled his eyebrows as he pushed Reed through the doorway to the master cabin and onto the bed. “My turn first.”

Reed began to say something, then thought better of it. There were times when words just didn’t cut it.
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A Heart’s Gate Story

 

The truth might ruin his dreams—or make them come true.

When Zane moves into an old gothic brownstone, he discovers the house comes equipped with a caretaker—Kit, who lives in the basement. Zane is immediately drawn to the charming and attractive Kit. But Kit is much more than he seems. He is a two-hundred-year-old half-human, half–red-fox spirit who guards a Gate between the mortal and spirit worlds—a fact Zane should recognize, but doesn’t.
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Their marriage was supposed to be all business….

When struggling novelist Chris Valentine meets Jesse Donovan, he’s interested in a book contract, or possibly a date. The last thing Chris expects is a marriage proposal from New York City’s most eligible bachelor!

Jesse’s in a pinch. To keep control of his company, he has to marry. So he has valid reasons for offering Chris this business deal: in exchange for living in a gorgeous mansion for a year, playing the doting husband, Chris gets all the writing time he wants and walks away with a million-dollar payoff. Surely Chris can handle that. He can handle living with the most handsome and endearing man he’s ever met, a man he immediately knows he wants in the worst way and can’t have. Or can he?
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It’s dangerous diving for secrets.

When a megacompany threatens to take over his family-owned business, programming prodigy Adam Preston escapes the stress with a much-needed vacation in the Dominican Republic. There he meets attractive, intelligent, insightful Jonah James, a scuba dive instructor, and what starts as a holiday fling soon blossoms into much more.

But Jonah has a secret: ten years ago he woke up on an island beach with no idea how he got there… or even who he is. Their paradise may not be as perfect as it seems. When Jonah’s memories come crashing back like waves on the sand, will it be Adam clinging to the proverbial life raft, or will the two men find a safe harbor to ride out the storm?
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Can a swan make peace with his ugly duckling past?

Chubby geek Jimmy Zebulon’s heart broke the day his high school crush, Danny Parker, looked on as his teammates tormented Jimmy. Fifteen years later, Jimmy is long gone, and from his ashes has risen Graham Swann, a movie-star-handsome law firm owner. Graham thinks Jimmy and his past are long forgotten—until attorney Dan Parker shows up for his first day of work.

Getting injured playing college ball was the best thing that ever happened to Dan. It turned his future in a better direction and allowed him to emerge from the closet that trapped him.

Graham wants to believe his childhood dream can come true, but he can’t bring himself to tell Dan who he really is—and their pasts might ruin any chance for a happily ever after….
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Lights, camera, action! When Professor Wesley Coolidge accepts a summer job as a historical consultant to a pirate movie being filmed in North Carolina, the last person he expects to bump into is his soon-to-be ex, movie star Sander Carson.

Just like the flamboyant pirate he’s playing, Sander, aka Sam Carr, is used to getting what he wants, and he makes it clear he wants Wesley back in his life. Sam lost Wesley when he left their life in New York City behind for a career in Hollywood. But Wesley has finally managed to put the pieces of his heart back together, and he isn’t interested in Sam and Wesley: The Sequel.

Convincing Wesley to give their relationship a second chance will take much more than Sam’s apologies and reminders of good times past. If Sam wants Wesley back, he’ll have to show Wesley that they really can sail into the sunset together—a real-life happily-ever-after that won’t end once the final credits roll.
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