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   1. 
 
    
 
   When a door closes, somewhere, a window opens.
 
   How true.
 
   Justine Beaudry stood in the reception office for the Passion Key Resort and pushed shut the door.  As had happened the three previous times she had performed this act, Justine heard a clang somewhere down the hall and a clatter in the ceiling.
 
   The breeze off the water was strong, but Justine suspected that her newly acquired property was not merely responding to atmospheric conditions, but rather the result of more than one rental season in neglect.
 
   She walked down the hall and found the culprit window.  The latch wasn’t broken, but she could see the screws were loose and that the actual window frame was out of line.  The entire opening seemed warped.
 
   So she had a screw loose, was out of line, and possessed a warped view of the world.
 
   If it hadn’t been so true, on so many levels, she would have laughed out loud.  But she did anyway.
 
   Justine tried to tighten the screws with her fingers but they came right out in her hand.  The metal latch mechanism fell onto the floor and clattered, the metal frame creaked in protest.
 
   Great.
 
   She bent down and picked the latch back up and set it on top of the window sill.  Add that to the list, she thought.
 
   Justine walked out of the reception area, into the outdoor courtyard, down a paved path to her condo and went inside.
 
   She had just moved in and still felt out of place.  It was hard for her to think of the place as home just yet.  But the fact remained that she was now the proud owner of Passion Key Resort.  Being in the Florida Keys, naturally the place was beautiful. The resort itself consisted of five good-sized condos each with its own full kitchen and balcony.
 
   Hers was the largest and the most private.
 
   She went in, closed the door, locked it and looked at her half-empty suitcases that still sat on her bed.  It would be great to just dump the bags onto the floor and flop on the bed and sleep for a few years, but Justine knew she couldn’t do it.
 
   This was her new life, after all.
 
   With a deep sigh, Justine went into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of chardonnay and went back into the bedroom where she diligently finished unpacking, hanging up clothes and settling in.
 
   By the time she was done, her stomach was grumbling.
 
   She left the resort, and walked up to the main village of Passion Key.
 
   The little community, like every small town on the Keys, was cut in half by Highway One.  Justine’s resort was on the Gulf side, but most of the town was on the Atlantic side.  However, there were sidewalks most of the way and she loved to walk, especially when the sun was out and there was a breeze.
 
   Even though Passion Key was a narrow body of land Justine noted that as soon as you moved away from the water, the breeze died down and the sun heated up.  Of course, the island was less than a mile wide on either side of Highway One, so it was never easy to get very far from the water.  Still, her resort was right on the water, and walking even five hundred feet away was enough to raise the thermometer by several degrees.
 
   Even though she wasn’t from Florida, she visited on several occasions and had always dreamed of the sun and beaches during Chicago’s long, cruel winters.  Well, she was done with Chicago.  Done with her old life.
 
   It was a new day and a new Justine. 
 
   As she walked, she thought about what she had to do.  First, she needed to visit the hardware store and see if they knew of someone who could make the repairs she needed.  Even though she had been told the resort had a part-time employee, he was mostly in charge of basic landscaping and maintenance on the pool.  A new person had been hired to work in the office and Justine would meet her tomorrow.  In the meantime, she needed to find some dinner.
 
   Which she would be eating alone.
 
   Justine sighed.
 
   Another thing she would just have to get used to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2. 
 
    
 
   Justine quickly discovered there wasn’t a hardware store, per se, on Passion Key.  Rather, there was a general supply store with a bulletin board offering various services.  She saw a business card that read Archer Thorpe, Handyman.
 
   She took a quick cell phone pic of the card and then punched in the number.  It went to voicemail and she decided not to leave a message since the address on the business card meant that his shop must be nearby.
 
   From the supply store she walked out and headed toward the marina, which was really the focal point of the village, even though it was on the water.  The restaurants, oceanfront homes, canal homes and restaurants all radiated out from the Passion Key Marina.  
 
   The heat felt great on Justine’s shoulders. She had made a vow to never complain about how hot it was after she’d spent so many winters in Illinois complaining about the cold.  The breeze was steady with only occasional lapses in force.  However, the moment the wind died down the sun seemed to intensify with startling power and she could feel the heat instantly on any exposed skin.
 
   Although she was of mixed European ancestry (her line could be traced back to various parts of England, Ireland and Norway) she had always tanned easily and quickly.  She always wondered if there was a trace of Mediterranean lineage somewhere along the line.  Maybe a rebellious great uncle had fled to Spain and become a Spanish noble.
 
   She laughed.  Sometimes, her imagination took her to strange places.
 
   Justine crossed a narrow street devoid of any traffic, and strolled along the start of the small village of Passion Key. It was pretty much a straight line to the water, with only a few offshoot lanes that held a store or two, mostly touristy knickknack type places of business, along with the required ice cream shops.  There were several restaurants, just as many bars, and plenty of landscaping companies.  As the route came closer to the marina, there were a few fishing outfitters, and an adventure gear store, with scuba and snorkeling paraphernalia in the window.
 
   Finally she came to a cute little café two doors down from the marina called the Limelight and stepped inside. The first thing she saw was the back of a man’s shirt.  The shirt had rings of sweat and a line of dirt around the neck.  
 
   Ewww, she thought.
 
   She almost backed out, but the man turned to face her. His face was smudged with dirt and sawdust, but he had pale gray eyes that reminded her of the shallow water just off the beach.  Those beautiful eyes squinted at her and she realized that he must have caught the look of disgust on her face.
 
   Way to dress up for a restaurant, Justine thought.  People have to eat food here, you know.
 
   “Good morning,” he said to her.  “With that expression, it looks like you could use a cup of coffee.”
 
   Justine’s breath caught in her throat.  Had he really just said that? She was momentarily caught off guard by the man’s stunning good looks.  He was tall, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist.  His tanned face was sharp, with classic features and short dark hair that peeked out from beneath a dirty baseball cap.
 
   “And I won’t say what you could use,” she snapped back, before she could shut her mouth.  Like a shower and a change of clothes. 
 
   Rather than getting angry, though, the man seemed to stifle a smile.  He tipped his dirty baseball cap at her and walked out.
 
   Justine sat down at an open table, hoping that it hadn’t been vacated by the man she’d just conversed with, and ordered a cup of coffee (he was right about that) and a shrimp salad.  Justine had never been a huge seafood eater, but she figured with her new locale, she might as well take advantage of its freshness.
 
   Justine looked around the place.  It was classic Florida with light green walls accented with hand-painted flowers, multiple ceiling fans, and calypso music playing in the background.
 
   Her coffee was delicious, and Justine definitely felt odd dining alone.  Some people might choose to bring a book or a Kindle e-reader, but she preferred to people watch.  She sipped her coffee and it wasn’t long before her food was delivered by a beautiful older woman with a short shock of white hair, tanned skin and beautiful teeth.  Her nametag simply read “Jan.”
 
   The salad was delicious, and Justine quickly cleaned her plate and then left a good tip.  She walked back out onto the sidewalk.  She had the card for the carpenter, found the street, two blocks to the south of the marina, and saw a sign for the shop.
 
   The building was a ramshackle place with dirty windows, a gravel drive off to the side, and some landscaping that could use a little, or a lot of, maintenance.  
 
   If this was a sign of the guy’s quality of work, Justine figured she might not have the right man for the job. 
 
   A big Closed sign hung in the door.
 
   Well, she had the phone number; she would call first thing in the morning, although at this point, her hopes were pretty low.
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   The bang exploded in Justine’s ears and she nearly leapt from her bed.  She sat bolt upright, her heart racing, totally disoriented.  For a moment, she thought she was back in Manhattan, in the penthouse apartment and one of her husband’s associates-
 
   She pushed the image from her mind.
 
   That was her old life.
 
   That was gone.
 
   Justine realized the sound had come from the damn window in the reception office that refused to stay shut and flew open every time there was a strong gust of wind.  She had slept with her windows open and even though her condo was past the office, she could still hear the sound in all of its obnoxiousness.
 
   That damn carpenter better be able to at least fix that, although judging by the state of the man’s squalid shop, even that might prove to be too monumental a task.
 
   Justine swung out of bed, started a pot of coffee, waited for it to finish, then took her cup out onto the patio facing the ocean.
 
   It was a beautiful morning, with a hint of orange above the water’s horizon.  ‘Red sky at morn, sailors be warned,’ Justine thought.  It was a phrase her father often said, along with ‘red sky at night, sailor’s delight.’
 
   Her parents were both gone, her mother from cancer and her Dad less than a year later from loneliness.  Oh, there had been some other symptoms–blood pressure, irregular heart beats, etc., but Justine knew that her Dad had lived and breathed for his wife, and that once she was gone, it had robbed him of any will to keep going.
 
   What a thought, she mused, the sarcasm coming through strong.  A man who cherishes his wife.  Those kinds of guys are long gone, she thought.  Her ex-husband, case in point.  
 
   Oh sure, when she’d first met Daniel Giovanni he’d certainly played the part of a man who knew how to put a woman first.  This had been after her parents died and she didn’t know any better, was looking for someone to spend her life with.  She had never been so lonely.
 
   Daniel was an up-and-coming stockbroker (or so she thought) in Chicago and he swept her off her feet.  They were married within six months of meeting and only after they’d returned from their honeymoon did she start to get an inkling that something wasn’t right.
 
   For instance, he was hardly ever home, always working, he said. When she wanted to visit him at his office, he always found a reason to say no.  It wasn’t until much later that she realized why.
 
   Literally shaking her head to rid herself of even the tiniest thought of the despicable man, she finished her coffee, went back inside and showered, changed her clothes and went up to the office.
 
   It was going to be a busy day.  The first of her guests were arriving, and the young woman who was going to be her full-time employee and man the office would be starting today.
 
   The cleaning service (Justine made a mental note to meet with them as soon as possible) had already gone through but Justine double checked the suite the couple from Wisconsin would be staying in, and it looked fine.
 
   She went back to the office, checked the clock, saw it was now 8 a.m.  That wasn’t too early.
 
   Justine dialed the number of the carpenter and he answered on the third ring.
 
   “’lo,’ he said.  The man’s voice sounded like the sandpaper that he probably used every day.
 
   “Hi, my name is Justine Beaudry and I’m the new owner of the Passion Key resort.  I’ve got a few small projects I need fixed as soon as possible. Do you think you could stop by and I could show you what I need done?”
 
   There was a pause and she heard a clattering sound.  He had dropped the phone.
 
   “Sorry,” he said after a moment.  “Sure, next week would be good–”
 
   “No,” she said, perhaps sounding harsher than she had intended.  “I’m sorry but I need someone to look at it today, and get started as soon as possible.”
 
   More hesitation. And then she heard him yawn.
 
   Justine considered hanging up on him.
 
   “Okay, I can swing by in an hour or so.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, without much enthusiasm, and disconnected the call.  
 
   I predict this will be a total waste of time, she thought.
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   The O’Connells were the first to arrive.  Jesse was a large man with squash-shaped head and a protruding belly.  His wife, Louise, was average height, but very thin with dark red hair that was obviously not naturally red anymore.  But they seemed very friendly and ready to enjoy their time.
 
   Justine, being new to her role, alternately worried about not being attentive enough, or she feared she was smothering them.
 
   In the end, she got them into their suite, and they seemed genuinely pleased with the accommodations.
 
   She went back down to the lobby.
 
   A man was leaning against the door frame, idly looking out the main window at the ocean beyond.
 
   Justine’s breath momentarily caught in her throat.  It was the same man from the restaurant with whom she had a somewhat unpleasant exchange of words.
 
   “Hello?” she said.
 
   The man looked away from the window and Justine immediately remembered the man’s eyes.  They were even more piercing with the light reflected from the water outside.  Was it her imagination, or did the man stifle another smile?
 
   “You called about some work that needed to be done?” he said.  His voice was neutral, deep, but he wasn’t a loud talker.  
 
   “You’re the carpenter?” she asked.  It sort of slipped out again.  Why did she speak without thinking to this man?
 
   He seemed to shrug his shoulders.  “Carpenter seems like an awful professional sounding word.  I like to think of myself as a more of a fixer upper.”
 
   “I see,” Justine said.
 
   For a moment, she pondered the idea of trying to get rid of him.  She remembered his workshop, what a total mess it was and had her doubts about whether or not she wanted a man who took so little care of his own place to suddenly begin working on hers.
 
   The man straightened up and for a moment she thought he was going to walk out.
 
   Instead, he stepped forward, smiled, and held out his hand.
 
   “My name is Archer Thorpe,” he said, and Justine was startled by the flash of his teeth.  They were white and even, and for a moment, she realized that he was an incredibly handsome man.  She almost laughed at herself.  Yeah, he was good looking, but she was done with men for the time being. They couldn’t be trusted and besides, she was in paradise.  She wanted nothing more than to run her little resort, and get plenty of sunshine, along with an evening margarita or two.
 
   Justine took his offered hand.  “I’m Justine,” she said, leaving off her last name for some reason.  Her mind momentarily froze and she realized that she hadn’t come up with an excuse for getting rid of the guy fast enough.  She would just have to show him the project, but she would minimize it so that she could get rid of him fast.
 
   “Okay, well, the problem is in here,” she said, leading him toward the bank of windows at the rear of the office.
 
   “The problem is, these windows are in bad shape, and with how much wind we get, I need to be able to open and close them.  Right now, some of them are rusted shut, and others need handles replaced.  It looks like the frames are warped or something.  I don’t know if I should just replace them all.”
 
   She stepped back as Archer moved to the windows, and studied them, running his hands along the window jams.  His hands were clean and not rough, in surprisingly good shape for a laborer.
 
   “Are you from around here?” he said.
 
   She raised an eyebrow at him.  “Not originally, no. Why?”  It seemed like an odd time for a personal question and she couldn’t help the surprised tone from creeping into her voice.
 
   “Because most people who aren’t from here, even though they’ve heard about how corrosive the humidity can be, still underestimate its power until they’ve seen it firsthand.”  He pointed to the windows.  “You don’t need to replace these, I just have to take out some of the damaged framing and replace it.  After that, all it’s going to take is some elbow grease to replace the rusted hardware, and then get them properly lubricated and sealed.”
 
   Now that he mentioned it, Justine did see that there seemed to be an extraordinary amount of gunky buildup on the window’s hardware.
 
   “It’s so hot and moist down here,” she said.  “I don’t how someone couldn’t have realized that before.” She pointed at the windows.  “I’m the new owner, so I haven’t had a chance to thoroughly review every nook and cranny of the place.”
 
   He seemed to stifle another smile and she wondered what it was about her that seemed to amuse him.
 
   He looked up at the ceiling.
 
   “You do have a problem upstairs, though,” he said.
 
   Sure enough, there was a very faint line running along the edge of the ceiling.  She was again surprised that she hadn’t noticed it.
 
   “That’s either leaking around a window upstairs, or a plumbing problem.  Is there a bathroom directly above that?”
 
   She thought about it.  “No.”
 
   “You’re lucky, then,” he said.  “If it’s not a plumbing problem, it could be water leaking around a window.  I’ll check that, too.”
 
   “Okay, when can you get started?” she said.
 
   “How about I come back tomorrow afternoon, around one o’clock?” 
 
   “Before we pick a time, you need to tell me how much this all going to cost me,” Justine said.
 
   “With or without the Yankee tax?” he said.
 
   She didn’t understand at first, but then she got the joke.
 
   “Without, of course,” she said.  “And then I won’t apply the Southern Surcharge to you when you visit the resort.”
 
   He laughed, and she was again struck by how attractive he was.
 
   If you cleaned him up a little…
 
   She stopped herself from continuing that thought.
 
   That part of her was dead now.
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   Her car was a white Porsche convertible, several years old with nearly fifty thousand miles on the odometer.  But Justine loved the way it handled, and when she punched it, the car practically leapt off the road.
 
   With the heat of the day now past, and the faint tinges of sunset beginning to appear on the horizon, she turned south on Highway One with the top down and the radio on.  The combination of wind, good rock music and the warmth of the sun’s rays felt fantastic even at the late hour.
 
   Justine had learned the hard way about how much sun you could actually get driving a convertible in the Florida Keys.  She had taken a two-hour car trip and never felt the heat of the sun because of the constant movement of air against her skin.  Only about an hour later, when she parked the car and went inside, did she feel just how much sun she’d gotten.  She would never forget that sunburn, all on the left side of her face and neck.  
 
   What had the carpenter said?  It was easy to underestimate the Florida Keys. 
 
   She readily agreed.
 
   Now, she checked her odometer to see how far from Passion Key she had traveled.  When she hit the twelve-mile mark, she started looking for the private road that led back to a tiny stretch of land dotted with for sale signs.
 
   She spotted it, turned the Porsche onto the road, and followed it to the unpaved driveway.  Another car was already parked there, a silver Ford Taurus with government plates.
 
   Justine parked the Porsche and walked past the Ford along the dirt path toward the beach.  A stand of palm trees and palmetto bushes blocked the view to the ocean, and just beyond the small stand of vegetation there was a picnic table with two people seated next to each other.
 
   “Nice spot,” Justine said to them.
 
   They turned to her and Justine recognized Agent Herring and Agent Runyan.  Herring was the older of the two, a slim man with gray hair at his temples and pale skin.  He wore a dark suit and had a handkerchief out, ready to dab at his forehead.  Runyan was short, with a gymnast’s body and her brown hair was shaped by a bob haircut.  Justine was always taken aback by how beautiful one of her FBI handlers was.
 
   “If the Bureau ever decides to sell this land, I would imagine they could make a pretty penny,” Herring said.  Justine sat on the other side of the picnic table, her back to the ocean.  For the first time, she realized that Herring actually did look a little like a fish.  
 
    “How are you doing, Justine?” Runyan asked.  The woman had big brown eyes and Justine liked and trusted her.
 
   “Oh, the resort needs a little tender loving care, but we all knew that,” she said.  “I’m adjusting.  I guess I’m mostly surprised about this meeting.  I thought we weren’t supposed to get together for a few months.  Let me settle in first.”
 
   A pelican flew overhead, continued on over the water and then dove for a fish.  Agent Herring took a deep breath.
 
   “A situation has arisen that we felt would be unfair not to share with you.  You are in no danger and your new identity is airtight.”
 
   Justine felt dread rise inside her. 
 
   “But…” she prodded.
 
   Agent Runyan took over.  “But our relationship is built on trust, and we want you to know that you can trust us.  Which is why we’re here.”
 
   Justine looked back and forth between the Feds.
 
   Finally, Herring delivered the news.
 
   “Your ex-husband has escaped from prison.  We don’t know where he is.”
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   Typical.
 
   That was the first word to come to Archer Thorpe’s mind when he thought about the woman at Passion Key Resort.  
 
   He could spot an attitude a mile away, and this Justine woman had one that could probably be seen from all the way back in Miami.
 
   But was she the typical out-of-towner? Admittedly, his first instinct had been an overwhelming yes to that question.  In some ways, she looked a lot like plenty of woman who passed through Passion Key.  A real beauty with a knockout body.
 
   But now, he wasn’t so sure if she fit the mold.
 
   He was back in his shop, finishing up a table repair for Mrs. Carlson, a firecracker of a woman whose husband had died years ago, probably from trying to keep up with her.
 
   The building had been through a number of incarnations over the years, including a cigar factory and a hotel.  When he bought it he had gutted it, and turned it into both a workshop, and a home.  
 
   Archer double-checked to make sure his repair was invisible.  It was.  Along with a fiery personality, Mrs. Carlson had a keen eye and demanded the best.  He had yet to disappoint her, he noted with no small amount of satisfaction.
 
   He carefully wrapped the table in a cotton sheet and placed it in the section of his workshop for completed projects.
 
   The refrigerator held a fair amount of ice-cold beers and he selected one, popped the cap off and walked through the back door of his shop out to a small seating area that faced the open ocean.  Archer sat down in one of his Adirondack style chairs and took a long drink from the beer.  The water was unnaturally calm today, and the sun was bearing down with a frightening intensity, but the heat on his skin made Archer feel alive, something he had rarely felt when he lived in San Francisco a few years back.
 
   That had been a different time.  And he’d been a different man.
 
   Now, he relished the lifestyle he had put in place on Passion Key, the ramshackle approach to life that was the exact opposite of how he’d been before.  Archer had a theory.  Too many people in life are always looking to judge if they’re doing better or worse.  His theory was that most of the time, the comparison was negligible.  The key thing that he felt most people missed was simple.  Rather than trying to judge if something was better or worse, relish in the fact that it’s different.  Not better. Not worse.  Just different. Once he had chosen to approach life that way, everything had changed for him, for the better.
 
   He took another drink of the beer.  
 
   That woman from Passion Key Resort.
 
   Now she was different.
 
   He smiled.
 
   In the café, when she couldn’t help but look at his sweat stained shirt with open disdain, it had been too funny.  He neglected to tell her that he’d actually been in the back, rebuilding the restaurant’s built-in storage cabinets and that the back door had been blocked which was why he was exiting through the restaurant.
 
   But there was something about her face that made him keep it from her.  
 
   And it was a beautiful face.
 
   No doubt about that.  Passion Key saw no shortage of beautiful women, wealthy model types from Miami, young college girls down for some naughty fun on spring break, and just about everyone else who wanted to cut loose in the Keys.
 
   But this Justine Beaudry. There was something about her.  Something haunted in her eyes that made him want to discover what was troubling her.
 
   He drank the rest of his beer and laughed.
 
   Look at him!  He was acting like a teenager.
 
   So some hot woman took over the resort and asked him to do some work for her. He was not getting involved with anyone.  He relished the simple island life and it was the whole reason he’d come here, the entire point of creating a simple existence of working with his hands and keeping the rest of his body out of trouble.  Especially woman trouble.
 
   Archer got up and went back into the workshop.  He set the empty in a crate by the side door and looked at a stack of fresh cypress planks he’d just had delivered.
 
   They weren’t for a paid gig.
 
   They were for something special he was going to make just for himself.
 
   Problem was, he had no idea what that project would be.
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   Justine parked the Porsche in her one-car garage, just off the back of the resort, and went to her room.  She felt a little sick to her stomach and knew that it had everything to do with her ex-husband escaping from prison.  The sad fact was that when he had his freedom, she lost hers.
 
   All because of one stupid night. 
 
   It had been a typical vicious Chicago winter night, and in their big house north of the city along the Gold Coast, Justine had been awakened by a noise.  Ordinarily, she would have just gone back to sleep, but it was so cold that she always worried about pipes freezing and bursting because their mansion had been built in the 1920s and parts of the house had very little insulation.
 
   Because of that, she swung her feet out of bed, slipped into her fleece robe and fur-lined slippers, and went down the stairs into the great room and listened.
 
   There was another banging sound and she knew it was coming from the garage.  They had a bedroom suite over the garage that had originally been the maid’s quarters and it was one of the areas that had little insulation. There was a bathroom above the garage and she worried that one of those pipes had frozen.
 
   Justine walked through the kitchen, then through the mud room and opened the door to the garage.
 
   Her husband Daniel was standing at the back of his car with the trunk open.  He and another man were shoving a third man into the trunk. Justine saw the man’s face and the blood that had poured from a small hole near his temple.
 
   He was clearly dead.
 
   A look of fury crossed Daniel’s face and he turned to her.
 
   “Go back inside.”
 
   The ice in his voice was several degrees colder than the sub-zero temperatures outside.
 
   Justine did as she was told.  For weeks after, she and her husband never talked about the incident. In fact, they never really talked at all.
 
   Privately, using public computers where she could clear the machine’s history, she began to piece together who her husband really was.
 
   So not long after when the FBI approached her, she was all too ready to talk.
 
    Now, in her new condo with the memories rushing back at her, Justine wanted to cry, but was determined not to.  Daniel had made her cry far too many times to remember and she’d be damned if she’d let him do it to her again.  Let the jackass come down and try to find her, she thought, trying to muster up some bravado but the words sounded hollow to her.
 
   The heck with it, she thought.
 
   She wasn’t going to sit around and worry.  That was the old Justine.  This was the new Justine.
 
   The O’Connells, her first guests, were having a cocktail by the pool.
 
   “How are we doing, folks?” she asked, forcing her voice to be calm, steady and cheery.  It was the complete opposite of the fear and unsteadiness she felt inside.
 
   “We got a lot of sun today,” the man said.  His face was already pink from exposure to the sun.
 
    “People always underestimate the power of the sun down here,” Justine said.
 
   The woman looked carefully at Justine.  “How did you come to own this place? Are you married?”
 
   “Louise, don’t pry!” her husband chided her.
 
   The woman rolled her eyes.
 
   “It’s hardly prying, Jesse.”
 
   Justine laughed.
 
   “No, it’s fine.  I ran a small business back in Chicago,” Justine began, using the story she’d carefully rehearsed many times with her FBI handlers.  “The good news was it became very successful.  The bad news was I could no longer keep running it.  So I sold it.  And since I’d been a Midwestern girl my whole life and didn’t care to see one single more winter I sold the business to a giant holding company, took the money and bought this place.”
 
   “And you live here alone?” the woman asked.
 
   The man shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.  
 
   “Honey, you are relentless,” he said to his wife.
 
   Justine figured it was a gesture, and a phrase, he used often.
 
   “No, not all,” Justine said.  “Every week I stay with someone new, like you two.” She smiled and her guests laughed.
 
   “Now,” Justine said. “What are you two planning on doing while you’re down here?”
 
   “Exactly what you see us doing. We are going to sit by the pool all day and jump in the water when we get too hot,” Jesse O’Connell said. “And then in the evening we’re going to go into town and find a good restaurant.”
 
   “But we’re not going to eat at the same place every day,” Louise said.  She pointed at Jesse with her thumb. “This bozo finds a place he likes and then wants to go there all the time. Not me, I like to explore.”
 
   “Well, you have plenty to choose from around here,” Justine said. “Now, is there anything I can do for you two?”
 
   The woman looked at her husband.
 
   “Well,” Jesse began, seeming almost sheepish.  “There’s quite a loud banging once in awhile.  We think it’s a door or a window slamming somewhere.”
 
   Justine frowned.
 
   “I know what you mean, I had a contractor here to look at it, he’ll fix it tomorrow,” she said. “In the meantime, I’ll figure out a way to make sure it doesn’t cause a problem this evening.”
 
   She said her goodbyes to the couple and walked down to the beach.
 
   The tide was going out and she walked along the smooth part of the sand, her toes squishing into the wetness.  Justine loved the feeling.  Walking barefoot always made her feel like she was on vacation.
 
   The wind had started to pick up and she saw whitecaps not too far from shore. It was a warm breeze and the sea grass was rustling at the top of the dunes.  The sound of the waves hitting the shore eased her mind for a moment and she felt the tension relax just slightly from her neck and shoulders.
 
   A soft sigh escaped her lips.
 
   This place would be perfect, she thought.
 
   If my husband were still in prison.
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   The resort Justine had been awarded by the FBI had been in the hands of the government for reasons that hadn’t been exactly shared with her.  From hints supplied by Agent Runyan, it sounded like the property had been owned by a financier in New York who had swindled investors with an elaborate Ponzi scheme. Passion Key Resort had just been one of his hundreds of properties that were mostly run only for the sake of appearance, hence the obvious signs of disrepair that needed attention.
 
   By and large, though, she thought the property had a lot of potential, and it was now in her name.  Beachfront real estate in the Keys was expensive, and Justine knew she could make the place a success.
 
   The question was, did she want to?
 
   It had troubled her slightly when she agreed to testify against her husband and enter the witness protection program.  She had still been in shock, frankly, and in some ways felt incapable of making decisions.
 
   But she’d made them anyway.
 
   From somewhere deep within her a pocket of strength had begun to blossom and for the first time she felt steadier on her feet.
 
   That was, until yesterday.
 
   Come on, girl.
 
   Justine shook off the negativity. The FBI would handle her ex-husband, she had her own life now.
 
   Just as she arrived at that conclusion, Justine heard a car pull up outside the front door, and a door slammed.
 
   She got up, and saw a couple emerging from a red Toyota that had to be a rental. 
 
   “Good morning,” Justine said. “Welcome to Passion Key!”
 
   Over the next two hours the rest of her guests arrived and now all four suites were occupied.
 
   The couple with the red car was from Minnesota and the other two parties had arrived from New Jersey and Windsor, Ontario.
 
   Justine went back to the office and fired up her computer. She spent the next hour organizing the resort’s paperwork and bank records. Everything had been set up for her, but she needed to familiarize herself with the financial workings.  
 
   She had learned her lesson.
 
   While she’d been married to Daniel, she had allowed herself to be blissfully unaware of his business dealings.  She had enjoyed the expensive house, the travel, and the gifts.  But they had been small compensation for the feeling that her husband had married her for appearances and promptly dove into his business dealings and kept her alone, only taking her out to public functions when absolutely necessary.
 
   When the Feds had finally approached her about her husband’s real business, she knew the artifice that her life had become was now over.
 
   No, she would never let that happen again.
 
   Justine made a short to-do list and was putting on her running shoes to get a workout in when she heard someone call out from the lobby.
 
   “Hello!”
 
   She finished lacing up her sneakers and went to the lobby where she found Archer Thorpe standing with a toolbox in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.
 
   Oh my, he is easy on the eye, she thought.
 
   “Good afternoon,” she said, and found it odd that she had chosen to sound so formal.
 
   She felt his eyes on her and realized how she looked. She had put on tight micro shorts for her run, and a dri-fit tank. The ensemble left little to the imagination and she nearly blushed at how openly he was looking at her body.
 
   “I’m here to loosen you up,” he said.  “I mean, your windows,” he added with a small smile.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “How long do you think it will take?” Justine realized that it wasn’t the perfect response to his comment and its double meaning.
 
   “Probably a few hours,” he said.  “I’ll let you know if I find any surprises.”
 
   “I’ll be around,” she answered, and stepped aside as he walked past her.  She watched him walked by, saw the muscles in his arms and he smelled of soap and after shave.
 
    She checked out his body as he walked past.
 
   Nice, she thought.  
 
   Justine slipped her key inside the hidden pocket in her running shorts, and took off for the beach.
 
   She would run along the water and try not to think about Archer Thorpe and his muscular body, handsome face, gorgeous eyes and perfect smile.
 
   Enough!
 
   Justine turned south, and picked up her pace. She was absolutely NOT going to get involved with a man.
 
   The only exercise she would be getting would be out here, running.
 
   Not between the silk sheets of her bed and the arms of Archer Thorpe.
 
   Stop!
 
   She leaned in and ran picked up the pace again so she was almost sprinting.
 
   While at the same time she understood there were some things you just couldn’t run away from.
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   Loosen her up.
 
   Nice going, Archer, he thought to himself.
 
   He was here to do a job, nothing more, nothing less.  He needed to focus, but there was just something about this Justine woman that made him want to engage her, and get beneath that defensive shell she was so clearly holding up.
 
   But why was she getting to him?
 
   It was pretty clear.
 
   Archer shook his head. Who was he kidding? The woman was smoking hot, that’s why.  Those tight little shorts and top had left nothing to the imagination. She had great legs and a gorgeous body. And she was stunningly beautiful. 
 
   He dropped the tube of caulk he was trying to insert into the caulk gun and laughed at himself.
 
   That seemed to be the signal to his brain to set aside his lust and get busy with the task at hand. Which is what he did. The windows were structurally fine, but the framing needed to be replaced.  Since the resort was somewhat modern, and it being Florida, the job didn’t take him very long.  People in Florida had learned that it was a better idea to make things easily replaceable than to constantly battle erosion by making things ultra permanent.  Once he had pried the old, warped sections away, he replaced them with prefinished pieces that matched and then installed new hardware.
 
   Archer also went up to the second floor, and checked where he figured a window had leaked, causing the slight stain on the first floor ceiling.  It was just as he expected, the caulking around the windows was in tatters.  He went outside, got his ladder, stripped the old caulk and sealed the windows with fresh silicone.
 
   This was a nice place, he thought to himself as he cleaned up his work area and gathered his equipment.  He’d been here before of course, just once, when the place was pretty much abandoned. A friend had looked into staying there and asked Archer to check it out before he made a reservation.  Archer had taken a quick look and advised his friend to stay elsewhere.
 
   He wondered how Justine had wound up owning the place. There had always been rumors that the previous owner was some kind of shyster from the east coast, and that he’d been busted.  Archer wondered if there was an interesting story behind how she’d come into possession of the place.
 
   All of the other business owners on Passion Key were happy that the resort was in new hands. The goal was always to get people to stop and stay on Passion Key, as opposed to simply driving through.  The longer people stayed, the more money they spent.  Business 101.
 
   Archer hoped Justine would make a go of the place.  She seemed like a nice woman and if she could make the resort successful, it would be a good thing.
 
   It would definitely be good for Passion Key.
 
   And he wouldn’t mind seeing her running around in those shorts.
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   At the three-mile mark, according to the running app on her phone, Justine had turned around and started the run back toward the resort. Now, she was less than an eighth of a mile from home.  She smiled at the thought of her calling the resort home. But it was her home now, and she was happy about that.
 
   She slowed to a walk, her chest heaving with the exertion, her body covered with sweat.  Justine stopped for a second and slipped off her shoes and socks, and veered into the water.
 
   That’s what she loved about Florida.  Everything was made to live cleanly. The water was beautiful and cool on her legs and feet.  The sand felt great on her toes.
 
   Justine walked, letting the salt water massage her legs as her heartbeat gradually slowed and her breathing returned to normal. She reached down, scooped up some water and rubbed the sweat from her face, loving the taste of salt on her lips.
 
   When she got back she would–
 
   Something stabbed her in the thigh and she screamed, then lunged toward the shore as she simultaneously felt something slimy slide off her leg. She heaved out of the water and stood on the beach, pain burning her right thigh.
 
   Jellyfish.
 
   Of course! She’d heard of the damned things and how much they hurt.  And boy, did this hurt!
 
   She looked down at her leg and saw red marks around her thigh.  They were already swelling and a couple of them were dripping blood. She felt chills as she saw the wounds and knew she had to get back to the resort as quickly as possible.
 
   Justine tried to block out the pain as she raced up the beach, along the boardwalk and back to the resort’s office where she thought she had seen a first aid kit in one of the desk drawers. She slammed the door open, almost in tears.
 
   And came face to face with Archer Thorpe.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he said, setting down a screwdriver and a rag.  He looked at her leg.
 
   “I think–”
 
   Justine suddenly felt stronger chills run up and down her body. She was lightheaded.
 
   “Whoa,” he said, and caught her as she sagged against the wall.  
 
   “Easy,” Archer said as he scooped her into his arms.  He carried her into the office area and set her on the couch.
 
   He must have seen the wound on her leg because he said, “Looks like a jellyfish sting.  Ouch.” 
 
    “It really hurts,” she said, hating how weak she sounded.
 
   “I think there’s a first-aid kit in the desk,” she added.
 
   There was a small kitchen off the office, and Archer went in there.
 
   She couldn’t believe how the sting was affecting her.  She wasn’t allergic to anything, she had been stung by bees two summers ago and nothing had happened.
 
   Justine looked down at her leg and saw that the marks were red and angry.  She heard rummaging in cupboards in the kitchen and then there was the sound of a faucet running.
 
   Archer returned with a couple of bottles and a bowl.
 
   “Had to wash my hands real quick,” he explained.
 
   He used a clean rag and held it up against the first bottle, which Justine could smell, was vinegar.  He dabbed the vinegar on her thigh and although it stung a little, and immediately afterward it felt numb, which was a major improvement.
 
   Next, he dumped some baking soda into the bowl that already had some water in it, and he stirred it into a paste, then dabbed that on her stings.
 
   She was surprised at how tender his touch was.  He put a clean dish towel under her leg, went to the kitchen and returned with some Tylenol.
 
   “Here take these, they’ll help.”
 
   Justine took the pills and leaned her head back.
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your work.”
 
    “Who said I was working?” he said and then laughed.
 
   The moment of humor took her mind off the pain and she smiled.
 
   “You’re not going to charge me for medical services are you?” she asked.
 
   “No, I would rather you owed me one.”
 
   His eyes seemed to dance in front of her and she wasn’t sure it was a hallucination from the stings.  But she saw compassion in his eyes, too.  And that something she definitely wasn’t used to from a man.
 
   “The same thing happened to me last year up in the Panhandle,” he said. “Jellyfish stings are not any fun.”
 
   He must have noticed the goose bumps on her arms because he grabbed a blanket from the end of the couch and draped it over her.
 
   “Is there someone I can call?” he asked. “A husband? A boyfriend?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No.”
 
   Already, she felt the chills begin to subside as the Tylenol kicked in.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she said. “Thank you for helping me.”  She looked at him. “How is the project going?”
 
   The attempt at strength sounded hollow to her, but she had been a victim too long.  She was determined to be tough at all times.
 
   He straightened up and she knew that he caught the tone of her voice.
 
   “Pretty much done.  Do you want me to call someone?”
 
   There was an awkward silence.
 
   “No, I’ll be okay.  Thank you very much, though.  I’m just going to rest for a few minutes and then I’ll be fine.”
 
   “The baking soda will harden.  You should try not to move for awhile.  Eventually you can clean it off and then if it starts to hurt again just reapply a fresh batch of the stuff.  It works wonders.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Just give me a shout if you need something, I’ll keep an ear out,” he said.
 
   He left her there and she watched him walk out, and remembered the feeling of his hands on her body.
 
   A girl could get used to that, she thought.
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   Archer Thorpe was more than a little embarrassed.
 
   What kind of man was he? A woman is in distress, stung by a jellyfish, and he’s getting aroused when he’s applying baking soda to her wounds?
 
   What a creep!
 
   But aroused he had been, no doubt about that.  The moment he touched Justine, when he scooped her up into his arms, an electric current shot through his body, probably with the same amount of force the jellyfish had used on its victim.
 
   And when he had put her on the couch and gone into the kitchen, he’d taken a moment to gather himself, to even splash a little cold water on his face while he was making the baking soda paste, and he was still reveling in the contact.
 
   He shook his head as he packed up his tools and carried them out to his SUV.
 
   The job was done, but he needed to check on his patient.
 
   So he went back inside and poked his head into the office.  Justine was on the couch with her eyes closed. She had pulled the blanket up, and he could see that the paste had managed to stay together.
 
   Archer wasn’t sure what to do.  
 
   On a table near the door was a small notepad with a Passion Key Resort pen.  He scratched out a quick note and set it on the couch next to Justine.
 
   He looked at her face and was positively transfixed.  She had a perfect jawline, a cute little nose and luscious lips.  He so wanted to kiss her right then.
 
   Instead, he backed out of the room, chastising himself for being such a typical male.  The poor thing was going to wake up to a really sore leg and all he could think about was how hot she looked.
 
   He got into his vehicle and drove to the shop, unloaded his gear, peeled off his clothes and slipped on a pair of swimming trunks.  He grabbed the carbon fiber paddle hanging near the back door and slid a life vest onto his arm.  At the back of the property was a sit-on kayak, fastened to a kayak rack with a security cable and padlock.  He set down the paddle and life vest, dialed the combination for the padlock, opened it, and slid the security cable out from underneath the kayak.  Then Archer hoisted the kayak onto his shoulder and carried it down to the dock.  He set it on the dock, went back and retrieved his paddle, life vest and a fishing rod from the rod box underneath the rack.
 
   Next, he set everything into the kayak, set it into the water, and then lowered himself onto it as waves pushed it back and forth beneath him.
 
   He pushed himself away from the dock, turned directly into the wind, and dug into the paddling, setting his teeth on edge and paddling with strength, precision, and a blazing speed that he knew he could only keep up for a short time.
 
   When he’d first come here, he’d done every kind of water sport.  Fishing, jet skiing, power boating, sailing, kite boarding, and he loved all of them.  But the kayak had become one of his most treasured companions.
 
   As the water spit over the front of the vessel, he tasted the salt water on his lips, and relished the feel of the wind on his face.  This is what Passion Key was all about. 
 
   Archer continued to push the kayak directly out to the sea.  The swells became bigger and it always felt to him like you were riding a bucking horse that was going in slow motion.  The rhythm was comforting to him, and he loved tearing into the water with the paddle, felt the burning of his arms, chest and shoulders, even his core as he ripped the kayak along.
 
   Oh, he worked out frequently in traditional ways with weights, a treadmill or elliptical and jogging.  But when it was combined in a way that let you do something you love, well, he could kayak every day, all day.
 
   When he was at least a mile from shore, he made an abrupt turn, strapped the paddle into the nylon holder that pinned it lengthwise against the hull and freed his fishing pole from the rubber clips that held it in place.
 
   He had on a deep diving lure that he essentially used to troll as he paddled as fast as he could.  That way, he combined exercise, kayaking and fishing all into one.  It was his favorite way to multitask.
 
   He cast the lure out as far as it would go, put the butt of the fishing rod into the built-in rod holder, picked up his paddle, and started back toward Passion Key at an angle so he could draw out the trip a little longer.  He also had a theory that baitfish rarely swam straight to and from shore.
 
   With the sprint from shore now over, and his breathing back to somewhat normal levels, he pondered why he suddenly threw the kayak into the water and took off.  It wasn’t uncommon for him.  
 
   But why today?
 
   He knew the answer to that, too.  He now freely admitted that he’d been surprised by how powerful his attraction was to Justine Beaudry.  Frankly, he’d been hot and bothered and wanted to blow off the steam somehow and going for a quick kayak trip seemed a lot more enjoyable than a cold shower.
 
   What was it about this woman?  It wasn’t just her beauty.  Beautiful women were a dime a dozen in the Keys.  No, it was her honesty.  Her honesty, combined with something that seemed either flawed or hidden.
 
   He thought back to his sudden urge to kiss her.
 
   Where had that come from?
 
   Well, there was no doubt he had to keep that in check. Besides, he didn’t know diddly squat about the woman. She had just come down here, no one seemed to know much about her and everyone had been just as surprised as he had that the Passion Key Resort had a new owner nobody had even seen looking at the place.
 
   The fact was, Passion Key was a small town.  Just about everyone knew everyone.  But still, it was Florida.  And a lot of people who lived in Florida weren’t originally from the state, so there was always an influx of new people.
 
   Perhaps that was simply what it was all about.
 
   Justine Beaudry was gorgeous and mysterious.
 
   Maybe that was why he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
 
   Just then, his fishing pole bent in half and he heard the line start to fly off the reel with incredible speed.
 
   He slid his paddle onto the kayak, grabbed the rod and set the hook.
 
   As he felt the fish struggle against the sudden feeling of being hooked, he smiled.
 
   I know the feeling, buddy.
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   The morning sun woke Justine slowly as it poured into the room via windows whose blinds she had forgotten to close.
 
   Justine wasn’t about to blame herself, though.  She’d taken more over the counter medicine for the effects of the jellyfish sting, along with a hot shower followed by icepacks for the swelling.
 
   Luckily, she had found a spray can of lidocaine in the first aid kit, which also helped.  Now, she woke and looked at her leg.
 
   The area was still red, and only one wound from a stinger still stood out.  Justine wasn’t about to let this slow her down, though.  The jellyfish that had bitten her must have been small or young because when she had searched for home remedies for jellyfish stings on the Internet, she had seen some incredibly painful looking stings, nothing like hers.
 
   So, she swung out of bed, took another shower, rubbed calamine lotion on the area, and got dressed.
 
   A fresh cup of coffee, an egg white omelet and while she didn’t feel all together one hundred percent, she felt a whole lot better.
 
   Justine put her dishes in the dishwasher, left her condo and walked up to the office.
 
   Justine went to the windows that Archer had worked on, tested them and saw that they all operated smoothly.  Plus, she hadn’t been awakened by any loud banging sounds.  Justine made a mental note to check with her guests and make sure they hadn’t heard anything, either.
 
   She was surprised to see that there was no sign that Archer had even been there working.  She’d had some contractors work before in the house in Chicago and they tended to leave a mess after they left. Justine remembered complaining to a plumber.  His response had been pretty clear.
 
   “I make holes, I don’t fix ‘em,” he’d said.
 
   That certainly wasn’t the case with Archer Thorpe.  If anything, the places where he’d worked were cleaner than when he’d begun.
 
   She went back to the office, then checked out the pool area to see how her guests were doing, but there was no one there.
 
   However, parked near the turn off from the main road into her driveway, she saw a black sedan with tinted windows.  Justine wasn’t sure why it caught her eye, but it seemed out of place.
 
   For a moment, she felt a tinge of panic.
 
   Could it be her ex-husband?
 
   No, no way. There would be no way for him to find her, plus, if he did, she highly doubted he would park just outside where she lived and watch her.  No, he would probably come right in and–
 
   She did not want to think about that.
 
   Besides, most cars in the Keys had tinted windows, and if it was anybody watching her, it would probably be the FBI.
 
   Justine decided to ignore the car, and went into the office where she found a beautiful, brown-skinned young woman with startling green eyes waiting for her.
 
    “Hello,” Justine said.
 
   “Hi, are you Ms. Beaudry?” the girl said, with a lovely, lilting accent that struck Justine immediately as quite lovely.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “You must be Taye?”
 
   The Feds had told Justine they’d hired a girl to work full-time in the office.
 
   “I am,” she said.
 
   “I’ve been expecting you,” Justine said.
 
   They chatted for the better part of a half-hour and Justine learned that Taye had just moved to Passion Key a month ago and had answered a classified ad for the job of receptionist.  She had been hired over the phone, contingent only upon a quick meeting with Ms. Beaudry.
 
   “You’re hired,” Justine said.  She knew that the Bureau had already done an extensive background check on the girl.
 
   “How about you start tomorrow?” Justine said.
 
   “That would be great,” Taye answered.  
 
   She left and Justine checked the answering machine for any messages or complaints from the guests but there weren’t any.
 
   Justine smiled.  Well, having the Federal government working for you didn’t hurt, either.  Agent Herring had told her that there was a specific division that “supported” businesses being used and/or run by people in “the program.”  Free advertising was the best kind, Justine figured.
 
   She went back to her condo and let herself in.
 
   It smelled strongly of lidocaine.
 
   She fired up her laptop and checked her email.  There were no messages from the FBI. So she assumed no news was good news.
 
   However, she couldn’t help herself so she Googled her husband’s name and only found a short article about a prison escape in rural Pennsylvania.
 
   So either the Feds had him stashed in a medium security type prison which posed little threat to the outside community, or they were actively squashing any stories about the escape to save face.
 
   Justine guessed it was probably both.
 
   Well, she had no intention of sitting around alone waiting to see what would happen, so she showered again, changed into a cute outfit of turquoise colored Capri pants, a light cotton blouse, her favorite flip flops and her Ray-bans.
 
   It was going to be her daily style of clothing.  She could get used to it.
 
   She locked up her condo and walked up to the village.
 
   It was just past midday by now and most of the lunch places were still going strong, with people sitting outside, albeit in the shade, having salads and more than a fair share of beer and wine.
 
   That was one of the great things about the Keys. Every hour was happy hour.
 
   For today’s lunch she chose a more upscale restaurant called Ramona’s, not because she wanted an expensive meal, but more because she wanted to linger and the place had a nice outdoor seating area that surrounded a garden with a manmade waterfall and fountain.
 
   She ordered a light salad of mixed greens with a glass of chardonnay.
 
   Her leg felt a little better, probably from the walking.
 
   She dined alone and enjoyed the peace and quiet, and her food was delicious.  People passing by the restaurant provided a steady stream of people-watching opportunities.
 
   Justine paid her bill, and then strolled around to a few of the shops. She spent some time looking around and realized she was awfully close to Archer Thorpe’s place.
 
   There was a hole-in-the-wall liquor store that prominently featured fine wines so she went inside and selected a reasonable but well-reviewed white and red, purchased them, then walked over to Archer’s shop.
 
   She stood in front, for some reason feeling her heart beating more quickly than usual.  Even her palms were a little sweaty.
 
   Come on, Justine, you’re not a teenager anymore.
 
   Steadying herself, she rang the bell.
 
   Here goes nothing, she thought.
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   The blank sheet of paper didn’t stay blank for long.  Archer used a charcoal pencil begin to begin his sketch.  He already had a vague shape in mind, but scratching the visual down on paper always helped him see the shapes and angles he needed to clarify before he could start any kind of actual carpentry work.
 
   What he had in mind was a table made of cypress, not too finished, but not overly rustic either.  He had a nice batch of river cypress that was at least one hundred years old.  It was sometimes called pecky cypress because the wood at some point in its life had been invaded by a fungus that created pockets of black when finished.  He considered them badges of honor for a life well-lived.  Archer always thought of it as Florida’s answer to tiger striped oak favored by Arts & Crafts furniture makers.
 
   As he sketched out various ideas, he let his mind wander. He never rushed this part of the process, because to be impatient here would only cause him to lose huge amounts of time during the actual building process due to poor planning.  He’d learned that the hard way.
 
   His sketches increased in speed and soon he had several pages of ideas and no sign of stopping–
 
   The doorbell rang and he ignored it until he finished the last image in his mind.  He stopped and realized that the last sketch was probably his best.
 
   He stood and went to the door.
 
   Archer opened it and he was momentarily caught off guard at seeing Justine Beaudry standing in the doorway with a dazzling smile and a tall, narrow gift bag that obviously contained a bottle or two of wine.
 
   “Justine, are you okay to be up and about?” he asked, stepping aside for her to enter.
 
   As she passed him, he smelled a trace of perfume, along with an underlying hint of something medicinal.
 
   “Yes, that’s my new scent, it’s called Sting Soother No. 5, by Chanel,” she said, and smiled at him.
 
   He shut the door
 
   “It’s very becoming,” he said. “But how is the leg?”
 
   They both looked down at her thigh, which was covered by her Capri pants.
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. “Thanks to you.”
 
   She held out the gift bag.
 
   “I just wanted to stop by and thank you in person for your quick thinking. What you did was exactly right and the fact that it was done so quickly really helped keep down the effect.”
 
   Archer accepted the bag but said, “You really don’t have to give me anything. I was just making sure nothing happened to you so you could pay me for my work.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “But thank you,” he said.  He glanced up at the clock on the wall.  It was only half past three.
 
   “I know it’s a little early, but here in the Keys we don’t pay too much attention to official drinking hours and I can see that one of these bottles is chilled.  I say we put it to good use.”
 
   Archer saw her hesitate and he was sure she was going to decline his offer.
 
   “Well, I consider you an official caregiver and I think it would be foolish of me to ignore sound medical advice,” she said.  “So yes, I’ll have a glass.”
 
    He led her to the open kitchen area, retrieved two glasses and uncorked the bottle of chardonnay, then poured them each a glass.
 
   Justine was looking around his space and she said, “Does a tour come with the glass of wine?”
 
   “Certainly,” he said. 
 
   “This is an amazing property,” she said.
 
   “Thanks. It used to be a small cigar factory, then it was a hotel, and then it was turned into a boardinghouse.  When I bought it several years ago, it was mostly empty except for one landlord who occasionally swindled someone into renting one of the rooms.”
 
   He pointed out the exposed beams in the great room.
 
   “It took me the better part of two years to rip out all of the rotten wood and the ridiculously bad modifications that had been done over the years,” he said.  “I had pictures of the place back when the cigar people had it, and I thought it was beautiful.  So I kept everything that was original, and tore out all of the crap.  And what I couldn’t save of the original wood, I rebuilt those parts to match.”
 
   “It’s got a classic beauty.”
 
   Just like you, he wanted to say.  He continued the tour, showing her some of the interesting original woodwork that he had so carefully restored.  Eventually, they wound up near the set of French doors leading to the rear of the property.
 
   “And look at your view!” Justine said.  
 
   He noticed her glass was nearly empty as was his. 
 
   “Let me show you the back,” he said. “But first I’ll grab the bottle of wine.”  He went back into the kitchen, jammed the bottle into a bucket with some ice and brought it out to the back.
 
   “Archer this is incredible,” Justine said.  He topped off her glass along with his.
 
   “It was one of the few properties around with this much waterfront,” he said.  “The reason was the cigar folks used to get their tobacco in by pretty big boats, so they refused to sell off any part of the land to developers. And then the hotel people wanted to hold onto it. And the apartment guy was so obnoxious no one could even get him to talk to them about selling off a piece of the property. So it wasn’t until he passed away that it went on the market.  I was lucky in terms of my timing.”
 
   They sat down at the table facing the ocean. The sun was starting its descent and shadows from the royal palms that bordered each side of the landscaping were beginning to lengthen. The water was calm and a sailboat cruised by in the distance, a few people crowded around the prow, watching for dolphin that loved to put on a show.
 
   Archer pretended to watch the sailboat but he was looking at Justine’s profile. He felt his face to start warm along with the rest of him. My God, she was gorgeous, he thought.
 
   He turned away from her just as she started to say something.
 
   “I really have to go after this glass,” she said. “But I could sit here forever.”
 
   “Sometimes I do hang out here for long periods of time,” he said. “Probably longer than I should.”
 
   He nursed his glass of wine, not wanting to finish it too quickly.
 
   “So what brought you to Passion Key?” he finally asked.
 
   Archer saw a brief shadow pass across Justine’s face and he wondered why she reacted so strongly to the question.
 
   “I owned a business back in Chicago, was made an offer I couldn’t refuse so I didn’t,” she explained.  “And then a friend sent the listing for the resort to me, I came down and bought it on the spot.”
 
   She lifted her glass of wine and drained it, then got to her feet. 
 
   She really doesn’t like to talk about herself, Archer noted.
 
   “Anyway, thank you again for helping me,” Justine said. “I think I was more scared than injured but you put me at ease.  It was really kind of you,” she said.
 
   He followed her back inside, and couldn’t help but stare at her body as she walked.
 
   Archer desperately wanted to figure out a way to delay her leaving but he was out of ideas until she stopped and glanced down at his sketchpad.
 
   “Oh, you draw?” she said.
 
   He stood next to her, his left arm brushing against her.
 
   “It’s probably more planning than anything,” he said.
 
   “You make furniture, too?”
 
   “It’s more of a hobby than anything,” he said.
 
   Was it his imagination or did she move her arm against his?
 
   She turned and looked up directly at him.
 
   “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” she said, smiling.
 
   And then he kissed her.
 
   Her lips were sweet with wine and she pulled back from him, her eyes wide with surprise.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t–”
 
   “I have to go,” she said. There was no anger in her voice, just a firm resolve.
 
   She shut the door quietly behind her.
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   Justine walked as fast as she could go without actually breaking into a run.  Her face felt hot as she hurried toward home, her body warm with embarrassment. No, check that, she thought. Not embarrassment.
 
   Desire.
 
   She slowed as she got to the resort’s courtyard. Her breathing returned to normal and she walked past the front desk, directly to her condo and let herself in.
 
   Justine shut the door and leaned back against it.  She didn’t know if it was the two glasses of wine that were making her head spin, or the incredible memory of how good Archer Thorpe’s lips felt on hers.
 
   My God, the man could kiss.
 
   Her knees felt weak and her body warmed at the memory.  She’d wanted to make love to him right then and there, but luckily a clear head had prevailed and she’d gotten out of there before making yet another mistake with a man.
 
   Justine pushed away from the door, went into her kitchen and got a glass of water.  She drank it quickly, peeled off her Capri pants and looked at her sting.  It was already fading and she felt no ill effects.
 
   A cell phone rang in her bedroom, and she recognized it as the phone the FBI gave her.  They were the only ones who knew the number.
 
   She picked it up and answered.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Justine, it’s Agent Runyan.”
 
   Her stomach flopped over.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing is wrong, we just wanted to check in and make sure everything is okay with you.”
 
   Her words most definitely did not ring true to Justine.
 
   “It would be a lot better if Daniel wasn’t running around a free man. Have you caught him?”
 
   “Not yet, but we’re working on it.”
 
   “No leads? Nothing?”
 
   She heard her sigh, then say, “I’m afraid not. But we don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
 
   “That’s not real comforting,” Justine said.  She had a right to be angry.  They had promised they would protect her and now look at the situation.  She was totally vulnerable.  “Plus, I tend to worry when that creep isn’t behind bars seeing as how he would love to kill me.”
 
   Justine tucked the cell phone between her cheek and shoulder and slid on a pair of yoga pants.
 
   “Look, this whole thing will take a bit of adjusting as we all know. Just give it time,” Runyan said.  “Once we catch him, hopefully we’ll never have to talk about him again.”
 
   “That’s the goal,” Justine said.  “I hope we achieve it sooner than later.”
 
   They talked for a few more minutes and then Justine said that she had to get going.  She disconnected from the call and stretched out on the couch in her living room.  
 
   She turned on the television, flicked through the channels for a few minutes, and then turned it back off.  The silence in her condo was deafening.
 
   There was a painting on the far wall of a dock with some pelicans standing around.
 
   Justine looked at it, thought of Archer Thorpe’s view of the water and how amazing his place was.  She figured he had done most of the interior work himself, because carpenters didn’t make that much money.  And she vowed she would never marry a wealthy man again.  A simple, poor craftsman would be her ideal choice.  But it would be a choice she didn’t plan on making for a long, long time.
 
   But boy, Archer was a stud muffin.
 
   Great body, handsome face, and soft lips.  She felt herself getting turned on, pictured him here in her condo, both of them taking their clothes off, having sex.
 
   She jumped to her feet.
 
   No!
 
   It was too soon.
 
   Justine slipped on a bikini and went out to the pool.  There was no one there.  She dove in, felt the cool water soothe her and knew the chlorine would help kill anything around her jellyfish sting.
 
   There was no pain.
 
   Which was nice for a change, she thought.
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   The design was becoming too elaborate. Archer knew that the best designs, generally, had elements of simplicity.  Some of his favorite pieces of furniture were models of elegance without any complex embellishments.  The Shakers, for instance, had been geniuses when it came to stunning yet minimalist designs.
 
   So still working with paper and charcoal, Archer began to strip away anything unnecessary from his cypress table.  He wanted to make the joinery invisible, seamless, the planks thin and elegant, like a beautiful woman who knows designer clothes are beside the point.
 
   Like Justine.
 
   He shook his head.  Not again. He’d been thinking about her nonstop since his ridiculous idea to kiss her.  What a cretin he was!
 
   Archer thought of those videos of sharks in the water going after a big hunk of meat dangling on a hook. Just a bunch of eating machines powerless at the smell of blood in the water.  
 
   What was he, a caveman? Mmm, beautiful woman. Must kiss.
 
   He laughed.
 
   Get it together, pal.
 
   The charcoal pencil flew under his hand and he kept stripping away from his design until it was not only clear on the paper, but more importantly, vivid in his mind.  He put the pencil down and stood, stretching.
 
   Maybe it was time for another long outing in the kayak, to clear his head and–
 
   His phone rang.  He considered letting it go to voicemail, but decided to pick it up.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Mr. Thorpe?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is Taye from Passion Key Resort. I was just wondering where to send payment for your services.  I don’t have an address on file for you.”
 
   “Sure, it’s–”
 
   His mouth snapped shut.  And before he knew it, he wasn’t talking about his address.
 
   “If the check is ready, I’m going to be going right past the resort so I can just pop in and save you the cost of a stamp.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” she said. “That’s fine. I’ve got the check right here.”
 
   “Great, I’ll be by in an hour or so.”
 
   “See you then!” she said, and Archer heard the call disconnect.  He put the phone down and walked into his bedroom, stripped, and hopped into the shower.  When he was done, he toweled himself off and put on a pair of salmon colored shorts along with a form-fitting white silk T-shirt and his favorite pair of topsiders.
 
   It was a beautiful day, already very warm and humid as he walked over to Passion Key Resort.  The wind was mild but steady, and he couldn’t help but feel his excitement toward possibly seeing Justine again. He decided he was going to apologize for his rash behavior, and try to convince her he wasn’t some oaf who kissed beautiful women every chance he got.
 
   Hopefully she wasn’t offended, and as much as he was sure it was just his imagination, he wondered if he hadn’t felt her kissing him back, just a little?
 
   One could hope, he figured.
 
   He walked across the main road and down to the resort to the reception office and went inside.
 
   The woman he talked to on the phone glanced out from the little office behind the desk and she walked out to greet him.
 
   “Hello,” she said.
 
   “I’m Archer Thorpe, we talked a little bit ago,” he said. 
 
   “Oh, yes, I have your check right here,” she said, and handed him an envelope and then glanced over his shoulder.
 
   “Hi Justine!” she said.
 
   Archer turned and looked into the surprised face of Justine Beaudry.
 
   “Hello,” he said.
 
   “Archer, what are you doing here?” she said.
 
   “Taye called and said my check was ready so I figured I’d better pop right over as I’ve got bill collectors lined up waiting to break my kneecaps,” he said.
 
   She laughed. They probably work for my ex-husband, she thought, but kept the comment to herself.
 
   “Well you did a fine job, everything works just fine,” she said. “It was money well spent.”
 
   “How’s your leg?” he asked.
 
   “Fine. How about I walk you out?” she said.
 
   They walked outside and Archer again felt more comfortable with Justine than he’d felt with any woman in a long, long time. He had the sudden urge to grab her hand but he stopped himself.  No more sudden moves with this one, he thought.
 
   “Have you ever gotten a proper tour of the place?” Justine asked.
 
   “No, just what I fixed, and not much else,” he answered.  “I’d love a tour.”
 
   Justine led him out to the courtyard, and around the pool area.
 
   “It’s such a great location,” Archer said.  It was hard to make conversation with a woman who didn’t seem to want to talk about herself.
 
   “I know, I love it, with the beach right there, although I might stay away for awhile and let the jellyfish go on their way,” she said.
 
   “You probably don’t have much work to do on the place, do you?” he said. “It seems to be newer construction.”
 
   “No, I don’t think there’s a lot to do, other than general maintenance and upkeep. But that’s why I have Taye, to take care of the day-to-day stuff.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “You’re probably wondering what I do all day,” she said.
 
   “No, not at all.  You said you sold your business back in the Midwest, right? Sounds like you’ve earned the right to delegate for awhile.”
 
   She nodded. “I like the sound of that.”
 
   They walked the grounds and then ended up in front of a condo that was set off from the others and consequently much more private.
 
   “This is my place,” she said. “Do you want to come in for some iced tea? I just made it and I’m thirsty.”
 
   “Sure.” Archer felt himself start to sweat. He didn’t want to do something stupid again.  Control yourself, man.
 
   But he couldn’t stop watching Justine as she walked ahead of him into the kitchen. Her shorts were snug and her body looked fantastic. She was so sexy it was killing him.
 
   She handed him a glass of iced tea and their fingers touched.
 
   “Here’s to Passion Key,” she said and they clinked glasses.
 
   Archer took a long drink of his and it tasted great.
 
   He watched as Justine put her glass down, stepped up to him and kissed him full on the lips.  He was so surprised he set down his glass a little too forcefully and some tea sloshed onto his hand.
 
   Justine giggled and he kissed her back.  Her lips tasted like sweet tea and he felt her breath hot on his mouth.
 
   “I’m sorry I ran out, I guess I was just shocked,” she said.  “I’m not really looking for–”
 
   Archer kissed her before she could finish the thought. 
 
   This time there was no mistake.  She kissed him back, and her tongue probed his mouth.  Her hands were all over him and he responded in kind.  Archer pressed his body against hers, felt the mounds of her breasts pressing against his chest, his hardness straining against her.
 
   They moved from the kitchen and Archer’s head was swimming. His arms were around her, caressing her body and he felt her hands in his hair, stroking him and then she was pulling him to a bedroom, her hands inside his shirt, stroking his chest.
 
   They collapsed on the bed together, clothes flying off them and then Archer felt the heat of Justine and he lost himself in it.  Her body was smooth and elegant, a sculpture of perfection and he kissed every inch of her, his tongue exploring everywhere.
 
   Archer felt himself taken away as she returned the favor, his body moving rhythmically along with Justine’s and soon he hear the crashing of waves that had nothing to do with the ocean.
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   She had never felt worse.
 
   How could she have let this happen? She was supposed to be starting over, finding a new way to go through life and now she’d made love with the first hot stud she’d met?
 
   Because let’s face it, Archer was hot, and he certainly was a stud.
 
   Justine giggled a little bit.  They’d made love several times and then Archer had left in the morning, perhaps sensing her emotional upheaval.
 
   Now, she walked on the beach, reassured by the sound of the waves, the sense that nature was still moving on despite whatever was happening in her life, and that the world would still be turning long after her tumultuous time had come and gone.
 
   Justine walked for an hour on the beach, then turned around and walked the hour back.  She realized that she hadn’t eaten breakfast and with all of the “exercise” with Archer, Justine suddenly felt ravenous.
 
   She went back to the condo, grabbed her purse and headed into the village.  There was a restaurant called Mitchell’s that served fantastic grilled fish tacos, the best she’d ever had, and suddenly she had a craving for some of them.
 
   The streets were fairly crowded with tourists and fishermen, taking a break from their assorted endeavors for a nice lunch.  Justine spotted Mitchell’s and went to the front door, which was open, and was manned by a slim young man in a black shirt, holding a menu.
 
   Justine was about to ask for a table for one when she looked over the man’s shoulder and spotted Archer Thorpe sitting at a table with a stunningly beautiful blonde.  They were both smiling and chatting.
 
   Justine felt like she’d been kicked in the stomach.
 
   What a fool I am.
 
   It was bad enough that she’d practically thrown herself at him, but look at that woman, she was gorgeous! Way more pretty than she was.  Archer probably figured he’d knock off this dumpy little woman at the resort before going to lunch with a real woman.
 
   She stood there, her mouth open, her fingers numb and for a second she thought she might faint.
 
   And then Archer looked up and saw her.
 
   She turned away, walking as quickly from the restaurant as she could, even as she heard his footsteps behind her.
 
   “Wait, Justine!”
 
   Justine tried to walk fast, looked for an alley to duck into to get away from him but then he was in front of her
 
   “Justine, it’s not what you think.”
 
   Oh my God, how many times had she heard that phrase? 
 
   She stopped and smiled at him, a pretty difficult maneuver considering her emotional state, but she pulled it off.
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter. We had some fun, I really don’t care.”
 
   “She’s my financial advisor, Justine. She just flew in from New York.”
 
   Justine laughed. What a load of bull crap.
 
   “You’re a handyman, Archer, please come up with something better than that.”
 
   “I wasn’t always, Justine. Just like you, I came here after selling my own business, a software company, for a lot of money.”
 
   She shook her head.  “You expect me to believe that? So you’re rich? And fix windows for fun?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Justine couldn’t, and wouldn’t, believe it.  She had vowed not to get tangled up with a man again, and she had.  And then her worst fears had been realized.  The last kind of person in the world she wanted to be with was a rich man with a vague background. She had liked Archer because she thought he was a simple man, a carpenter.  Oh Lord, what had she done?
 
   “Please, Justine, I’m telling the truth.”
 
   She tried to walk past him, but he stepped in front of her.
 
   “Honestly, I am,” he said.  “And I’m crazy about you. Come back and I’ll introduce you to Robin, you can see for yourself that she really is my financial advisor.  Nothing more.”
 
   Justine folded her arms across her chest.
 
   “Even if I believe you, which I don’t, it won’t matter.  Even if she is who you say she is it doesn’t matter. Don’t you get it? I’ve been married before. To a guy who kept all kinds of secrets from me and lied to me and–”
 
   What the hell was she doing? She wasn’t about to start crying right here in public!
 
   “Look, it was nice. We had fun. I have to go now.”
 
   This time, he let her walk past him and she hurried back to her condo, slammed the door shut behind her, threw herself onto the couch and started crying. That really hadn’t taken long at all, had it? She’d managed to screw up paradise. Even the government couldn’t help her keep her life together.
 
   There was a knock on the door and the frustration turned into rage. How dare he come back? Hadn’t she been clear enough? She would tell him a thing or two.
 
   She stormed to the door, threw it open and came face-to-face with a gun held in the hand of her ex-husband.
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   “Hello Justine,” Daniel Giovanni said.
 
   She jerked backward and tried to shut the door but he was already through it, followed by one of his goons.
 
   Justine was shocked at the sight of him. He had not only lost weight, but she was used to seeing him in Hugo Boss with his hair slicked back and a sly smile on his face.  The man she saw in front of her looked tired, with his hair in disarray wearing a University of Florida T-shirt, running shorts and Vans tennis shoes.
 
   The image threw her for a loop and she wondered for a moment if she was hallucinating.
 
   He pushed her back into the condo and Daniels’ thug, also wearing a T-shirt and running shorts, followed them in.  He closed the door behind them and locked it.
 
   “We’ve been watching since this morning, my dear,” Daniel said.  “Saw a big guy leave looking very, very satisfied.  It appears you didn’t waste any time moving on, huh? Looks like the end of our marriage allowed you to become the tramp you’ve always been at heart.”
 
   Her phone. She had to get to her phone and somehow text Agent Herring and Runyan.  As always, Daniel read her mind.
 
   “Get her phone, Pete,” he said.
 
   Her purse was ripped from her hands and Justine watched as Pete pulled her phone out and held it out to Daniel, who shook his head.
 
   “Go dump it in the toilet.”
 
   They were going to kill her.  There was no other reason.  She knew that.  The reason she’d gone into witness protection was because she had seen Daniel kill a man. She was the whole key to the government’s continuing case against him and the rest of his organization.  And now where were they?
 
   Pete returned from his trip to the bathroom.
 
   “Bring the car around Pete, we can’t kill her here.  I don’t want anyone to find the body.”
 
   Daniel smiled and Justine felt like she was going to be sick.
 
   However, she didn’t get the chance because Daniel turned and spun, striking her in the head with the gun. It was the last thing she saw before everything went away.
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   Flowers are cheesy.
 
   Archer knew that, but there he was, in Passion Key’s only flower shop, trying to decide if roses were over the top.  Maybe a bouquet of other flowers didn’t seem so serious.  But would he look cheap?  And come to think of it, wasn’t there something more creative than flowers? Plus, they seemed like such a lame opener.
 
   Justine apparently thought their time together was another notch on his bedpost, and that he’d run off to some other beautiful woman after he’d had his fun with her.  And then, she had to find out that he wasn’t some down-on-his-luck handyman who does fine carpentry on the side. No, she learns he’s wealthy with a private financial advisor who flies in by private jet.  Okay, Justine didn’t know that yet, but she would and that would probably make her mad, too.  
 
   Yeah, flowers seemed a little lame.
 
   But heck, it was all he could come up with.
 
   He had the nice lady put together a fine bouquet, and then he walked back down to the resort, looking like a guy about to go pick up his prom date.  All he needed was an ill-fitting rental tuxedo and he’d be perfect for the part.
 
   Archer walked through the courtyard and went to Justine’s door.  He rang the doorbell and waited.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   He knocked on the door, heard a click, and the door moved inward just an inch.
 
   It wasn’t locked and it certainly wasn’t latched.
 
   Archer looked around. He didn’t see Justine anywhere, and he’d taken a glance by the pool and only seen a couple of guests.
 
   Did she normally leave her door unlocked? Some people who lived in the Keys for a long time got pretty comfortable, but he would be surprised if she was already leaving her door open.
 
   “Justine?” he called through the narrow crack.
 
   Archer felt a bit foolish standing in front of the door with the flowers in his hand. He nudged the door open just a little more.
 
   “Justine? Are you home?” he called, much louder this time.  He listened for the sound of a shower running, or a television, but he was met with dead silence.
 
   A little shiver ran down Archer’s back. Crime in the Keys wasn’t exactly unheard of, but it was pretty rare. Still, Justine was a beautiful woman, living alone.
 
   She was already mad at him; he might as well really tick her off.
 
   So he stepped inside.
 
   The first thing he noticed was that a lamp on the side table by the couch had been knocked over and was on the carpet, its shade dented and cord still connected to the wall.
 
   The second thing he comprehended was the feel of cold metal at the base of his neck and a voice speaking softly.
 
   “Don’t move,” the voice said. It was a man’s voice.
 
   The gun, he was pretty sure it was a gun, stayed pressed against his neck while a second person moved around in front of him.  A woman, dressed in dark slacks and a sport coat, appeared in front of him.  She, too, had a gun pointed at him.
 
   “Where is she?” the woman said.
 
   “I don’t know,” Archer answered. 
 
   The woman looked at the flowers in his hand.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Archer Thorpe,” he answered. “I, uh–”
 
   “Put the flowers down,” the woman said.
 
   Archer complied, and then felt the gun removed from the back of his neck, and hands frisked him.
 
   “He’s clear,” the man behind him said, then put a hand in the middle of Archer’s back and pushed him into the middle of the room.
 
   “What are you doing here?” the man said.
 
   Now, Archer began to slowly recover and the shock was replaced with anger.
 
   “Who the hell are you two and what are you doing here?” he asked. “And where is Justine?”
 
   The woman sighed, reached into her sport coat, and pulled out a badge.  “We’re FBI. I’m Agent Runyan, this is Agent Herring.”  She put the badge away.  “Now, answer the question.”
 
   “Justine and I–”
 
   Good Lord, how was he going to phrase this?
 
   “We just started seeing each other. I came by to give her those,” he said, pointing at the flowers now on the floor next to the lamp. “But she was gone and her door was partially open. I started to get a little worried.”
 
   “Damn it,” Agent Herring said.  Suddenly, his cell phone vibrated and he looked at the screen.
 
   “Please tell me it activated,” Agent Runyan said.
 
   “Yes!” her counterpart said.  Suddenly, his face went white.
 
   “Oh, no,” he said.  “I think she’s on a boat.”
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   Bang!
 
   Justine opened her eyes. That incredibly loud thud had been her head banging on the bottom of a boat as it crashed over a savage wave.  The sky swirled above her, dark clouds spat rain and a roaring wind filled her ears.
 
   Pain shot into her head as her eyes were blinded by a lightning flash, and a red-hot poker of agony radiated out from the side of her head, where Daniel had clobbered her.
 
   “This is far enough,” Daniel shouted.  Justine felt herself jerked to her feet, and she saw Pete was at the helm of the boat.  She watched him pull the throttle back and the screaming of the boat’s engine slowed to a dull growl.  Justine swayed on her feet and she thought she might get sick.
 
   “I’m not really sorry about this Justine,” Daniel said. “I gave you a good home, plenty of jewelry and you were more than happy to betray me.”
 
   “You’re a liar,” she said. She felt dizzy, but the pent-up fury momentarily steadied her. “You never loved me; it was all a sham, just like your life. You’re a monster and a scumbag.”
 
   Justine saw the blind rage leap into Daniel’s eyes and he raised the gun to her head, and then pushed her toward the side of the boat.  She knew what his plan was. To shoot her in the head and dump her overboard so the sharks could dispose of her.
 
   Panic exploded inside her and she lunged at Daniel, screaming and trying to rake his eyes with her fingernails.  She refused to go down without a fight.
 
   But Daniel was too strong.  He pushed her in the chest, flinging her backward against the side of the boat.  He raised the gun and an enormous crash sounded filled the air.  At first, she thought it was thunder from the lightning storm, but she saw the prow of another boat as it careened away. Justine’s feet lost traction as the boat shuddered deep into a trough and then shot up from the crest of another wave and then she was airborne, over the side of the boat and into the water.
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   The water swallowed her and she could hear the sound of the boats’ props roaring under the water.  The idea of being run over by one of the boats terrified her.  She had seen pictures of manatees that had been run over, causing great ragged chunks of their flesh to be ripped out.  Justine blindly kicked toward the surface and as best she could tell, away from the boats.
 
   She popped to the surface and the sounds erupted all around her. She heard shots, and looked back; saw Daniel leaning over the side of the boat, a gun in his hand, firing at her.  Justine felt something strike her in the shoulder and then she was under water again.  Always a strong swimmer, she kicked hard, staying underwater even as a creeping numbness set in along her shoulder. Her lungs were burning and she seemed to be losing control of her left arm.  She broke through the surface of the water again and now she couldn’t see anything.  The air had a strange red tint to it, until she realized that she was bleeding, and treading water in her own bloody water.
 
   A wave caught her directly in the face and her mouth filled with water.  Justine’s left arm now trailed in the water next to her, useless.  And she was having trouble staying afloat as the waves seemed to be coming at her from all different directions.  She sank again in the water.  Her legs kicked and kicked but she couldn’t find the surface of the water.  Her eyes were open and she saw the light from above, but it was going horizontally.  Her lungs were about to burst when suddenly she shot to the surface and came face to face with Archer.
 
   He was holding her by her arm she saw now, even though she couldn’t feel his grip.  
 
   He said something but she couldn’t understand him and then he slid behind her, his arm going over her chest and locking under her and then she was being raised on his side as he pulled her toward a boat she had never seen before.  
 
   Suddenly, they crashed into something in the water.
 
   Justine screamed.
 
   It was Daniel.  His eyes were wide and lifeless; a bullet hole was centered in his forehead.
 
   Archer maneuvered them around the body and soon they were within reach of the other boat.  Standing at the front of the vessel with a rope and life ring was Agent Runyan.
 
   Justine had never been so happy to see the FBI.
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   The collapsible beach table held a pitcher of ice-cold margaritas with very little margarita left.
 
   Surrounding the table and the scant remains of its liquid goodness sat three beach chairs.  Justine was in the middle chair and to her left Archer Thorpe, to her right, Special Agent Runyan.
 
   Justine had her left arm in a sling, and a fresh margarita in her right.
 
   “To Passion Key,” she said.  They all clinked glasses, even the FBI agent who claimed to be officially off duty.
 
   Justine turned to her. “So tell me again who my ex-husband bribed at headquarters?”
 
   Runyan turned up the corner of her mouth. “One of the Bureau’s lawyers, can you believe that? Even though I’m not supposed to say anything.  This person had gotten into some gambling trouble and giving up your address was going to clear his debts.  Of course, it actually cleared his schedule because he’ll have absolutely nothing to do for about twenty years.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” Archer said, and sipped from his glass.
 
   Justine couldn’t help but stare at him as he did so. He looked incredibly handsome, framed against the backdrop of the ocean, and surrounded by the halo Justine had awarded him for saving her life.
 
   He caught her looking at him and smiled. 
 
   They had been doing a lot of that lately.  Among other things.
 
   Just then, Runyan’s cell phone rang and she stepped away to take the call.  Archer and Justine listened to the sound of the waves.  A gull cried as it swooped across the waterline, looking for a quick and easy snack.
 
   Moments later, Runyan was back.
 
   “Gotta go folks, sounds like we’ve got a situation not far from here,” she said.  She shook hands with Archer and hugged Justine.  “I think you’re going to be okay now,” Runyan said, adding an imperceptible nod toward Archer, and a wink at Justine.
 
   She hustled away and Justine and Archer heard her gun her car out of the resort’s parking lot complete with tires squealing as she powered onto the main road.
 
   “Did she wink at you?” Archer said, smiling.
 
   Justine laughed. “How did you know?”
 
   “A man can sense these things,” Archer said, a big grin on his face.  It was a face Justine had decided she could get used to.
 
   “You wish,” Justine answered.
 
   “At least she didn’t say something about you being in good hands, and then doing the old wink-wink, nudge-nudge,” he said.
 
   He came over to her, leaned down and kissed her.  Even though the bullet had grazed her shoulder, narrowly missing most of her muscle and bone, the shoulder still hurt from the stitches.  But kissing Archer made the pain a little less noticeable.
 
   “First the jellyfish sting, now a gunshot wound,” Justine said. “I might as well list you as my primary care doctor.”
 
   Archer tossed down the rest of his margarita and scooped Justine into his arms.
 
   “Well, I think it’s time for a very thorough checkup.”
 
   Justine laughed and a tiny shudder of anticipation ran through her body.  Whoever named this little strip of paradise had chosen the perfect word.
 
   Passion.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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