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			Chapter 1

			“I’m sorry, he wants me to do what?”

			Juli Flynn didn’t think to hide the incredulity in her voice. She did, however, think of hiding beneath her mother’s kitchen table. If it weren’t for the memory of her brother wiping boogers there thirty years ago, she probably would have crawled right under.

			Juli stared at her mother. Tina Flynn was chopping carrots for a Jell-O salad that would, in all likelihood, hold as much culinary appeal for the funeral guests as the actual corpse.

			“You know you were always Uncle Frank’s favorite,” Tina said in the same voice she’d used to suggest her children not stick lima beans up their noses. “I think you should be flattered.”

			“Mom. I’d be flattered if he asked me to read a poem at the funeral or look after his cat or take his clothes to Goodwill. But this—this is just weird.”

			“Don’t be so dramatic, Juli.”

			“Dramatic? Dramatic is making a deathbed request that your niece travel to the freakin’ Virgin Islands to dump your ashes over the edge of a boat near St. John—that’s dramatic. Why not spread them off the Oregon coast or on Mount Hood or something?”

			Tina finished with the carrots and began chopping beets, her knife making neat little slivers of purple that scattered over the green countertop. Juli sighed and began hunting in the cupboard for sesame seeds to add to the Jell-O.

			“Frank had fond memories of his years sailing over there,” Juli’s mother said.

			“He had fond memories of the Polish hooker he traveled with while he was fleeing that federal indictment.”

			Tina smiled and set her knife down. “That’s right—what was her name? Olga or Helga or something like that?”

			“Oksana,” said Juli, thinking this was so not the point.

			Juli closed her eyes, hating the fact that at age thirty-seven, she felt like a petulant toddler. She had a sudden urge to stomp her feet and bang her fists on the counter in a full-blown tantrum.

			It’s not like she and Uncle Frank had been that close. She’d been living in Seattle for the past six years, coming home to Portland for the occasional holiday. Until last week, she hadn’t even seen Uncle Frank since her birthday party a year ago when he’d gotten drunk on a quart of vanilla extract from Tina’s baking cupboard and spent the evening pretending to be a stegosaurus. The rest of the family had been embarrassed. Juli had been delighted that, for once, she wasn’t the oddest member of the family. That common bond was the reason she and Uncle Frank had always enjoyed a special relationship.

			Well, that, and the fact that advanced dementia had led him to believe his niece was Celine Dion.

			“You didn’t happen to tell Uncle Frank that I’m—”

			“Terrified of the ocean? No, I didn’t have the heart to mention that.”

			Juli nodded and watched her mother consult her handwritten recipe before reaching for the Worcestershire sauce.

			“Did Uncle Frank say when I need to complete this mission?” Juli asked, grabbing three packets of orange Jell-O and her mother’s fish-shaped Jell-O mold. “Do cremated remains have—um—a shelf life or anything?”

			“He didn’t really say. He was choking on his tongue a lot there at the end, so it was hard to understand him. Could you hand me that feta cheese?”

			Juli gave her the container and scooted a knife out of the way, aware of her mother’s tendency to drop sharp objects on her bare feet.

			“So maybe you didn’t understand him right?” Juli asked hopefully. “Maybe instead of ‘throw my ashes off a fishing boat,’ he said, ‘roll my ass over, you stupid whore’?”

			“Those bedsores were sure something! Hand me those Junior Mints?”

			Juli sighed, sensing the conversation was going nowhere. Maybe she was arguing the wrong point.

			“I can’t just pack up and go to St. John. I have a life.”

			Tina beamed at her daughter. “Are you dating someone new, sweetie?”

			Juli scowled. “That’s not what I meant. I haven’t dated anyone since—well, for a long time.”

			“Oh. Well, you know it can be a little bit intimidating for some men to date a woman with your particular—”

			“Mom, can we not talk about this now?”

			“Sweetie, I don’t know why you’re always so embarrassed about your special—”

			“Please, Mom,” Juli said weakly, feeling her ears flame the way they always did when someone drew attention to the fact that she was—well, different. She touched her fingers to her lobes, trying to cool them. “Could we just stick with the subject of Uncle Frank?” she pleaded.

			“Of course, dear. Can you hand me the dill?”

			Juli spun the spice rack and located the appropriate jar. “I have a job, Mom. I have a bank account that can’t exactly handle the strain of a Caribbean vacation.”

			“Well, Uncle Frank left a little bit of money in his will to cover some of the cost of your travels.”

			“Okay. That’s half the equation. What about my job?”

			“Didn’t you say they asked for people in your department to volunteer to take a little time off? That sounds so nice.”

			That sounds like a layoff, Juli thought, biting into a carrot as she watched her mother mix the Jell-O.

			Not that the idea didn’t hold some appeal. She’d worked in the marketing department of a software company for less than a year and already she was so bored her skin itched. She’d hardly bothered to hide her delight the week before when the vice president had stood at the center of their cube-farm, running his fingers through his comb-over, asking if anyone was interested in a severance package of three weeks’ salary and a scone-of-the-month club membership in exchange for “taking a little time off. Indefinitely.”

			Later that day, Juli had flung herself onto the sofa in her therapist’s office and sighed. “I feel like my career is going nowhere,” she told Dr. Gordon.

			“What makes you say that?” he’d asked, looking wise and vaguely constipated on the edge of his orange armchair.

			“The fact that my boss told me yesterday, ‘Juli, your career is going nowhere.’”

			“Right,” Dr. Gordon said, nodding. “And how does that make you feel?”

			Juli shot him a look. “Terrific.”

			Dr. Gordon was not amused. Dr. Gordon was seldom amused. Juli had fantasies about pinning him down on the carpet and tickling him until he peed.

			“Juli, we’ve spoken before about the social oddities you’ve developed as a coping mechanism to deal with your self-consciousness and your lack of a sense of belonging, which is the direct result of the attention you’ve generated in the scientific community and the media for your—” He stopped and stared at her, then shook his head. “Are you covering your ears so you don’t have to listen, or are you cooling them like you always do when you’re embarrassed?”

			“A little of both,” she admitted, lowering her hands.

			“I see,” Dr. Gordon said, looking morose. “You’re uncomfortable with this subject. Let’s talk about your career. What did you want to be when you were a child?”

			“The Bionic Woman.”

			Dr. Gordon didn’t smile. “What was your first job after college?”

			“I was a newspaper reporter for three months before an on-the-job injury forced me to change careers.”

			“Injury?”

			“I fell asleep in a City Council meeting and stabbed myself between the ribs with a pencil.” She lifted the hem of her shirt. “Check it out, five stitches right here—”

			Dr. Gordon sighed and began to flip through his notes. “Let’s go back over some of the other jobs you’ve held. After you were a reporter, you spent some time as a data analyst?”

			Juli lowered her shirttail and sat up straighter. “Oh. Sure, there was that. And marketing, of course. And I got my helicopter pilot license about seven years ago, and there was that stint as a pet store manager, and four months as a scout for forest fires, six months working in that hat shop, and—”

			“Juli, your employment history leaves something to be desired.”

			She nodded, pleased to be understood. “You’re right. I’ve never been a brain surgeon.”

			“It’s very typical for someone with your IQ level to—”

			“Are those new drapes? I like the little tassels.”

			Dr. Gordon sighed again. “Juli, if you’re ever going to have close, intimate relationships with people, you’re going to need to work on grounding yourself a bit more.”

			“My mother never believed in grounding—always thought time-out was a much more effective method of punishment.”

			“Juli—”

			“I know. I know. I was making a joke.”

			He didn’t smile. “Why don’t you start by taking a step back and reevaluating your career and life choices? Gain some new perspective.”

			Perspective. That’s what she needed.

			She’d raced home to Portland from Seattle the day she’d heard about Uncle Frank. Now here she was, chopping steak for her mother’s Jell-O salad on the afternoon of her uncle’s funeral, wondering if a spur-of-the-moment jaunt to St. John might not be the best thing for her. Or maybe the worst.

			“Honey, could you hand me those garbanzos?”

			No. Not the worst. Not quite the worst.

			***

			The post-funeral reception was still going strong back in the house, but Juli was hiding out in the backseat of the limo, listening to the thrum of raindrops on the roof as she lay back against the plush seat. Her eyes were closed, and she was trying not to notice the smell of Old Spice on the upholstery or the shrill memory of her cousins’ voices demanding to know why she was still single.

			The limo door creaked open, and someone jumped into the front seat, slamming the door behind him. Juli didn’t have to open her eyes to know who it was. She wrinkled her nose as the smell hit her.

			“Sorry my Aunt Gretchen dumped the apple cider vinegar over your head,” Juli said. “It’s a family tradition.”

			“Family,” Brian repeated with obvious intrigue. “Family like kinfolk, or family like Godfather?”

			Juli sat up and straightened her black wrap dress. She looked at the back of Brian’s head, wondering if he knew he was developing a bald patch the exact shape of Zimbabwe.

			“Thank you for volunteering your limo service for Uncle Frank’s funeral,” Juli said, giving Brian’s shoulder a squeeze. “And thank you for letting me hide out in here while my family holds the leg-wrestling tournament in the dining room.”

			Brian loosened his tie and leaned back against the driver’s seat. “No problem. Anything for my favorite ex-girlfriend.”

			Juli gritted her teeth. “You know, we split up seven years ago. I think your wife would appreciate it if you stopped calling me that.”

			“Nah.”

			“And if you stopped patting me on the butt when we run into each other.”

			“Mandy says she doesn’t mind that,” Brian mused, tugging his tie all the way off and setting it on the dashboard. “She says she’s never considered you a threat.”

			Juli pressed her lips together and tried not to be annoyed by that. “Anyway, thanks for staying late,” she said finally, shoving her feet into her black patent leather Via Spigas and smoothing her hair. “I’ll get out of here so you can be on your way.”

			“No rush, actually. The limo’s stuck in park, and I can’t get a mechanic out to look at it until after Wheel of Fortune. You can sit here all evening if you want.”

			Juli sighed and held out her hand. “Give me the manual.”

			Brian reached over to the glove box to dig out a leather-bound book the size of a dictionary. He dropped it into her lap and grinned. “You’re the best,” he said, sliding around on the front seat to look at her. “Why did we break up, anyway?”

			Juli flipped the book open to the first page and tried to ignore him. She began to read, starting with the history of the car and progressing quickly to the recommended octane ratings. She felt his eyes on her, knew he was still awaiting a response. She planted her index finger on page 242 and looked up at him.

			“You threw my Scrabble board out the bedroom window and yelled that board games weren’t considered foreplay even if I spelled dirty words.”

			“Right,” Brian said. “I forgot.”

			“The neighbor didn’t. He’s still mad about the vowels in his pond.”

			“Sorry about that.”

			Juli returned her attention to the manual, reading faster now that she had reached the section on oil viscosity. “Anyway, it’s fine. We weren’t right for each other.”

			Brian laughed. “You’re too much woman for most men to handle,” he said. “But there’s someone out there for you, Jules; I know it.”

			Juli gritted her teeth, focusing hard on being pissed off instead of wounded. She did that a lot these days. Sometimes she even believed it.

			She got to the end of the book and slammed it shut. She leaned over the seat and handed it back to him.

			“The electronic release for the transmission is controlled by the same fuse as your backup lights,” she said as she picked up the little black clutch she’d carried to the funeral. “It’s a safety feature that disables the transmission if those lights aren’t working. Check the fuse.”

			Brian grinned and set the manual on the seat beside him, his expression amused. Amused, but not aroused, Juli thought, knowing she didn’t care about his arousal anymore, but feeling stung just the same. It wasn’t like she’d had a future with him. It wasn’t like she’d had a future with anyone she’d dated.

			The story of my life, she thought.

			She watched him reach beneath the dash and pry the panel off the fuse box, poking around inside as the rain sputtered against the windshield outside.

			“I’ll be damned,” he said as he pulled out the dead fuse and held it up for her to see.

			Juli popped the door open and stepped out into the rain. “Thanks again, Brian,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself as she turned away. “Give my love to Mandy.”

			***

			Three thousand four hundred miles away, Alex Bradshaw stared at the yellow piece of paper in his hand. Beyond the stuffy, peanut-scented air of the barroom, the Key West sun bathed an army of sailboats bobbing merrily in the bay.

			For once, Alex didn’t care about the boats.

			“It’s not pink,” Jake Grinshaw muttered beside him, holding an identical piece of yellow paper as the bar lights glinted off his bald spot. “That asshole in Human Resources pointed out the color at least three times. He said yellow is more soothing.”

			Alex crumpled his own yellow pink slip and took another sip of beer. “I feel soothed.”

			Over the top of his mug, he watched as Jake wadded his own yellow pink slip and stuffed it in his pocket. Alex tried not to notice the way his friend’s hand shook as he hoisted his beer. Jake had been doughy and awkward even twenty years ago when the two of them had started work the same day at Kranston Shipping Enterprises. Over the years, Jake had risen to the top of the accounting department, while Alex had become one of the chief executives for what was now the largest shipping firm in the world.

			For all the good it had done them.

			On the other side of Jake, Phyllis Prescott sat looking like a startled albino rabbit with great biceps. Catching Alex’s eye, she held up an envelope. “Did everyone else get the gift certificate to Sir Loins Steakhouse?”

			Alex nodded and took another sip of beer. “I think twenty-five dollars in bad steak is fair compensation for nineteen years with the company.”

			Phyllis frowned down at her amber ale, her silver-blonde hair falling over one eye. A former Olympic record holder in the steeplechase, Phyllis’s fifty-something physique had never surrendered to the squishy curves and motherly bosom of most women her age. Hard-edged and steely, Phyllis looked like she could tear off a grown man’s leg with her bare hands if the need arose.

			Her perpetual scowl suggested the thought had crossed her mind more than once.

			“Sir Loins makes their own croutons,” offered Cody Wilkins from the other side of Alex. “They’re really good.”

			Cody’s expression was so earnest, Alex’s spleen hurt. He patted Cody’s massive shoulder. It felt like slapping a ham.

			“You’re right, Cody, they are,” Alex said as he watched Cody dip a cherry in and out of his Roy Rogers.

			Looking pleased, Cody lifted his drink. At six foot five and 275 pounds, he looked exactly like an NFL tight end. Not surprising, since he’d been one for three years before a shoulder injury forced him to leave the Seahawks for a safe desk job managing accounts for Kranston Shipping. The irony of it wasn’t lost on Alex.

			Cody would have been safer getting his head stepped on by linebackers.

			“So what are we going to do, Alex?” Jake asked, his voice wilted with desperation. “Did you talk to your lawyer about our pensions?”

			Alex nodded and tried to wash down the lump in his throat with a swallow of beer.

			“We all signed the same clause saying we’d take the stock options for the bulk of our retirement funds,” Alex said. “And we aren’t fully vested in the remainder of our pensions until we’ve worked at Kranston for twenty years.”

			“Convenient,” Jake muttered. “Since we’re two months from the twenty-year mark, and those stock options went belly-up last week.”

			“But Alex, that can’t be right,” Phyllis protested. “I mean, surely it’s obvious to anyone that we signed those forms when we were too young to know better. It was almost twenty years ago! And they were supposed to be rewritten during that reorganization in ’03, but then—”

			“We still signed the forms, Phyllis,” Alex said. “That’s binding. And besides, they cut a wide swath so it wasn’t obvious they were gunning for people closing in on retirement. They took out younger employees too, like Jim in Sales, Sarah in Marketing, and Cody here.”

			“But there has to be something we can do,” Phyllis said, sounding as close to tears as she had since she’d dropped a Buick on her foot during a power-lifting competition. “Without our retirement savings, what are we supposed to do?”

			No one said anything for a minute. Alex returned his attention to his beer, wondering if it had been a wise idea to invite the others to join him. Maybe he’d be better off alone drinking whiskey in his underwear in the kitchen of his air-conditioned condo. Certainly he’d feel better staring out the window at the ocean instead of at a broken neon bar sign advertising cold, refreshing Bu Ligh.

			He wished like hell he could do something to fix this. Not the sign, his life. His colleagues’ lives. These guys had been more than just his co-workers. They’d been friends. Good ones.

			“I just can’t believe it,” Jake said, shaking his head as he sipped his beer and wobbled a little on his barstool. Alex put a hand out, ready to catch his chubby pal if he had to. Phyllis patted Jake on the arm, the first time in nineteen years Alex had seen her display any sort of maternal gesture besides slapping a Hershey bar out of Jake’s hand and yelling that it would give him zits.

			“I’m real sorry about this, guys,” Cody said at last, dropping his cherry into his soda.

			Alex turned and looked at the hulking figure on his left.

			“Why are you sorry?”

			“I dunno. I feel like it’s my fault. I was walking in from the parking lot this morning, and I saw a penny on the asphalt. I just left it there.”

			Alex stared at him, waiting for the rest of the story. When none was forthcoming, he tried gentle prompting.

			“What does that have to do with the layoff, Cody?”

			“You know the saying. See a penny, pick it up, all the day you’ll have good luck. See a penny, leave it lay, bad luck you’ll have all day. Only I was in a hurry this morning, so I didn’t pick up the penny. It’s all my fault.”

			Alex felt the lump welling in his throat again. “It’s not your fault, Cody,” he told him. “It’s not anyone’s fault except fucking Tom Portelli.”

			“You think the owner of the company ordered the layoffs?” Phyllis asked.

			“Of course he did,” Alex said. “Portelli’s always bitching about the bottom line. This time, we were it.”

			They all sat in silence for another minute, listening to Jimmy Buffett on the jukebox. Someone had picked “A Pirate Looks at 40,” and Alex listened to Jimmy croon about being drunk for over two weeks. Alex could see the appeal. He was forty-two years old, unemployed, unmarried, and without the pension he’d counted on to keep him in sailboats and cheap beer in his old age.

			Between the money he’d just sunk into his boat and the recent market crash, he was pretty much wiped out.

			Alone and broke.

			Isn’t that what his ex-fiancée had said twenty years ago? You’re going to die alone and broke if you don’t learn some goddamn provider instinct! That’s exactly what Jenny had yelled as she’d walked out the door and into the arms of her dentist. Apparently that guy had provider instinct. As Alex had learned later, the dentist had been providing a lot more than root canals long before Jenny had actually walked out.

			Not that he was still bitter. And not that he had trust issues, despite what his last three girlfriends had suggested.

			The sound of Jake clearing his throat brought Alex back to the present. “Can you guys keep a secret?” Jake asked.

			“No,” Alex said and took another sip of beer.

			“Don’t listen to him, Jake,” Phyllis said, turning toward Jake. “You say whatever you need to get off your chest.”

			Jake eyed Alex dubiously. Alex stared back.

			“What?” Alex asked finally. “You going to tell us you knew this was coming all along?”

			“No, no,” Jake said, shaking his head so furiously Alex thought his double-chin might catch fire rubbing the starched collar of his shirt. “It’s just—I know something about a little side project Tom Portelli has going on. A personal one.”

			Alex raised an eyebrow and took another swig of beer. “You’re privy to a lot of the company owner’s private business?”

			“This one’s not exactly on the books,” Jake said, grabbing a fistful of peanuts from a dish on the bar. “This one’s not even entirely legal.”

			Phyllis leaned closer, her interest piqued by the prospect of hearing gossip about the man who’d just bitch-slapped the whole lot of them.

			“We’re listening,” she said. “Go on.”

			“Well, besides all the legitimate shipping operations at Kranston, Tom Portelli has a few side jobs he likes to keep on the down-low.”

			“Down-low?” Alex snorted. “You make him sound like a gangster instead of an aging executive with bad taste in ties.”

			“He is!” Jake insisted, almost knocking his beer over as he flung his hands up. Alex made a grab for the beer, setting it safely in front of Cody, who would sooner drink turpentine than Budweiser.

			Jake kept going with his story. “Once a year, Tom Portelli sends a cargo ship out of Monaco loaded down with Krugerrand. They head across the Atlantic, through the Panama Canal, and over to the Galapagos Islands where they rendezvous with some guys who illegally export exotic animals. They swap the Krugerrand for the animals—”

			“What’s Krugerrand?” asked Cody, looking confused.

			“Gold coins,” Alex answered. “South African, but they’re valuable worldwide since they’re made of actual gold.”

			“Anyway,” Jake continued, “they swap the Krugerrand for the animals and then head over to Japan, where they trade the animals for a whole lot more Krugerrand than they started out with. Then they proceed to South Africa and swap the Krugerrand for diamonds—tons of them, about forty-eight million dollars in all.”

			Alex stared at him. “That’s the most fucked up money laundering scheme I’ve ever heard. No one bothers to say, ‘Hey, fellas, where’d you get the crates of gold coins?’”

			“Or the Komodo dragons?” Phyllis added.

			Jake shrugged. “You can pay off a lot of people with a boatload of gold coins. People are willing not to notice things. Besides, they fill the ship with legitimate cargo and they have the paperwork for that. It’s a pretty smooth operation, really.”

			They all sat digesting the information. Phyllis looked distressed. Jake looked drunk. Cody looked blank. Alex ordered another beer.

			“Do you think we should call the police?” Phyllis asked.

			“And say what?” Jake asked. “Hi, I’m a disgruntled employee who got laid off this afternoon. Just wanted to let you know that the owner of our company is running gold coins and diamonds and illegal tortoises all over the globe.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Phyllis argued.

			“Who the hell is going to believe it?” Jake shot back.

			Jake and Phyllis continued bickering, but Alex had stopped listening. An idea had begun to form in the back of his mind. A crazy, juvenile, dangerous idea.

			The idea of a desperate man.

			Alex leaned back on his barstool and surveyed his former co-workers. One by one, they looked up at him, their eyes unfocused and a little shell-shocked. Alex took a sip of beer.

			“You guys know anything about boating?”

			Phyllis rolled her eyes. “Until two hours ago, we were all employees of the world’s largest shipping company. I think we know about boats.”

			Alex shook his head. “Maybe not like this.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Juli stood at the counter in the St. John charter boat office. Gulls squawked outside, but Juli could barely hear them over the rattle of an ancient air conditioner. The noise drowned out everything but the Bob Marley tune blasting through the sound system.

			Drowned, Juli thought as she glanced out the window.

			Over the clerk’s shoulder she could see the ocean glittering in the sunlight. Like a pile of smashed glass. Like ambulance lights at a car wreck on Interstate 5. Juli looked away and wondered if the mango salad she’d had at lunch would look as festive and fruity the second time she saw it.

			She stared at the colorful brochure in her hand and considered for the hundredth time that day what the hell she was doing. Most women would kill to be standing on a Caribbean island gazing out at the turquoise sea. Most women would love to go swishing out into the ocean, their flowered sarongs fluttering as the salty wind tousled their perfect sun-streaked hair.

			Juli was not most women.

			Her bikini was an unfortunate pink plaid that had been the only thing on the rack when she’d made a dash through Macy’s the night before. The rest of the clothing in her pack was tossed in with such haste, she wasn’t certain she’d brought any underwear. After deliberating for several weeks about how best to fulfill Uncle Frank’s last wish, she had picked up the phone one afternoon and booked a flight out the following morning. She’d packed with the frenzied energy of a bank robber.

			Or a woman who knew that if she gave herself any time to think about it, she’d never get on the plane.

			So here she was in the U.S. Virgin Islands, standing in a seaside shop in St. John, trying to summon the courage to book herself on a charter boat trip the following morning.

			“So which boat moves the least?” she asked hopefully.

			Frank had been specific about wanting his ashes spread near a remote coral cay pretty far offshore. From the research she’d done in advance, Juli had discovered there was only one tour company that got near the spot. A tour company specializing in overnight trips. That meant twenty-four hours in a lurching, tipping, watery death machine.

			Juli gripped the edge of the counter.

			The clerk gave her a wary look. “Our two-day, one-night adventure on an Ocean 57 leaves tomorrow at 10:00 a.m. and gets pretty close to the spot you’re talking about. All meals and drinks are included, and this price on the brochure here includes fuel costs and all the other fees. Bring sunscreen, extra clothes, camera—”

			“Will I get a life jacket?” she asked, glancing out at the ocean again.

			“Of course. We can even find you those little inflatable water-wings if you want.”

			“Really?”

			The clerk stared at her. “We only have three spots left on tomorrow’s trip, so if you want to do this, you’d better act fast. I assume it’s you and a boyfriend or husband or something?”

			Juli gritted her teeth. “No. Just me. All alone. All by myself on a Caribbean island.”

			“Okay,” the man said. He stepped back a little from the counter. “So just the one spot.”

			Juli nodded, feeling her stomach flip over again. “Do you have anything for seasickness?”

			He reached beneath the counter and handed her a little white box. “That’s $12.95. Take it an hour before you get on the boat, and you should be just fine.”

			Okay. No reason left to stall, was there?

			“You take Visa?”

			Fifteen minutes later, Juli was out on the pier again, looking for the boat that would, in all likelihood, be dragging her to her death the next morning.

			“Spank Me,” she muttered, glaring at the receipt in her hand. “That’s a stupid name for a boat.”

			It was a big, white boat with a blue stripe. It looked harmless enough. And the clerk had kindly offered a private berth at the front of the boat where he assured her the bedding would be clean and she’d have a bathroom close by.

			So that was done. She glanced at her watch, wondering if it was time for dinner yet. Six p.m. was a little early, but maybe a pre-dinner drink at that cute place she’d seen earlier with big flowery umbrellas and barstools planted in the sand. Juli set off down the boardwalk, Uncle Frank’s urn tucked snugly in her knapsack for safekeeping. She patted the side of her bag, relieved to discover it was still upright with the top latched tight.

			Juli heard the pulse of calypso music before she even reached the quaint seaside bar. Moony-eyed couples, cotton-haired retirees, and scantily clad singles had already packed the place, and a small stage near the bar suggested a rowdy evening to come. She picked the only unoccupied table. It happened to be close to the water, but that was okay. If she was going to go plunging out into the ocean like a maniac, she may as well get used to the sight of it. She set her knapsack on one chair and lowered herself into the other, scanning the turquoise waves for any ships that might be going down.

			“Can I get you something to drink, miss?”

			Juli looked up at the waiter, then down at the little drink menu tucked inside a coconut shell. “I’ll have a mai tai, please,” she said. “Make it a double, actually.”

			The waiter nodded and ambled off, his flip-flops throwing sand up behind him. Juli looked back out over the water. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe this was exactly what she needed.

			Dr. Gordon had sighed loudly when she’d told him. “So you just quit another job?”

			“I didn’t quit, exactly. I just voluntarily accepted the severance package they were offering.”

			“Three weeks’ salary and a scone-of-the-month club membership?”

			“They’re excellent scones.”

			“Juli, we talked last week about your career choices. About the fact that someone of your particular IQ, with an attention span that has prompted”—he consulted the notepad in his hands—“forty-two job changes in the last ten years, could perhaps benefit from something more stable. Something representative of a more mature career decision that isn’t such a waste of your intellect and your—”

			“I kind of liked that job I had where I washed dogs for that pet groomer.”

			“Juli—”

			“Or the month I sold fireworks at that roadside stand.”

			“Juli—”

			Her ears had begun to burn, so she’d given him a meek nod. “Okay, I’ve got it. I’ll think about it.”

			“You can belong somewhere, you know. You really can fit in if you try hard enough.”

			“I know,” Juli had murmured, not knowing any such thing.

			Yes, this trip to St. John would give her the time and space she needed to think things through. To decide what her next career move should be. Maybe stick with one job for more than a year. Maybe she could be a mechanic. Or a librarian. Or a shepherd.

			And maybe if she was really lucky, she could find a way to feel normal for a change. To meet normal people, to do normal things, to maybe feel like she belonged. Was that so much to want?

			The waiter came back with her drink and she thanked him, twirling the little umbrella between her thumb and forefinger before tucking it behind her ear. She took a sip of her drink, enjoying the way the rum and coconut did a happy little dance on the back of her tongue. She felt tropical and warm, sipping her drink, wiggling her toes in the sand, tapping her fingers to a calypso tune. Then she hit the bottom of the glass, bringing her party to a halt.

			Juli signaled the waiter for another, trying not to think about the cost. So what if she was unemployed? She was on vacation. A vacation that involved a dead relative traveling in her knapsack, but still. Juli looked out at the ocean. Not so bad, really. It was kind of pretty in a menacing sort of way.

			The waiter brought her second drink and Juli plunged the straw to the bottom, giving it an enthusiastic slurp. She closed her eyes, feeling the rum sliding down the back of her throat as she listened to the sound of the waves. Maybe she wouldn’t die. Maybe she could even get used to the ocean. And Uncle Frank deserved to have his dying wish fulfilled.

			“Is someone sitting here?”

			Juli opened her eyes and looked up to see a broad-shouldered man who had apparently stepped right off the pages of the sailing brochure in her knapsack. Dark, wind-tousled hair with a little gray sprinkled at the temples. A web of tiny lines at the corner of eyes that seemed almost incandescent green in contrast to his tan. Biceps that a girl could really sink her teeth into if a girl had a mind to do such a thing.

			Juli blinked up at him, forgetting whatever it was he’d just asked her.

			He smiled, seemingly unperturbed by her complete lack of social grace. “I was just wondering if I could join you. Is someone sitting here?”

			“Just my Uncle Frank,” Juli said, grabbing her knapsack. “I’ll move him out of the way.”

			She set the knapsack in the sand and looked back to see sailor boy with his hands on the back of the chair, clearly hesitating.

			“It’s okay, I’m not crazy,” Juli offered. “I just have my uncle’s cremated remains in my backpack.”

			“Of course. Why wouldn’t you?” He sat down. “I’m Alex.”

			She extended her hand and felt a surge of pleasant heat as he grasped and shook it. Warm hands. When was the last time she’d had warm hands—or any hands, for that matter—on her body?

			She shook off the thought and smiled at him. “Juli,” she said. “Pleasure to meet you.”

			He looked around the bar and Juli tried not to fixate on how very green his eyes were. “This place is totally packed,” he said. “Figured it was smarter to sit down next to someone with reasonably good hygiene than to take a chance on sharing a table with a greasy sailor who hasn’t showered for a week.”

			“Are you always such a flatterer?”

			“I try,” Alex said with a slow smile.

			Juli felt her stomach flip, and she looked down at her drink, trying to get her bearings. “So what brings you to St. John?”

			Alex took a swig from a beer he’d brought to the table with him. Something dark that looked more like maple syrup than beer. “Just here with some business associates to take care of a little, uh—”

			“Business?”

			“Right.”

			“I’m scattering my dead uncle’s ashes at sea.”

			“I hear that’s what all the travel brochures suggest this year.”

			She smiled and started to ask him another question when a man with greased-back hair and a red silk shirt trotted out on stage. His microphone squealed in protest, then popped loudly as the man waved his hands to the crowd.

			“Hey, hey, hey! Welcome to the CoCo Bar, boys and girls. How many happily married couples do we have with us tonight?”

			There were a few whoops and shrieks from the crowd, along with some steely looks from people clearly not pleased with the interruption. Undeterred, the emcee plunged onward.

			“You know the drill, kids! It’s time for the CoCo Bar’s weekly Newlywed Game. A thousand dollars to our top couple tonight, so someone’s walking out of here with some nice pocket change. If you want to play, throw your hands in the air and our screener will come over and ask you just a few little questions.”

			The crowd’s enthusiasm was underwhelming. One drunk guy sitting alone in the front row put his hand in the air. Someone in the corner belched. Most of the other guests went back to eating coconut shrimp and sipping drinks with umbrellas.

			Juli looked at Alex. A thousand dollars? Even split two ways, that was a lot of cash. After the Feds had seized Uncle Frank’s assets, what he’d left her had barely covered her airfare down here.

			“Want to play?” she asked, taking a sip of her drink.

			He stared at her. “Hi, I’m Alex. We just met. I believe you’re confusing me with someone you’ve exchanged rings with.”

			“Don’t be a spoilsport, it’s easy,” Juli said, raising her hand. “You’ve seen how these things are played. We just need a system beforehand so we have a shot at picking the right answers.”

			“Are you nuts?”

			“No, are you married or here with a girlfriend or something?”

			Alex flinched. “No.”

			Interesting, Juli thought, and wondered if there was a story there.

			“Then there’s no problem here if you aren’t already attached,” she pointed out. “The first question is number one. That means if it’s a multiple-choice question, you go with the first one. If the answer has to be a random word, make it start with the first letter of the alphabet. If the answer has to be a number—”

			“Right, I get it,” Alex said, reaching across the table to pull her hand down. “I just don’t think we should—”

			“For the second question, we go with two. The answer is two or starts with a B or—”

			“Hey there, you two,” chirped a perky blonde in a pink halter top with a clipboard in her hands. Juli admired the product of several thousand dollars’ worth of plastic surgery, blinking against the blinding whiteness of the woman’s teeth. She rested her manicured hand on Juli’s shoulder and kept right on chirping. “We’re having a tough time getting volunteers tonight, so if you’re reasonably sane, you’re up. How long have you been married?”

			“We’re on our honeymoon,” Juli chirped right back, taking a sip of her drink. She stole a look at Alex, whose expression suggested he was dubious about the sanity requirement.

			“You know how this game works?” the blonde asked.

			Juli beamed. “Absolutely.”

			The woman turned her attention to Alex. “How about you, gorgeous? You ready to do this?”

			For a brief moment, Juli wasn’t sure what he’d say. Hell, she couldn’t believe she was roping him into it, but now that the ball was rolling, she didn’t want to stop. She gulped the rest of her drink and signaled the waiter for another, wondering if she’d be doing this without all the liquid courage.

			She looked at Alex and felt her stomach do a somersault of lust. Probably.

			He met her eyes, his expression unreadable. A thousand dollars, Juli mouthed, giving him her best smile. He shook his head and took a swallow of beer. Then he tipped the bottle at her.

			“Come on, honey. Let’s kick some ass.”

			***

			Three weeks ago, Alex had been sitting in a stuffy office reviewing a fifty-six-page report on shipping export trends in East Asia. Now here he was, penniless and jobless, sitting on a lopsided stage on a Caribbean island, preparing to hijack a cargo ship as he faked marriage to a gorgeous—if slightly disturbed—woman whose last name he didn’t know.

			Funny the way life works.

			“Okay, boys and girls, let’s get started!” the emcee yelled.

			Alex turned around to look at Juli, who had been seated about ten feet behind him along with the other wives. She gave him a wifely little wave and blew him a kiss.

			Jesus. Why had he agreed to this?

			Because she made him laugh. Because she had those big blue eyes that reminded him of the color of water near the Whitsunday Islands off the Australian coast. Because he wanted to twist his fingers up in those crazy, sandy curls that looked like someone had chased her around a fun house with a blow-dryer. He felt his libido lunge, and he turned away from her so he wouldn’t embarrass himself onstage.

			“Okay, audience, we’ve already met the contestants, now let’s get started. Gentlemen, here’s your first question: What is your wife’s favorite movie?”

			Shit, Alex thought. Something that starts with the letter A. Anaconda, An Officer and a Gentleman, Alien, Ass Pirates III—

			This would be a helluva lot easier if they’d exchanged more than twelve words of conversation before pledging eternal devotion. Behind him, Alex could hear the squeak of markers on paper as the wives wrote out their answers.

			“Time’s up, ladies. Gentlemen, let’s hear your answers. We’ll start with Bob from Texas.”

			Bob from Texas mistakenly believed his wife’s favorite move was Sweet Home Alabama, when in fact she preferred Sleepless in Seattle. Harry from London was certain his wife fancied The English Patient, but Sarah actually liked Citizen Kane. Then it was Alex’s turn.

			“American Graffiti,” Alex guessed, then turned to look at Juli. She held up her little notepad and flashed him a smile that made him forget his name.

			“No, I’m sorry Alex, looks like Juli enjoys Animal House.”

			Alex raised an eyebrow, but she just shrugged and blew him another kiss. Alex tried to ignore the surge of warmth that went buzzing through his body.

			“Okay, switch seats now, ladies with your backs to the men. Ready? This question is for the wives. What is your husband’s most prized possession?”

			Alex stifled a groan. A relatively simple question for a couple with more than fifteen minutes of history together. For two strangers restricted to the letter B, not so simple.

			Boat, thought Alex, and wrote it on his notepad.

			“Okay, ladies, let’s hear your answers, and we’ll see how well you know your husbands.”

			Apparently Susan from Texas didn’t know Bob from Texas as well as expected. She thought he valued his four-wheeler more than anything, but Bob was more fond of his wife’s boobs. Not a bad answer, thought Alex, resisting the urge to crane his neck and admire Juli’s cleavage. What was she wearing under that little pink dress? He thought he’d caught a glimpse of something white and lacy when she’d leaned forward earlier, but maybe if he looked again—

			Shit. Alex felt the blood leaving his brain again and forced himself to concentrate on the other couples’ responses about favorite possessions.

			Sarah thought Harry favored his Porsche, when in reality he preferred his Mercedes. Rough life, thought Alex, trying not to think about his lost pension, all the money he’d sunk into his boat, and those damn stocks that had gone belly-up.

			Focus, he told himself, and got ready for his turn.

			“Juli, can you tell us Alex’s most prized possession?”

			“Well, he really loves his sailboat,” Juli said. “Out there sailing all the time. I can hardly get him to come home for dinner when the weather’s nice. I’m going to go with that.”

			She turned around to grin at him, and Alex almost fell off his chair. He held up his notepad, trying not to look so stunned. The audience went nuts.

			Lucky guess, she mouthed.

			No kidding.

			Alex just shook his head, marveling at their dumb luck.

			“Great job, you guys! Switch places again, and here we go. Gentlemen, where is your wife’s favorite place to be kissed?”

			Shit, Alex thought, his mind churning through half-a-dozen words that started with C—most of them wildly inappropriate to suggest to an audience of strangers and his wife of fifteen minutes. Behind him, Alex could hear the markers squeaking.

			Cranium, clavicle… um—

			“Time’s up, pens down, ladies.”

			Alex felt the back of his neck growing hot. Bob and Susan struck out again, but Harry and Susan both went with lips. Very vanilla, Alex thought, still struggling to formulate a response of his own. Then he heard his name. He pictured the sexy neckline of Juli’s dress and blurted out the first word that came to mind.

			“Collarbone,” he said.

			He turned and looked at Juli. She held up her little notepad and gave him a coy smile. “Such a sexy place to be kissed,” she said.

			“Collarbone it is!” the emcee shouted. “Nice work, you two! Okay, Alex and Juli are in the lead with two, Harry and Sarah have one, and Bob and Susan—well, you have a little trouble in paradise, it seems! Okay, folks, switch seats again. If Juli and Alex get this, it’s game over for the rest of you. If they miss it and Harry and Sarah don’t, we’ll go to a bonus round. Ready? On a scale of one through ten, rank your husband’s performance in the sack.”

			Alex grinned, resisting the urge to dance with joy. An easy response, thanks to Juli’s system. Had to hand it to her, she’d been smart to think of it. They had it in the bag! He grabbed the pen and started to write.

			Then he frowned.

			Not a very flattering number. Not flattering at all. He hesitated.

			A thousand dollars, he thought. Shit.

			He scribbled a number on the page.

			The emcee came down the row again, this time revealing that Bob and Susan both thought he was a perfect ten. Great, thought Alex, listening to Harry and Sarah argue about whether Harry was a nine or a ten. Then it was Juli’s turn.

			“It’s been a rough year for us, what with Alex working late all the time and the doctor making some changes to his cholesterol medication,” Juli said with a sigh. “I’m going to have to say four.”

			Alex turned and shot her a look, but Juli just winked at him. Sorry, she mouthed, not looking sorry at all.

			Alex grimaced and held up his notepad. Four it was. The audience went crazy.

			“Congratulations, you two, you’re the winners of our thousand-dollar prize!” the MC hooted. “Maybe you can use the money for a little, uh, marital therapy!”

			But Alex wasn’t listening to him. He was out of his seat, grabbing Juli up into a giant bear hug. He picked her up off the ground and swooped her around, feeling very husbandly all of a sudden.

			“For the record,” she whispered, “I don’t really think you’d be a four.”

			Alex set her down and looked at her, feeling warm and a little light-headed. “For the record,” he said, “I could think of better places to kiss you than your collarbone.”

			***

			Alex wasn’t sure how many mai tais his lovely bride had consumed, but he figured liquid courage had something to do with getting her up on that stage.

			The gentlemanly side of him wanted to be sure she made it safely back to wherever she was staying. The not-so-gentlemanly side of him just wanted a five-minute walk to watch her breasts move under that dress. Figuring his two sides canceled each other out, he escorted her to her hotel to divvy up the cash.

			Juli pushed the door open and led the way into the room. “This is the best honeymoon I’ve ever had.”

			Alex hesitated, then followed her in, trying not to stare at the bed. Or to think of tossing her backward onto it. “You’ve had several honeymoons?”

			“None, actually,” she said. “I was just being polite.”

			“You’ve never been married?”

			His tone sounded more incredulous than he meant it to, and he could tell by her expression he’d said the wrong thing. He opened his mouth to tell her how pretty she was, how surprising it was she’d never married. Then he stopped himself, knowing that was a stupid thing to say.

			Not like you’ve ever tied the knot yourself, asshole.

			And the mere fact that he was giddy over a measly five hundred dollars was a good reminder of why he’d never made it to the altar way back when.

			Broke and alone, he reminded himself. Jenny was right about that.

			He watched as Juli set her knapsack on the table and counted out half the cash. She handed him his portion and unzipped an outer pocket on her knapsack. She stuffed the bills inside and closed it, then fumbled with the zipper on the main compartment. Alex studied her hands, her fingers long and narrow with lovely, rounded nails. He pictured her raking them down his back and turned away, focusing his attention on an ugly oil painting of a mermaid.

			Nice rack on the mermaid. Not as perky as Juli’s, but—

			He shook his head and turned away from the mermaid. Dammit, he had a mission to focus on. He was a pirate. He was stealing his life back.

			“Nice job with the game, honey,” she said, nudging him with her elbow.

			“Thank you dear,” he replied, nudging her right back. “How on earth did you get boat and collarbone?”

			“You look like a sailor, and we’re on an island, so that one was easy. And you seem like a gentleman, so that ruled out most answers I could come up with that started with C. Dumb luck though, really.”

			“Sounds like more than just luck. You deduced a lot in the first fifteen minutes of our marriage. You’re very perceptive.”

			“That’s what my shrink says.”

			He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, so he said nothing.

			Juli smiled at him. “Really, thanks for being a great sport. I needed the cash. I’m sort of between jobs right now.”

			“Yeah? What is it you do?”

			Juli looked away, suddenly very interested in adjusting the zipper on her knapsack. “Oh, this and that.”

			“You said you just left a job?”

			“Right. Marketing.”

			“Okay,” Alex said, getting the sense there was more to Juli’s job situation than she was letting on. Not that it was any of his business. He decided to change the subject. “Anyway, I was glad you suggested the contest. It was fun, and I could use the five hundred dollars right now too.”

			“Glad it worked out.”

			Alex watched as she chewed her bottom lip, clearly disengaged from the conversation. “Something wrong?” he asked.

			She looked up at him, panic evident in those big blue eyes. She shrugged. “I booked this charter boat trip tomorrow, and I’m really nervous.”

			“You don’t like the ocean?”

			“The ocean’s okay. It’s drowning I’m not particularly fond of.”

			“Try not to do that then.”

			“Thanks. You’re a lot of help.”

			Juli finally got her pack open and pulled out the most hideous urn Alex had ever seen in his life. Gaudy, orangey brass was adorned with mutant-looking dolphins and little pieces of something that looked like seashell. The lid was fashioned in the shape of an anchor.

			“What the hell is that?” he asked.

			“Uncle Frank.”

			“That’s Uncle Frank’s final resting place?”

			“Of course not,” Juli said, polishing the top of the urn with the hem of her dress. “The bottom of the ocean is his final resting place. This is just the taxi that’s getting him there. He picked it out himself before he died. Look, it’s even got this cool switch on the bottom to open it.”

			“Right,” Alex said, edging toward the door. “So listen, Juli—I’ve got a big day tomorrow. It’s been fun being married to you though.”

			She grinned and set the urn down.

			“For a temporary husband, you’re not too bad. It was great meeting you.” Then she stood on tiptoes and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

			Alex knew it was supposed to be sweet and platonic. Nothing his libido should respond to at all.

			His libido had other ideas.

			Alex slid his hands down her bare arms and felt her shiver under his palms. He held her there for a moment, drinking in the scent of her, waiting to see if she’d pull back. She stilled under his hands, her breath warm against his cheek.

			He moved his hands around her back, pulling her closer. She gave a soft little gasp and raised her arms to lace her fingers behind his neck. Her face was scant inches from his, her breath coming faster now.

			Then she tipped her head back, bringing her lips close to his as she smiled up at him. “So you want a chance to upgrade your score?”

			Alex brushed his lips over hers. “It’s only fair, considering we never got a honeymoon.”

			He kissed her hard on the lips; forget the peck on the cheek. His mouth devoured hers as his hands slid down to fit into the small of her back. Her dress was so thin he could feel every curve and dip of her body. Her breasts pressed against his chest and Alex felt all the blood leave his brain as he thought about how little separated their flesh.

			He deepened the kiss, circling his palm low on her back to feel her move against him. He slid his other hand into her hair, groaning a little at the feel of those crazy curls twisting around his fingers. Her breath was coming hard now, pushing her breasts against him with every inhalation. Her hair smelled like coconuts and lemons, and Alex felt dizzy at the thought of tasting her. He abandoned her lips and began to kiss his way down her throat, lingering on a spot that made her squirm and whimper.

			Julie gasped and lifted one bare foot off the floor, sliding it up the back of his calf until she reached the hollow behind his knee. She drew him closer, pressing herself against the fly of his slacks. Alex felt the ground tilt under him and wondered if he was about to topple them both to the floor.

			At this point, he didn’t care.

			His hand left the small of her back and slid down, palming the perfect curve of her ass through her dress. He lingered there, feeling her move warm and soft in his arms. Then he slid lower, not stopping until he reached a bare expanse of thigh. He drew his fingers over that smooth, naked flesh, wondering if the air conditioner was broken or if it was just that hot in the room.

			Juli ground harder against him, and Alex slid his hand up again, lifting the hem of her dress higher, higher, then higher still, finding nothing but bare skin—

			Juli pulled back and grinned up at him. “Commando,” she murmured. “It was hot today, you know?”

			“God, yes.”

			“You should probably lose a layer yourself.” She reached for the top button on his shirt and flicked it through the hole. She moved lower, freeing another button, kissing her way down the center of his chest.

			Alex twisted his fingers in her hair as she slid down his body. He made a strangled sound in the back of his throat, wanting to suggest they move toward the bed but not able to form any words besides, “Oh, God.”

			Her mouth was hot and clever and everywhere at once as she took her time undoing the buttons, kissing each inch of exposed flesh as she moved lower.

			His shirt was unbuttoned now, and Julie stood up slowly, sliding her palms over his abdomen, then up and across his chest. She held them there for a moment, then took a step back and smiled at him. She reached for the hem of her dress. She hesitated. Alex held his breath, ready to tear it off her body with his teeth if she didn’t do it herself.

			“Alex?”

			“Mmm?”

			“Um, do you have any—um, well—”

			Alex closed his eyes, knowing what she was going to say. Knowing damn well that condoms had not been on the pirate packing list.

			He shook his head, still too dizzy to form words. He opened his eyes and caught sight of her hands frozen on the hem of her dress. His head started to spin again.

			Juli smiled and let go of her dress, placing her palm over his heart instead. “Give me five minutes,” she said, pulling back and reaching for the pocket where he’d seen her stash the money in her knapsack. “I saw a drugstore just down the block.”

			He saw her wobble a little, then catch herself on the back of the chair. She let go of the chair and unzipped her knapsack, fumbling with the bills. Two of them fluttered to the carpet and Juli bent to retrieve them. She teetered, grabbing the back of the chair again with a shaky hand. Alex licked his lips and tasted rum.

			Shit. Was he out of his fucking mind?

			“Wait,” he said, hating the words he was about to say, but knowing he’d hate himself more if he didn’t ask. “How much have you had to drink?”

			“What?”

			“At the bar. You were drinking mai tais. Are you—”

			“Drunk? I wouldn’t say that, exactly. Tipsy, but not plastered.”

			“I can’t—” He took a breath, shoved his hands in his pockets. “I don’t feel right taking advantage of a woman who’s had too much to drink.”

			She looked at him like he’d just sprouted an extra ear, then threw her head back and laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

			He shook his head, trying to look anywhere but that smooth expanse of cleavage quivering with laughter. “Just a rule I have, okay?”

			“You’re okay with the one-night stand, but not with someone who’s a tiny bit tipsy?”

			“It’s just something I feel strongly about. I’m trying to be a gentleman.”

			She laughed again, clutching the back of the chair so hard it tipped over and landed with a thud on the carpet. She didn’t seem to notice. “A gentleman who had his hand on my bare ass not thirty seconds ago. Alex, really—”

			“I’m sorry—believe me, I want to. But we don’t have any protection, and I don’t feel right about taking advantage, and I just—I think we should stop here.”

			She stopped laughing and looked at him for a few beats. Her eyes were glassy and a little disappointed, but she nodded and straightened her dress. “I suppose I can respect that.”

			He grimaced, thinking he’d rather be naked than respected. Still, he was doing the right thing. He might be the kind of guy who robbed a cargo ship on the high seas, but he wasn’t the kind of guy to take advantage of an intoxicated woman.

			Besides, he had a big day tomorrow. He had to get his head in the game; this was no time for a fling with a woman he’d just met in a bar.

			“Okay,” he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets to hide his arousal. “So I guess this is it.”

			“You planning to button your shirt before you walk outside?”

			“I think I need to cool off.”

			“They’ve got the sprinklers running. Maybe you should detour through the lawn.”

			“Good idea.”

			He took a step toward the door, wanting to touch her again but knowing damn well where that would lead. He hesitated.

			She smiled and smoothed down the front of her dress. “Good-bye, Alex. Happy sailing.”

			He nodded and reached for the doorknob. “Have a nice life, Juli.”
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