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“I don’t see any good reason for you to take the girls for a whole weekend.” Patty’s voice came through soft and steady but hit Randy’s ears like a wrecking ball. “I’ll tell you what, Randy,” she said with a sigh. “Why don’t you come to the house Friday night for dinner? You know they’re busy with school, and God knows they don’t need another distraction from studying.”

Randy drew in a shallow breath and smiled at the phone. It was always like this with Patty. She had full custody of their daughters, and as much as the divorced parents got along with each other, Patty didn’t exactly go out of her way to make sure the girls saw their father. “I get that you worry about them,” he said slowly, “but I basically didn’t get to see them at all for the whole summer. Yeah, they’re starting school, but it’s only going to get busier from here on out. I think this fishing trip would be a good opportunity for us to bond before they’re both at college next year. Besides, I’m sure they’d love to see their dad before things start getting too crazy.” Randy bit his tongue and waited for a reply. It felt demeaning to argue for a chance to see his kids. Patty had cheated and ended the marriage, yet she still held this power over him. He wanted to lash out and call her a hypocrite—claim that, if the tables were turned, he would never keep Sarah and Emma from their mother for so long—but he knew that anger would get him nowhere.

After a heavy pause, Patty said, “What concerns me is, um, the environment they’d be in. I know you like to have a good time, Randy, and I don’t want to get in the way of that. I don’t agree with every decision you make or all the drinking you do, but it’s your life, and I won’t tell you how to live it. But I also don’t think the girls should be involved with that kind of, um, lifestyle.”

“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” Randy said with a chuckle. “My sisters came back to town to help with the Archer Inn. They’ve been keeping me out of trouble and giving me quite a bit of work to do around the place. Another reason I thought the girls should stay a few nights was so they could see their aunts. I don’t remember the last time they all saw each other.” While his sisters were a huge factor in Randy’s self-improvement over the past few months, he had to resist giving himself more credit. 

Earlier in the year, and for many years prior, he had been a drunken mess, always asking friends for favors and loans. It was a wonder he wasn’t in jail for all his reckless decisions. But the Archer family coming back together gave him the boost he needed to set his life straight. He spent more time working, less time drinking, and started to put money away to help with Sarah’s and Emma’s education. He didn’t mention any of this to Patty even though he wanted to hear her apologize for how she was treating him. His pride in recovering was outweighed by the shame he still felt for falling down that dark path in his life. Admitting to Patty that he needed to be better felt like the same as saying he hadn’t been the best dad. 

“I didn’t realize the Archer clan was back together,” Patty said, her voice lightening up. “Of course, the girls should go see them. You should have mentioned that earlier. Oh, and Randy, I’m glad that your sisters are giving you a hand. I hope it lasts.”

Randy blushed on the other end of the line, then thanked his ex-wife, confirmed what time he would pick the girls up, and hung up the phone. He’d been dreading the call all day, putting it off later and later until he knew waiting any longer would only sour Patty’s mood. He was prepared for a night of arguments and compromises and hadn’t expected mention of his family’s presence to sway his ex-wife’s mind. It was a relief, to be sure, but the quick conversation struck him dumb for a moment, and he stood there with the phone in his hand like he was waiting for a trapdoor to open underneath his feet. Was this all it took to get Patty to be a little more reasonable? He thought back on the decade that they’d spent separate and all the times she’d put up roadblocks between Randy and his daughters. Had he really been that big of a mess?

Friday seemed to take an eternity to arrive, and Randy was practically jumping out of his skin with excitement. It was all he talked about at work, to the point that people would tune out what he was saying, and he’d just keep right on talking. On Friday morning, he woke up early and spent a long time getting ready. He wasn’t sure how often he would get to see them during the school year, and he knew it wouldn’t get any better once they were both away at college, when they’d be too busy with classes and boys to pay Randy a visit. He wanted them to have a happy memory of the three of them together, but mostly, he didn’t want them to feel sorry for him or to be ashamed of their dad. This was his chance to show them how well he was doing. 

Patty lived in a one-floor condo in downtown Islamorada, so it wasn’t a far drive. Randy pulled his beat-up truck next to the mailbox and honked the horn. The sun had only just risen, drizzling a creamy orange through the sky and between the clouds. He sang along to a country radio station while he waited. It took a few songs before the screen door banged open, and his daughters rushed out carrying overnight bags. Both still had sandy brown hair, Sarah’s running down her back and Emma’s bunched up below her ears. Wearing a robe, Patty followed them out, waving and telling them to be careful. Randy waved back and grinned at her. “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” he yelled back. “They’re in good hands!”

The girls squeezed into their seats, and Randy greeted them with a huge hug that swallowed them both up. “I’ve missed you, kids!” Randy’s voice caught in his throat as he tried to hold back his tears. “You look so grown-up,” he said, finally pulling away to look at his daughters. “Stop doing that, got it? No more getting old. I won’t allow it.”

“All right, Dad, you dork,” Sarah said, her tan cheeks blushing. 

“At least let me get to twenty-one,” Emma said through a bright grin. “I’m so close now. Being stuck just two years short would be torture!”

“Now am I to believe that you girls haven’t drunk a single drop of the devil’s nectar?” Randy asked with a knowing smirk. He put the truck in gear and skidded off toward his marina.

“That certainly shows restraint, and you sure didn’t get that from me.”

“Well,” the girls said in unison, letting the L draw out suggestively.

“Maybe just a few drops,” Emma said, sending the sisters into a giggle fit. “Mom said all of your sisters are in town. I bet they’d totally give us a little wine on the down low. I mean, if it’s cool with you, Dad.”

“We’ll see what happens,” Randy grumbled. “Just don’t go harassing your aunts about stuff like that. They have enough on their plate. Things have been wild since they got back to the Keys, but I’d expect nothing less from those gals.”

“What’s been going on?” Sarah asked. “We haven’t seen the whole family since Grandpa’s funeral. And the time before that, we would’ve been little kids. I feel like we know nothing about them.”

“Hey, you know, families are hard to keep together,” Randy said. “They all had their lives pulling them in opposite directions, and they had families of their own. But this year was strange. Your grandma was having some trouble running the inn on her own, and Aunt Holly, well, she wanted to get away from home for a bit. Let’s just say things didn’t work out with Uncle Will.”

“I thought they were in business together,” Emma said. “Didn’t they own a real estate company or something really fancy like that?”

“Good memory,” Randy groaned. “The truth is, Uncle Will or ex-Uncle Will, I guess, cheated the IRS out of a ton of money and tried to bring your aunt down with him when he got busted.”

“That’s crazy,” Sarah said. “Who would do that to his wife? Aunt Holly must be crushed.”

“Maybe at first,” Randy said, “but she moved on pretty quick. Like I said, she’s been in town for a couple of months, so she had a little time to reignite an old high school flame. There’s actually been quite a bit of that going around.”

“Ooohhh,” the girls chimed. 

“So that’s what’s bringing everyone back,” Emma said. “Out with the old, in with the new!”

“Well, it’s not all happy stories,” Randy said. “Rina and Amy were having a real tough time for a while.”

“Amy’s your twin, right, Dad?” Sarah asked. “I always forget you have a twin. But she’s never around.”

“She never really had the chance to come down,” Randy said, again fighting back the tears in his throat. “See, Amy’s husband wasn’t treating her right. As a matter of fact, you could say he was a monster. Nobody knew what was happening until a few weeks ago when she escaped and came here. She’s getting better, but she’s still a little rattled. Rina, too. Her husband passed away earlier this year.”

“Uncle Dennis died?” Sarah asked, eyes wide from the news. “How come we didn’t know about that?”

“Well, it’s like you said, sweetie, we haven’t been keeping in touch very good lately. But that’ll all change now. Besides, your aunts are all happy living back in Islamorada, and I have to say, it’s nice having them around. Gives your old man something to do.”

“Does that mean our cousins will be coming here to visit?” Emma asked.

“Mm-hmm,” Randy said. “In fact, Gabby’s supposed to be getting married down here. Oh, and she’s pregnant, so there will be a new baby that you girls will need to come see.”

Emma and Sarah squealed with delight, which put a smile on Randy’s face. “So much has been happening. I can’t believe we’ve been missing out,” Sarah said. “I’m totally jealous. I had the most boring summer ever. Mom wouldn’t let me get a job, so Jessica and I just sat around on the beach all the time. Why didn’t you ever stop by?”

“Yeah, Dad, what’s been going on with you?” Emma asked. “Mom said you’ve been super busy lately.”

“I don’t know about super busy,” Randy said. “That might be one of your mom’s famous exaggerations. But the Archer Inn has been giving me a lot of work. We practically renovated the whole thing for this write-up on a travel website. And I’ve been trying to stay out of trouble lately, so you know, I’ve just been picking up more shifts at the marina, then getting to bed pretty early. I hate to say it, but your old man’s slowing down.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Emma joked. “How long has it been since we’ve taken a fishing trip like this?”

“Oh gosh,” Randy said, rubbing his head. “Probably not since you were ten or eleven. Sarah, you would have been eight or nine. I remember I think you both got seasick and barfed in the boat.”

“Gross!”
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Chapter Two
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Randy parked his truck in the back of the parking lot at the marina. “You girls hang tight for a minute,” he said before stepping out. “I told Dean we’d be taking a boat, but I should make sure he knows which one.”

“No way, we’re coming with,” Emma said, hopping out with him.

“Yeah, we haven’t been here in forever,” Sarah said. “I mean, it’s your marina, so it’s not like weird or whatever.”

“All right,” Randy said, taking a look at the handful of cars from customers getting an early start to the day. “But don’t bug anybody, especially Dean. He works too hard around here to put up with any nosy questions from teenage girls.”

“Jeez, Dad, we’re not ten,” Emma said as she marched toward the marina entrance. “Just chill, okay?”

Randy nodded and followed his daughters. He couldn’t remember the last time he was at the marina this early. Dean took care of the opening, and really, he took care of most everything else around the place, like hiring the staff, budgeting, and corresponding with vendors. Randy hadn’t much to contribute beyond leading a few fishing trips here and there or supervising some snorkel sessions. For a long time, that was fine with Randy. He was still an owner, so he could laze around and drink without worrying about money coming in. Dean was fine with the setup, too. He was always the responsible one, even when they were in school. Dean would always do his homework the night before it was due, and Randy would copy his work in homeroom the next morning.

But it was starting to feel weird for Randy to be so hands-off while Dean was running the show. Over the summer, he’d offered to pitch in a little more around the place, but Dean had turned him down. “You’re the idea guy, you know? Big picture,” he’d said. “Leave the details to me.”

They walked out onto the docks to see if Dean was prepping one of the boats, but nobody was out there besides a couple of green-looking tourists. He wasn’t inside either, and all the employees they asked said that they hadn’t seen Dean show up yet. Just to be sure, Randy checked the parking lot to see if Dean’s ride was there, and the unmistakable red Jeep was sitting right up front under a coat of dust. The marina was a big place, but there weren’t too many places to hide. Maybe they just kept missing each other. “Dad, come on!” Sarah whined. “Can we just forget it? It’s not like Dean will care if we take one stupid boat.”

A crash echoed somewhere nearby, and Randy perked his head up toward an old storage warehouse that hadn’t been in use since they’d bought the property. “That’s weird,” Randy said. “It sounds like someone’s in there. I’ll check it out. Maybe Dean has been moving some things around.” The girls groaned and followed close by.

The warehouse only had one entrance, a rusty sliding door, and it usually stayed locked. When Randy walked up to it, though, the lock was undone, the door was hanging slightly ajar, and he could hear someone moving around inside. Carefully, he slid the door far enough so they could fit through the gap. One low light hung from the center of the ceiling, casting long shadows on the concrete floor. The whole place was full of wooden crates, all about the size of a bedside table and stacked on pallets twenty feet high. “What is this stuff, Dad?” Emma asked.

“Shh,” Randy cut her off. He couldn’t think of any reason all this stuff was here, and he was beginning to wonder if the warehouse belonged to the marina at all or if Dean had rented it out. He didn’t want to sneak up on anyone, but he couldn’t just leave now that he knew this was here. Behind some crates, he could hear shuffling feet, and he wedged himself between two stacks. In a small clearing, he found Dean crouching with his back turned next to a crate, sweating through his tank top. “Hey, buddy,” Randy said quietly. “What’s going on in here?”

Dean yelped at the sound, jumped to his feet, and whirled around to face them. His eyes were a little bugged out, but when he saw it was Randy, he put a hand on his chest and took a deep breath. “Jeez, dude, don’t sneak up on me like that,” he said with a grin. “About gave me a heart attack.”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Randy said. “Just couldn’t find you anywhere else, so I figured I’d check in here. What is all this stuff, anyway?”

“Just some inventory I’ve been meaning to go through,” Dean said with a wave of his hand. “Finally had a slow day to take care of it. Are those your girls I see hanging out over there? What brings you guys out here?” The girls waved hello but didn’t come forward or say much else. “Oh, that’s right.” Dean snapped his fingers. “Y’all were taking a boat out today! I totally forgot, but Randy, you can probably set yourself up without too much help, yeah?”

“Oh no, we don’t need to bother you with that,” Randy said. “I wanted to let you know which one we were taking just in case you needed it for a tour or something.”

“Nah, take whatever you want, big guy,” Dean said. “You be sure to catch a bunch, though. I hear you got a lot of people to feed over at that inn of yours these days.”

“What kind of inventory are you going through?” Randy asked. “I know we’ve been doing a little more business lately, but dude, the amount of stuff in here is insane. Can I help at all?”

“Don’t even worry about it,” Dean said. “Most of this stuff is going out for online orders anyway. All I have to do is tag it and wait for someone to come pick it up. I got it all covered, so you guys go enjoy your day.” Dean turned back around to the crate, but Randy still had a few questions about everything. 

“Ugh, Dad, let’s just go,” Sarah grunted. “We don’t wanna be in this creepy warehouse all day.”

“All right, girl, let’s get out of here,” Randy said. “But Dean, just give me a call if you need any help with this.” Dean waved him off without saying anything more, and Randy felt a bit of guilt for leaving him there. He had no idea that there was so much business, and it didn’t feel right to stick Dean with all that extra work. But he tried to push work from his mind and remember that today was about being with his daughters, not making things right with Dean.

He took the girls to a supply shed by the docks and tasked them with finding three fishing poles and a tackle box while he got the key for his favorite fishing boat, which happened to be the biggest boat they owned. He wheeled the cooler sitting in the office over to the stockroom to stock up on sodas, snacks, sandwiches, chips, and a couple of beers for himself, so they could stay out on the water as long as they wanted.

Once everything was set up, they put on their swimsuits and took the boat out to sea. It was the perfect day for fishing. The wind was low, and there was barely a cloud in the sky. They sat out in open water, and Randy took it upon himself to bait all of their lines while the girls chatted about school. One of Randy’s biggest regrets with the divorce was that he didn’t have the opportunity to teach his daughters how to do this stuff for themselves. It was a shame since they all lived so close to the ocean, yet neither Emma nor Sarah knew the first thing about fishing. Randy’s dad had been insistent that all his kids should have basic skills like that, and he felt ashamed that he hadn’t passed that on to his own daughters.

It turned out that they didn’t need much help, though, since the fish weren’t biting for the first few hours. “When was the last time you gals were out on a boat to fish like this?” he asked while he was moving the boat to a different spot.

“My friends aren’t really into the outdoorsy life,” Sarah said. “We go swimming sometimes, but I haven’t picked up a fishing pole since I was a kid.”

“I dated a guy for a while who loved fishing,” Emma said. “But that was mostly something he did with his family and friends, and we broke up before he could take me out on his boat.”

“See, I think that’s just tragic,” Randy said. “You girls spent your whole life in the Keys, but you might as well have grown up in Kansas. I guess I’m not surprised, though. Your mom was never too interested in this sort of thing.”

“More like she’s terrified of it,” Sarah said. “All week, she’s been going on about how we need to be careful out here. I swear she thinks we’re going to get in a shipwreck or be eaten by sharks or something crazy. Honestly, I don’t get why she stayed in Islamorada since she hates the ocean so much.”

“She never used to be like that,” Randy said. “Believe it or not, your mom used to be the most adventurous person I knew. We used to talk about seeing the world together, about scuba diving in the Great Barrier Reef and climbing Mount Everest, but I guess things changed at some point.”

They stopped for lunch a few hours later and let their fishing lines dangle in the water while they ate their sandwiches. Randy only had one beer, and he drank it slow, savoring the flavor but trying not to give away that he would’ve loved to have two or three more on top of it. He couldn’t imagine all that his ex-wife had said about him to their daughters over the past decade. They probably thought of him as some wild drunk with no self-control, and he was determined to prove them wrong. 

It was early in the afternoon, but the girls were already getting sick of being there. They kept their lines in the water but stared at their phones and hoped for a signal rather than attend to their fishing. Randy was happy for the time to relax with them but knew he could only let them be bored for so long before taking them back to shore. Just then, Emma’s fishing pole jumped in its holster, and the line started running into the water, whirring and rattling away. She stared at the line, then at Randy, with big clueless eyes. “Grab the reel!” Randy yelled as he went searching for a net. “Jerk up on your line and then pull it in!” 

“It’s so heavy!” Emma shouted, fighting to reel the line in from how far it had been pulled out. Randy stood behind her, holding the net and coaching her on how to reel it in a little and then give it slack so she didn’t break the line. It took at least ten minutes to get the fish close to the boat, and with all the splashing it made, they could tell it was a big one. Sarah watched in amazement as her sister worked away at the pole. Finally, when the fish was close enough, Randy was able to reach down and sweep it into the boat with a forceful grunt. The green mahi-mahi, as long as Randy’s arm, flopped on the floor as if for dear life, and Randy pulled Emma into a big hug. “Look at you, honey!” he yelled. “You’re a pro! Just like your old man.”

Emma beamed at her catch. “That was incredible,” she said. “I mean, it was terrifying, and I thought it was going to pull me in for sure! I can’t believe I actually caught that thing! It must weigh fifty pounds! And it’s so ugly!” Randy laughed and carried the fish down under the deck so he could keep it fresh on ice. That one fish would be just about enough for a family dinner. 

They stayed out on the ocean for another hour, long enough for Sarah to catch herself a fish as well. It was a little smaller than Emma’s, but it put up a fight nonetheless. “How’re you girls feeling?” Randy asked. There was plenty of daylight left, but they were out of snacks and starting to smell like sea salt and fish. “How about we stop off at the inn and show everyone what you caught?” They cleaned up their equipment as Randy steered the boat toward shore, patting himself on the back for making all this happen.
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Chapter Three
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As they brought the boat closer to shore, Randy could see silhouettes of the Archer Inn and house, which took his breath away. All summer, he’d been working on the property to bring it back to the glory and beauty that it had captured throughout his childhood, and it brought joy to his heart to know that he’d done just that. “Take a look, girls,” he said in almost a whisper. “That’s where your old man grew up.”

“We know, Dad. It’s not like we haven’t been here,” Sarah said as she leaned over the guardrail to look at the coastline. “It does look a lot better, though. Even better than when Grandpa was still alive.”

“Didn’t you mention that you guys did a bunch of work on it over the summer?” Emma asked. 

“Yup,” Randy said with a smirk. “Took a lot of elbow grease, but I’d say it paid off. A few weeks ago, some travel writer came down and reviewed the place. She made us look great, and business has really been booming since then.”

As Randy pulled the boat closer to the dock, he could begin to see someone dozing in a hammock hung between two coconut trees, and once he squinted, he could see that it was his mom, Nelly, taking a nap. He hadn’t told her they’d be coming in a boat, so he gave her a little surprise by blaring the horn a few times. Nelly startled out of her sleep and almost tumbled out of the hammock. Randy started waving, and when she saw him, she got up and started walking toward the dock, waving with both arms the whole way. “Is that Grandma?” Emma asked as the boat slowed down to dock. “How’s she been? I haven’t talked to her in a long time. We thought you two didn’t get along.”

“For a long time, we didn’t,” Randy said. “I guess it was more my problem than her.” He rubbed the back of his neck and pulled down the brim of his hat. “I was just in a bad spot for a while, especially after your grandpa died. But we’re doing much better now. Actually, we talk almost every day on the phone, or I’ll come over here and have some tea and just sit with her for a while. It’s been nice. And she’s really the reason everybody’s back home now. We all wanted to help her out and do our part. So, you know, remember that when your old man gets too old to take care of himself. Don’t go sticking me in a home or anything.”

“Yeah, right, weirdo,” Sarah said with a laugh. “You’ll stay with Emma.”

“Excuse me?” Emma said indignantly. “When did we decide that?”

“I’ll let you two sort it out later,” Randy said. “Help me tie up the boat before you say hi to your grandma.”

Once the boat was secure, the girls ran over to Nelly, bent down, and wrapped her in a tight hug that almost knocked them all down. Randy could see his mom’s face between his daughters' heads, all bunched up and showing off a broad smile. “You girls have gotten so big,” Nelly said, kissing both girls on the cheek. “How was fishing with your father? I want to hear about the whole thing, skip no details.”

“We didn’t even catch anything until, like, almost the end of the day,” Sarah said. “But I guess it was pretty fun. I don’t remember the last time I went fishing, and it was cool going with Dad since he, like, knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Randy said, wheeling an icebox behind him. “I didn’t catch a single thing. You girls put me to shame.” He winked and smiled at Nelly. “Check it out, Ma,” he said as he opened up the icebox to reveal the two mahi-mahi. They were so big that he had to stack them on top of each other. “I couldn’t believe they landed these bad boys. It was awesome!”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
<>+THE ARCHER INN SERIES:





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





