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For Pam Chaney Wilds.


How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of a friend who trudges beside you, hands within reach, who scales the final steps to the summit, who shares the first glimpse of the waterfall, roaring with wonder, spilling joy over grateful fishes, spraying glittering drops, priceless as diamonds, over the shores carpeted with tiny green plants. How beautiful up the path of life are the feet of a friend.


Dedicated to the staff of Aransas Wildlife Refuge and Amos Rehabilitation Keep.













“Storms draw something out of us that calm seas don’t.”


—BILL HYBELS







“A dove struggling in a storm grows stronger than an eagle soaring in the sunshine.”


—MATSHONA DHLIWAYO





















1.Teddy








“NOT ALL STORMS COME TO DISRUPT YOUR LIFE; SOME COME to clear your path.” So said Anonymous, who was obviously not convinced enough of this truth to claim it. Nevertheless, Teddy recited the inspiration as she left the shelter for Bird Isle. She needed to clear many paths in her life and wondered which one the storm had chosen. Surely, the hurricane left her mother’s store unharmed. Fate must set some limits on doling out misfortune, like preventing a daughter from losing her mother and her mother’s candy store in the same year.


As Teddy passed over the wetlands, a bank of clouds parted, and a great beam of sunshine flooded the marsh, sparked off the paddling trails, set a golden flame to every blade of grass, and, just when she started to enjoy the view, the sun zeroed in on a pile of downed power poles. Teddy groaned.


She pulled into the ferry line of vans, utility trucks, and even a giant red rig pulling a barbecue smoker. Out her passenger window, three palms that marked the entrance to the tourist information center had snapped in two, their fronds shredded like slaw. “Don’t go there,” she told her mind. She refused to let her mind go dark as—since her mother died—her mind tended to do at the least little thing—a shortage of salt-free butter or a case of broken all-day suckers—and now with this very big thing, her mind just might decide to shut down altogether.


The red pickup pulled forward, maybe a foot. She pounded her steering wheel instead of leaning on her horn. At least she showed that much restraint. Soon, the three days of not knowing the fate of her mother’s candy store would end. She vacillated between not wanting to know and wanting to know. Now, she desperately wanted to know.


Everyone in the shelter called the hurricane “the storm of the century.” They said the wind roared like a freight train in a tunnel, and the rain shot from the sky like shards of glass. Teddy winced at the hyperbole. Bird Islanders said similar things after every blow.


“C’mon.” She pummeled the dashboard this time. The man in the red truck moved a car length. “Finally.” He waved at no one in particular, as far as she could tell.


One of the workers checked her identification and motioned for her to board the ferry. In minutes, the ferry lurched forward with a puff of diesel smoke. As always, dolphins chased after them, performing acrobatics in the wake. Her shoulders relaxed. This appeared like a normal day on Bird Isle.


But when the ferry docked, her chest tightened. Barrels lined the wharf, barrels blocked Ferry Road, and barrels barricaded the remains of the marina. They plastered the island in a field of glaring orange, like prisoners in jumpsuits. Crap, crap, double-fudge crap.


After exiting the ferry, an unfamiliar police officer motioned for her to pull over. He examined her driver’s license. “Utility bill, please.”


“They checked my ID on the ferry.”


“We need a utility bill.”


He flicked the top of his pen several times as if waiting for her to produce the bill she didn’t have.


“You said that. But you see, I didn’t think to pack up a utility bill when I evacuated from the ‘storm of the century.’”


The officer lifted a corner of his mouth, as if the phrase annoyed him as well. He peered inside her Jeep at the backseat stacked with a hamper full of clothes, boxes of Cheerios, mac and cheese, laundry detergent, a mop, and cleaning supplies. “You live here?”


“Yes, of course I do, why else would I . . .” She raised her hands into the air.


“We can’t let you in unless you live on the island full-time or have a business.” He lifted his sunglasses.


Teddy did the same. “This is my lucky day. I happen to fit both qualifications. Teddy Wainsworth,” she flashed a smile, “owner of Sweet Somethings. It’s a candy store.”


He scratched his cheek. “Candy store?”


“On Ferry Road.”


The officer shook his head. “Didn’t see one.”


No need for him to be so negative. She’d never seen him before. Besides, he wouldn’t know the difference between a candy store and a taco shack.


“Ask the guys on the ferry, they know me.” Teddy shifted into drive. “Where shall I park?”


The officer narrowed his eyes and pointed to a parking spot. “Be careful. You might have to take the beach trail.”


She waved. “I’ll do that. Come by for chocolate.”


On the dune overlooking the beach, she sucked in a deep breath of air that reeked of rotting fish and seaweed. A platoon of mosquitoes stormed her, searching for blood. She bolted toward the shore.


Cheerless Bird Islanders tiptoed around mounds of debris, uprooted palm trees, and plastic waste in every shape and size. Hundreds of cabbage-head jellyfish covered the shoreline. The sand essentially farted—smell and all—as she stepped. Okay, positive thinking. This could be bad, but she could handle a little rubble. She lived on an island, after all.


She tilted her head to the tiny wisps of clouds that sailed like kites in the crisp, blue sky, and the wind skimmed her face with the song of waves. “Showtime.”


“Tedster, hey, Tedster.”


The voice came from her friend Walt. No one else called her by that name.


“You talking to yourself?” Walt pulled a headband from the pocket of his overalls and slipped it over his curly hair. “Where you headed?”


“Checking out the damage.”


Walt placed his hands on her shoulders and squeezed gently. “We had one wicked blow, Tedster. Let’s just chill for a minute. You might want to go to your house first.”


Walt absolutely never had a grim expression on his face. He lived his life exactly opposite of the way she lived hers—a real “the-Dude-abides” kind of guy. They hung out together briefly once. He knew how to kiss—soft lips, tender bites, just the right amount of tongue—but he had the attention span of a gnat. So, the relationship switched to friendship as easily as a sailboat coming about.


“I’ve got to see Sweet Somethings.”


“You’re not gonna like what you see. I won’t lie. You took a drilling.”


“I can take it.” She made fists and boxed the air between them.


“Okay, but I’m going with you.”


When they turned onto Ferry Road, she held her breath. Just ahead, Island Boutique still stood next to Tio’s Tacos. Maybe, just maybe, some of Sweet Somethings remained.


As a child, first thing in the morning she would rush to the beach to see if her sandcastle survived the night. Some of the time, her creation would be wiped out. Other days, only remnants remained—turrets worn to a nub, the winding staircase collapsed. But surely, today her store with a shingled roof and sturdy wooden beams had survived.


“This is it.” Walt pointed to a slab of cement littered with pieces of Bird Isle.


He frowned and watched her face as if he’d never seen her before, as if she’d just landed on the planet. She might as well be on the moon, then at least a spaceship might return her to earth. Pressure built in her chest. She blew out three breaths. She ran back to Tio’s, and then spun around and walked back. Tio’s, the liquor store, the shell shop, check, check, check. Sweet Somethings came next.


“This is it?” Teddy kicked a lone plumbing pipe jutting out of an empty slab. The scene could be a CNN special, and she was the poor victim.


“I told you.”


“It’s all I have of my mother.” Tears gushed over her face. “What am I going to do?” Her stomach convulsed, and a sour taste rose into the back of her throat.


Walt draped his arms around her.


Teddy sunk onto his chest. This time the Bird Islanders were right. The hurricane was the storm of the century. She wanted nothing more than to cry and scream as she had for days when her mother died. She learned no amount of tears could bring her mother back, and they couldn’t bring back the store either. She gave herself a shake.


Walt squeezed her and then pulled back. “Geez, Tedster . . .” He bit his lip. “You got this. Your mother hasn’t gone anywhere. She’s right there.” He poked her on the sternum.


She placed a hand on her heart. “I’ll have to trust you on that.”


“I love you, man. I mean . . .”


Walt waved his hands pantomiming to forget what he just said.


“Not I love you, love you, like in I love you.”


“Don’t worry. It’s our secret.” She managed to smile. “I love you, too. Like a brother.”’


Walt threw her a guns-up sign. “That’s what I meant. You’re all right, you know that?


“What a relief.” Remembering that Walt had a business, too, she said, “Enough about me. How’s Walt’s Surftown?”


“Lost the roof, but I’ve still got my Dick Brewer boards.” He lifted a hand to receive a high five.


She slapped his palm weakly. Walt loved his Dick Brewer boards.


“We’ve got this. We’ll rebuild Sweet Somethings good as new.” Walt gave her a half hug. “You sure you’re okay? You’re not going to go all wonky on me?”


“No, all wonked out.”


A bugle horn playing “Deep in the Heart of Texas” sounded behind them.


Walt jumped. “Whoa, man.”


She whipped her head toward the noise. A lollipop-red pickup parked in the street—the same truck she’d seen on the ferry. The monstrosity sported an enormous front grille, and a bed large enough to carry all three strings of a football team. Honestly, who needed a truck that huge?


The driver hopped out, and she collected the available data—starched Lee jeans, ostrich cowboy boots, possibly handmade, and aviator sunglasses. He could’ve been a younger version of George Strait.


The man tipped his cap to her. “Howdy. Name’s Jack.”


He smiled at her despite her tough girl uniform—snot-stained overalls, a Bird Isle Whooping Crane Rescue tank top, a classic red bandanna, and a borrowed pair of white shrimper boots, a size too big. She wiped the snot stain with her bandanna and finger-combed her hair. She didn’t want to be in tears for her CNN interview or a chat with a George Strait lookalike.


Jack offered Walt his hand. “Y’all live here or are you volunteers?”


Teddy scowled at him. How did this guy pass through the checkpoints? “We’re not volunteers.”


Jack shook his head. “I guess that means y’all live here. This your place?” He pointed to the empty lot.


“This used to be Sweet Somethings, her business.” Walt put an arm around Teddy.


Jack removed his hat and bowed slightly. “I’m real sorry to hear that.”


“So am I,” Teddy said, not looking at him.


“I just drove down from Fort Worth with some barbecue to feed the workers, but I can see I’m about as welcome as a skunk at a picnic.”


Thank gawd he picked up on social cues. Jack’s lips slowly revealed a row of perfect white teeth confirming his resemblance to George Strait. His good looks were almost enough to distract her from her situation—almost being the operative word.


“She’s just now found out about her candy store.” Walt frowned and nodded to Teddy.


Oh, great. Now Walt, of all people, pitied her. “She is standing right here.”


“I’ll let you take care of your Mrs.” Jack backed away.


“For your information, Mr. Barbecue Man from Fort Worth, I am nobody’s Mrs.” She raised her chin and put her hands on her hips.


“That so.” Jack pressed his lips together causing a dimple to appear on one cheek. “If you need any help, just say the word.”


He gazed at her with brown eyes, a color that landed somewhere between milk and dark chocolate—she had no business thinking about his eyes or chocolate while viewing the aftermath of the storm of the century.


“I hope to see you at the pavilion at five.” Jack put his hands together as if about to pray. “You won’t regret it.”


“Sorry. What?” she asked.


“Barbecue. You know brisket, sausage, ribs. And chicken if, God forbid, you don’t eat red meat. Which is okay if you don’t. Nothing wrong with that. And if you’re vegetarian, we’ve got beans . . . no scratch that, they’ve got salt pork in them. But there’s coleslaw and potato salad. And plenty of white bread. Who doesn’t love a good loaf of sliced white bread?” He took a breath and leaned toward her. “And, I just went on and on like an auctioneer waiting for bids.”


She snickered. In addition to good looks, Jack had some personality. Even though his Texas accent slathered every word as thick as warm toffee, he had sounded like an auctioneer.


“Count me in.” Walt shook Jack’s hand again. “I’m going to burn off. Got to get back to Walt’s Surftown.” Walt pointed to Teddy. “No wonking.”


She nodded. “Go on. Take care of Surftown.”


Her stomach growled. The one bowl of stale Cheerios she’d eaten for breakfast wore off hours ago. At least Jack arrived in town with a load of barbecue instead of socks and canned sweet potatoes.


“So, I’ll see you tonight?” Jack lowered his eyes to hers.


She shook her head and motioned to the bare concrete in front of her.


“You can’t work if you don’t eat. We’re over at the docks. Come on over at five o’clock. You could use some meat on your bones.” He frowned. “I mean, you know, you need to take care of yourself.” He wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “I’m going to leave now before I say something else stupid.” Jack climbed into the truck. “See you there.”


“No. I don’t think so,” she yelled, as he started up his gigantic truck.


She needed to work and pay bills not mingle at a barbecue social. Daniel waited for a full report. He’d want her to abandon Bird Isle and go back to Houston. A sane person might move back to Houston. Daniel cared about her, not enough to move to Bird Isle, but then she didn’t care enough about him to stay in Houston when her mother died. He never understood why she wanted to manage her mother’s candy store. How could he know how she felt after losing her mother? And, now, Daniel would never understand how she felt losing her mother’s life’s work.


Every creative flourish of her mother’s shop—the peppermint-striped awning, the sugar sandcastle window display, the coconut-roofed surf shack filled with candy seashells—had disappeared, just like Teddy’s future.


“Pfft, stop it, just stop it.” She spit into the sand. “Don’t be such a baby.” She pressed her hands against her chest and tapped twice. “. . . time and chance happen to them all.” Her mother often quoted the Bible verse. In this case, Teddy used the words “tide and chance.” Mom would have appreciated the play on words—tide and chance happen to them all.
























2.Jack








JACK REVVED UP HIS FORD 250 AND PULLED AWAY FROM THE woman. He never even found out her name. If she didn’t show up at five, he would chauffer her himself. He knew better than to let a woman clean up the mess of a hurricane without any help, especially a woman so easy on the eyes.


After his wife, Angela, died, Jack promised his mother he wouldn’t spend his life solo. Five years later, he remained just that, alone and talking to the walls of his barbecue restaurants as if they were pets. Not that there hadn’t been a long line of women delivering King Ranch casseroles and chocolate chip cookies to his house and businesses after Angela died. But no one could take her place. So, he lived alone with nothing to keep him company except the five locations of his barbecue joint: Angie’s Place Pit Barbecue—the Best Barbecue East or West of the Pecos. With so much to be done, coming to the Gulf provided refuge from his past. Jokes and one-liners could only carry him so far. He needed something meaningful to do.


Jack drove by Walt’s Surftown and stepped inside. Walt held a snow shovel full of broken glass.


“Looks like you’ve got your share of troubles here.”


“Could definitely be worse.”


“I’d like to help out after this barbecue.”


“I’ll take it.” Walt dumped the glass in a trash can. “Looking forward to some decent food.”


“And your friend?”


“She’s probably not going to make it,” Walt said. “She’s that way.”


“Which way is that?”


“She’s like a tiger shark. They like to hunt alone.”


Jack shook his head. Just his luck. He needed a shark of a woman like he needed a flat tire. Besides, he came here because of the hurricane. Still . . .


“So, do tiger sharks have boyfriends?”


Walt laughed. “She’s got a boyfriend in Houston, if that tells you anything. Haven’t seen him in months.”


“That doesn’t sound too serious.”


“You here to feed us barbecue or to chase women? Not that I care. But FYI, she can handle herself.”


“You’re right. I’m losing my focus. Gotta get back to the barbecue.”


“You want her to come, you’ll have to drag her there yourself.”


“I’m not above that. Where’s she live?”


Address in hand, Jack left for the Island Pavilion where they were setting up for the barbecue. Halfway there, he slapped a hand on the seat, “I forgot to get her name, again.” He’d make a lousy detective.


Though missing part of a roof on the south end, remarkably, the rest of the pavilion survived the storm. As he climbed out of his airconditioned truck, the Texas heat and humidity assaulted him and zapped his last bit of energy. His day had started at five by loading the pit with one hundred pounds of partly-smoked brisket. A soft bed sounded irresistible right now but forget that. Without a hotel, motel, or condo for rent, he’d be sleeping in the backseat of his truck under a mosquito net. Next trip to Bird Isle, he’d bring his fifth wheel.


Over at the barbecue pit, his best buddy, Jimbo, stoked the fire. A dog barked. Jack turned to the noise. A mud-covered mutt hid under the broken hull of a twelve-foot aluminum rowboat. Jack approached him. The dog growled.


“Okay, okay.” Jack pulled back. “Where’d he come from?”


“He just showed up,” Jimbo said. “I gave him some water. He’s kind of skittish.”


“All this meat and you couldn’t find a bone?”


“He can wait ‘til dinner like the rest of us.” Jimbo stabbed the mesquite logs. Red sparks spit on the rack.


Jimbo’s wife, Polly, set planks of plywood on sawhorses to make a long serving line. She covered the plywood with plastic red-and-white-checkered tablecloths.


“How’s the brisket?” He opened the heavy metal cover of the pit and inhaled the scent of mesquite and dried chiles. “Do you need more mesquite?”


“You cooking, or am I?” Jimbo asked.


“You are, don’t screw up the brisket.” Jack planned on feeding about a hundred. Running out of barbecue would be the worst thing that could happen, especially if Little-Miss-No-Name showed up. For some reason, he wanted to make a good impression.


Polly stacked paper plates at one end of the table and ordered Jimbo to get the Igloo cooler of sweet tea from the pickup. He saluted her and then obeyed. With the mission accomplished, he came from behind her, picked her up, and twirled her around.


“I love to be ordered around by you. Why don’t we go for a little walk on the beach?” Jimbo kissed her long and hard.


A pang of desire shot through Jack. His mind bolted straight to Angela lying in bed with her hair splayed over the pillow, her cheeks flushed from their lovemaking. He blinked, trying not to let the memory take hold. “Get a room.”


“There aren’t any.” Jimbo swatted Polly on the behind. “Later, my dear.”


Jack laughed, but seeing the two of them so happy reminded him of how much he lost when Angela died. He drew in a big breath. What would Angela think about Little-Miss-No-Name? Knowing Angela, she’d offer her sage advice. Don’t come on too strong. Compliment something besides her looks. Don’t act desperate. Don’t act too self-assured—so much to remember. Angela always handled everything.


Just take one a day at a time with Little-Miss-No-Name. He wanted her to show up at the barbecue. No harm in making friends with her. He could roll the dice and see what happened. Angela always said, “Carpe Diem.”


He never expected to see such a pretty hurricane survivor in Bird Isle. He graded himself a B plus so far—macho and witty, not too much of a pest. He’d made the woman smile. She laughed at his repartee—a word he’d never before used in a sentence.


The dog whimpered from under the boat. “I guess you’re hungry.”


He pulled a sack of bones out of the ice chest. Holding a bone in both hands, he inched toward the dog. The dog’s whine turned into a low growl, and he or she raised its upper lip to reveal a shiny row of healthy incisors. His teeth were not that big, but big enough. He placed the bone on the ground a few feet from the mutt and backed away.


The dog lunged toward the bone and quickly returned to his spot under the boat. After seeing the dog’s jaws lock over the bone, he congratulated himself for being smart enough to jump away. No need to contract a case of rabies on top of everything else.


“Pickles and onions?” Polly yelled.


He stiffened. “Crap.” He rushed to the bed of his truck for the box that contained three-gallon jars of sliced dill pickles and a bag of onions, but it wasn’t there. “Don’t tell me.” He sank his head into his hands. He hadn’t thought of everything after all. “We can’t serve barbecue without pickles and onions.”


“They won’t notice,” Polly said.


“Liar. They may be grateful anyway, but barbecue without pickles and onions is like turkey without dressing.”


“Like cookies without milk,” Jimbo added.


“Hot dogs without mustard.”


Jack needed to find pickles and onions. Maybe Little-Miss-No-Name would know where to find them, and he could learn her name. Hopefully, her house faired the storm better than her store. She seemed like the kind of girl with a stocked pantry, if she still had a pantry. Would she be insulted if he showed up asking for onions and pickles?


People like to help others. Well, he did. Pops Wainsworth taught him that lesson. Pops always said: “Give people a chance to help. They want to. Even if they haven’t got a dime, they want to help.” He jumped into his truck, as if he believed he’d find pickles and onions on the island. At least he would see Little-Miss-No-Name again.


“Where’re you going?” Jimbo yelled.


“Be right back. Hang on.” He skidded out of the parking lot. He rolled the window down when he noticed the mutt gnawing on the bone and shouted, “Like a dog without a bone.” And like a man without a woman.


The mystery woman worked alone outside her house, skin glowing with sweat, cheeks flaming red as cayenne pepper. She wore her hair in a long ponytail with a sheen like that of a racehorse—the color close to roan, but more brown than red, except when the sun glinted off its strands with flashes of amber and cherry. He pictured the mane loose on bare shoulders and then shook away the image. The barbecue needed pickles and onions. Stick to the mission. Find out her name.


He slammed the truck door. She jerked her head toward him, a quizzical expression on her face. If he read her correctly, he surprised her, not irritated her. She peered at him with eyes dark as a starless night in Big Bend. Something in those eyes made him wonder if they hid a super nova just below their surface. He sucked in a breath and reminded himself, again, of his mission. Pickles and onions and name, oh my.


“Two questions. Do you have any pickles and onions? And, what’s your name?”


“You’re asking me if I have pickles and onions?” She swept a hand toward the wreckage of her house.


“Yes, yes, I am. It’s just that we have this barbecue, and we don’t have any pickles and onions.”


“You are in a pickle.”


“Good one.” He knew he grinned like a bronc rider who just scored in the nineties. “I just thought you might have some, or at least know where I could find them. You can’t eat a brisket sandwich without pickles and onions. It’s like potatoes without gravy.”


“Or pancakes without syrup.”


He snapped his fingers and pointed to her. “Exactly.”


“Believe me or not, I think I might have some pickles.”


He crossed his fingers in both hands. “My lucky day.”


She motioned for him to follow her into the house. Inside, pieces of sheetrock crumbled off the walls, but the highest pantry shelves still housed canned goods.


“Might be something up on the top shelf. No telling how old they are.” The girl flipped the switch on a flashlight and searched the shelves.


He noticed four jars in the corner. “Please, don’t let them be sweet pickles.”


“My grandpa never made sweet pickles.”


A flood of relief passed over him. He reached up and grabbed two of the jars. “Do pickles go bad?”


“Only one way to find out.”


The girl tapped the pickle lid against the counter and handed the jar to Jack. He put his hand over hers and slid a thumb over her soft warm skin.


“You think I can’t open a jar of pickles after doing man’s work all day?”


“I know you can. I needed a good excuse to hold your hand.” For the first time in forever, he found himself flirting.


She handed him an opener. Air escaped with a hiss as he pulled the lid from the jar.


He lifted the crock to his nose and sniffed the vinegary pickles. “They sure smell good. Lots of dill.”


“Try it.”


He pulled a quarter of a cucumber from the jar, bit off the end, and handed the slice to her. When she reached for the spear, their fingers touched. Did she just jerk away from him?


“Perfect.” He must sound so corny. She existed in another league, total NFL material, and he remained back in Peewees.
























3.Teddy








TEDDY’S STOMACH GROWLED. FOOD WOULD GIVE HER STRENGTH to tackle the mess, especially if the food tasted half as good as he smelled—a rich blend of black pepper, brown sugar, vinegar, and paprika, maybe a hint of allspice. She might concoct a barbecue-flavored candy. No one else made it—no one she knew of anyway. She could start with barbecue-flavored jelly beans. Tourists loved unusual jelly bean flavors—Dr Pepper, chili mango, moldy cheese, buttered popcorn—she displayed them all, except barbecue. Why think about designer candies now? If ever . . .


“Seeing as how you donated the pickles, you’ve got to join us.”


Jack’s words brought her back to reality. “I don’t know.” She wobbled her head from side to side.


Jack gritted his teeth. “I just remembered. You don’t have a line on onions, do you?”


One minute he halfway flirted with her, the next he acted like a long-lost childhood friend. “You do know that the island was underwater just a few days ago?” She scowled at him. The sun blazed with a fiery heat way too hot and too bright for the trash-covered beach. Her body ached. She resembled an extra in a dystopian movie, and he’s asking for onions.


“We found pickles, didn’t we?”


She loved a guy with a positive attitude.


“Yes, we found pickles,” Teddy said. “The hurricane spared them but destroyed the town. Go figure.”


“Rotten luck.” Jack drew his mouth into a straight line and bit his lip.


“Yeah, well.” Teddy turned her eyes away. “Back to onions. I think Dot’s restaurant opened. Let’s try there.”


“That’s the spirit.” Jack slapped her on the shoulder.


Teddy stumbled and banged her knee on the corner of the kitchen counter. He grabbed her shoulders and pulled her upright.


“Are you all right?” He leaned forward, squinting. “I didn’t mean—”


They squeezed uncomfortably close to each other. She tried stepping back, but he held her so tight she couldn’t move away. His large hands squeezed into her arms. The smell of mesquite smoke permeated his clothes, and his breath held the tang of barbecue sauce. She wanted to sink into his arms. No, don’t let the hurricane fatigue get to you. Besides, he acted like a married man. Plus, she loved Daniel. Or did she?


“Can you let me go?”


“Sorry.” Jack slapped his hands to his sides. “I thought you were hurt.”


“Maybe we should venture back outside. It’s a little cramped in here.”


He winked at her. “Not too cramped for me.”


Was he flirting with her? Or did he talk like that to all the girls? She admitted she enjoyed the friendly banter. No need to mope around.


“You said something about onions.”


“Lead me there,” Jack said, with a booming, cheery voice.


“I’ve got so much to do.” She combed her hair with her fingers. “I’m filthy.” She examined her hands. Grime discolored her nails with a shade more suited for a Day-of-the-Dead costume.


“Brown is your color. But you’ve got something on your cheek.” He pulled an actual cotton handkerchief out of his pocket and handed the cloth to her. “You’ve been through it,” he said, shaking his head.


“Don’t say that.” She glared at him. “I’m sick and tired of all the pity.” Everywhere she turned people either said, “I’m sorry,” or, “You’ve been through it.”


“My bad. I know a little about that myself,” Jack said.


Jack averted his eyes, and a sad hound dog expression covered his face. Maybe she misjudged him. Everybody endured troubles from time to time.


She examined the handkerchief. “I don’t want to get your sparkling white handkerchief dirty.”


“That’s what it’s for.”


The handkerchief felt crisp and cool on her skin. Who starched their handkerchiefs anymore?


She handed him the handkerchief, embarrassed by the big smear of sandy mud she’d left on the linen. “I’d wash this for you, but . . .” She pointed to the mess of her yard. “Anyway, you better get going.” She pulled away and headed back to the house.


“I’m not leaving without you,” he said. “We’ve got to get you some protein and some rest, now that we’ve got the beach muck off your face.”


“I’m not great company right now.” The idea of driving to town and making small talk with a stranger exhausted her. If that weren’t enough, she’d be forced to make chitchat while wearing dirty overalls and stinking of unwashed hair and stagnant water.


“Give a guy a break. I promise not to show the least bit of pity for you.” He crossed his heart. “Besides, I owe you. You saved me from serving barbecue without pickles. I’m fairly certain that’s a felony in Texas.” Jack kicked the sand. “I’m a disgrace to the Scouts.”


“Of course, you were a Boy Scout.”


Jack leaned forward and locked eyes with her. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Besides, now we have pickles, and I need those onions. You don’t want to disappoint your friends.”


Because she couldn’t think of any more excuses, she said, “Okay. But no pity.”


He raised his three fingers into a Scout salute. “Scout’s honor.”


“I have a bowl of water in the kitchen. I’ll go wash up.”


“I’ll be right here.” Jack glanced at his watch. “Don’t have much time.”


She rushed inside. Oh well, she said to herself in the mirror. She needed more than a bowl of cold water to make herself presentable, especially to a barbecue god descended from out of the blue. She managed to wash the grime from her face and hands and brush her hair. Mustn’t take too long, Jack would get the wrong idea. After all, Jack brought the barbecue for all those impacted by the hurricane, not for a night on the town with her.


As she and Jack walked to the pickup, her Spice Girls’ ring tone blasted out “Wannabe.”


Jack jumped. “What the heck?”


She fumbled to silence the phone—Daniel. She gave Jack an apologetic glance and said, “I need to take this.” With a hand cupped over her mouth, she walked away from Jack.


“Hey, beautiful,” Daniel said.


“I can’t—”


“You wouldn’t believe the day I had.”


Jack settled into the driver’s seat. She pointed to the phone and mouthed, “Just a minute.”


“Things aren’t so great here.” Daniel whined. “I’d be down there to help you, but there’s so much to do here. Maybe you can come to Houston. Give things a chance to settle on the island.”


Still clueless. Like she could just pack up and leave right now. “You’re kidding, right?” She considered the beach and her house. “You saw the pictures.”


“I need to see you.”


Jack started his engine.


“I can’t talk now,” she said to Daniel. “I’m going to this barbecue at the pavilion.”


“Barbecue?”


“This guy came down from Fort Worth with his barbecue smoker. He’s feeding the whole town. He’s waiting for me. I’ll call you later.” Why mention anything about Jack? Stupid, stupid.


“He’s at your house?”


“Yeah, well, what’s left of it.”


“What kind of man are you talking about?”


“Just a good ol’ boy, you know.”


“Like an old rancher dude?”


“Yeah, like a rancher dude.” She hated the itty-bitty lie, the “old” part, but no need to make Daniel jealous of someone she didn’t even know.


“You can’t be too careful. People are out there trying to take advantage. You’ve got to understand that you are in a vulnerable time.”


Teddy cringed. Here he goes mansplaining again.


Daniel continued. “After tragic times like these, people are desperate. Stress may make you less able to make wise decisions. He may have ulterior motives. Two types of people run this world, the ethical and unethical, and it’s not always easy to discern between the two . . .”


She moved the phone away from her ear for a minute. When she put the phone back to her ear, he said, “I remember a time when I almost got duped—”


“Daniel, stop. He’s got free food. How’s that taking advantage?”


“Like I said. You never know.”


“That’s right.” No need to correct Daniel. He didn’t need added anxiety. “I’ll tell you all about it. I’ll call later.”


She ended the call and ran to the truck. “Sorry about that.” She pulled herself up to the passenger’s seat with the handhold.


“Your boyfriend?” Jack asked the question with a playful tone to his voice.


“Why would you say that?”


“One, you talked a long time.”


“It could have been the insurance guy.” She definitely protested way too much.


“Sure, he could’ve been, but he wasn’t.” Jack pulled out onto Ferry Road.


“How do you know so much about it?”


“Two, you had this secretive expression your face.”


“I did not.”


“You moved as far away from me as you could. Your face turned red.” Jack shrugged. “What other evidence do I need?”


“Geez, you should be on CSI Bird Isle.”


Jack laughed. “You do have a great sense of humor. None of my business. I just know that a girl as pretty as you are has got to have a boyfriend.”


“And, you? Since we’re getting all personal here. Do you have a girlfriend?”


“No.” The grin on his face disappeared. “No, no girlfriend.”


She’d hit a nerve. But he started it. Why didn’t he have a girlfriend? He checked off all the boxes—handsome, polite, and charming. He didn’t seem gay. But how would she know?


They drove through the barricaded streets to Dot’s restaurant and picked up some onions. By the time they reached the pavilion, a crowd of fifty or so milled about the picnic tables.


“Hope we have enough food.” Jack jumped from the truck. “Hold on, hold on. Got those pickles and onions.”


Jack ran toward the crowd like a little kid running to the carnival. The group of about fifty cheered. Little things mattered after a tragedy.


Jack led her to the barbecue pit and a young couple in aprons. “Meet Jimbo and Polly. They’re helping with this project. And this is—” Jack’s face fell. “I still don’t know your name.”


She couldn’t help but laugh.


Jimbo shook his head. “You’re real smooth, Jack, real smooth.”


“Give the guy a break,” Polly said. “She’s here, isn’t she?”


“Name’s Teddy. Pleased to meet you.” Teddy offered a hand to Polly and Jimbo and then finally to Jack.


She pulled her hand away. Jack grabbed it. “Sorry about that. Now don’t I feel like an idiot? Teddy, is that short for something?”


She’d answered the question thousands of times. “Named Theodora. My grandfather loved Teddy Roosevelt.”


“It suits you.” Jack squeezed her hand.


“We gonna eat or not?” Jimbo smirked at Jack with an impish smile.


“Yo, wassup, Tedster?” She turned to the singsong voice of her friend Walt.


Walt extended his arms for a hug. She squeezed him and inhaled the familiar scent of coconut from his board wax. “I’m doing okay. Thanks for rescuing me.” They pulled apart and stood arms around each other’s waists.


“Daniel know about the guy in the monster truck?”


She gave Walt a playful slap. “Nothing to know.”


“That’s not what I hear.”


She dropped her jaw and shook her head. “I just met him today.”


Jack stepped forward and offered his hand to Walt.


Walt gave him a fist bump. “Hey, man. See you managed to catch the tiger shark.”


“Couldn’t have done this without you.”


“What shark?” Teddy asked.


Walt shrugged. “I was just giving Jack some fishing advice.”


A man with a huge video camera perched on his shoulder rushed up to Jack and said, “You’re the owner of Angie’s Place Pit Barbecue. Mind if we interview you?”


Who the heck was Angie?


Teddy checked Jack’s ring finger. No ring. He already said he didn’t have a girlfriend.


A tiny woman sidled between someone in line for barbecue and the videographer. She asked Jack to step aside.


“What are we seeing here today?” The woman waved her hand toward the barbecue and tables.


“These folks have a disaster on their hands. As soon as I could get in here, I loaded up some food and headed down to see if I could help.” The mic amplified Jack’s silvery voice.


“From the size of this crowd, I can see they’re very appreciative.” The reporter stuck her microphone in front of Teddy and said, “You’re a resident here?”


She nodded. She reminded herself to smile. Her stomach bounced, but she wasn’t about to let a little stage fright get in the way of talking about the town she loved.


“Can you tell us a little bit about what you’ve gone through these last few weeks?” The reporter asked with a modulated tone.


“I think I can speak for most people here,” Teddy said. “This is not something we ever imagined. No warm food, no shelter in many cases, filth everywhere. But we are grateful to have survived, and Bird Isle will return.”


“What do you think about Angie’s Place Pit Barbecue providing all this food for you today?” The reporter moved the mic closer.


“We are grateful for the outpouring of support from all over Texas.” Teddy glanced at Jack. “And, the barbecue smells divine. This event gives us hope.”


Walt moved up to the mic. “A lot of folks come to Bird Isle for the holidays. Don’t give up on us. The beach is a healing place for many families. I’ll be here giving surfing lessons. If I don’t get you up on the board, your lesson is free.”


With that statement, the crowd cheered. Walt sauntered over to Teddy with a proud, wide grin on his face. “How’d I do?”


“Perfect.” She gave him a fist bump.


Jack leaned over to the mic. “These folks need money and construction workers. Dig deep into your pockets.”


“Come and get it!” Jimbo yelled loud enough for the news team to hear.


“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Walt said.


Jack invited the news team for dinner, and they joined the line. Teddy fell in behind them.


“We appreciate that you’re here to tell our story. As you can see, the hurricane took almost everything.” Teddy grabbed a paper plate.


The newscaster appeared thirty-something like Teddy, only with better clothes and makeup. Teddy must come across like some sort of weird beach freak, as compared to the lovely Latina girl, polished from her nails to her perfectly lined lips, who probably aspired to move beyond Corpus Christi to Austin, then Houston, maybe New York. With Teddy’s hair in a messy bun, and her overalls caked with sand and mud, she wanted to fade into the background.


“What keeps you going?” The newscaster asked.


“History.” Teddy focused on the camera.


“You’ve lived here a long time?”


“Most of my life.” Teddy’s voice cracked. She hoped Jack didn’t notice.


Walt sidled in and said, “Let’s scarf some meat.”


Meanwhile, Jack headed back to the pit, grabbed a side of brisket, and started slicing. The beef must have cost a fortune.


When she reached Jack, he piled sausage and brisket on her plate. “Save some for everyone else.” Teddy seized the corner of the plate to keep her food from sliding off.


Jack grinned like a proud parent. “I will, if you save me a place next to you.”


“Deal.” Maybe Jack just wanted to be friends. Mustn’t make too much out of this.


Barb, a biologist, and her closest friend on the island, winked at her. She slid onto a bench across from Barb. “Don’t you start—”


“Me?”


Gray hair fell softly to Barb’s shoulders in loose curls almost obscuring the tough woman Teddy loved, but Barb couldn’t hide her grit when wearing her uniform—an aqua Animal Rehabilitation Keep (ARK) polo that fit snugly around her strong biceps.


Teddy folded a slice of brisket, a pickle, onion, and sauce into a sandwich. “This is going to be so good.” The bread melted over her molars in a way that only white bread—especially Wonder Bread—could do. The sour of the pickle, the sharp bite of the onion, and the vinegary sweet barbecue sauce filled her mouth before she reached the smoky and tender brisket. “Delicious.”


“You look like you haven’t eaten in days.” Barb grimaced.


“Not like this,” Teddy said, positioning herself for another bite. “So, how are the birds and the turtles?”


“We found homes for all of them, mostly at the Texas Sea Life Center.” Barb speared a piece of sausage, tilted her head toward Jack. “How do you know him?”


“I don’t.” If Daniel got word of this rumor, maybe then he’d come to Bird Isle. Did she want him to?


“That’s not what I heard.” She raised her eyebrows.


“I just met him this afternoon.”


“News travels fast.”


“Fake news even faster.” Teddy tried keeping an edge in her voice, but, secretly, the news pleased her. If the island thought Teddy and Jack were already an item, maybe Teddy read him correctly. “He doesn’t live here.”


“We have things called cars, or in his case, monster trucks.”


Teddy laughed. “I give up.”


“Give up what?” Jack slid onto the bench beside her.


“Nothing,” Teddy said.


Jack glanced at Barb. “That your story as well?”


“Nothing.” Barb flashed a smile. “Thanks for the barbecue. We needed a break from all this.”


Barbecue sauce dripped from Teddy’s sandwich onto her hand.


Jack reached for a napkin and dabbed the sauce on her fist. “That’s just the way I like to eat my barbecue.” He proceeded to layer his bread just like Teddy had. “Name’s Jack.” He reached out to shake Barb’s hand.


“How you holding up?” He paused. “That’s a stupid question, isn’t it? Let me rephrase. What do you need?”


“What don’t I need?” Barb gazed at the view and tears welled in her eyes. “Some days I just feel like leaving.”


Teddy dropped her fork, immediately feeling a flutter of worry in her stomach. Not tough as nails Barb. “What are you always telling me?”


“Old birds are hard to pluck?” Barb said, the grin back on her face.


“No,” Teddy said. “God gives every bird his worm, but he does not throw the worm into the nest.”


“I do say that, don’t I?” Barb smushed a pile of beans with her fork. “We’ll get through this.”


“I’d like to help.” Jack leaned toward Barb.


“You don’t need to get back?” Teddy asked. “I mean, it’s fantastic you’re here helping us out. I just wondered—”


“If you have a girlfriend.” Barb cut Teddy short.


“I wasn’t.” She threw a plastic spoon at Barb. “He already said he didn’t.”


“Oh!” Barb’s eyes widened. “You already talked about it, did you?”


Jack placed his hand on her arm to stop her. “No need to fight over me, ladies. There’s plenty of me to go around. And, no, I don’t have a girlfriend. I don’t even have a goldfish.” He craned his head toward the corner of the pavilion. “A dog showed up today.” Jack focused his mocha eyes on Teddy and said, “I don’t suppose you could take him in. I hate to see the poor fella go feral on us.”


“Me?” Teddy squished her eyebrows together.


“Not me,” Barb said. “I’m not good with domestic animals.”


“I’ll keep you stocked up with bones.” Jack’s eyes turned to Teddy.


“I don’t have a yard, let alone a fenced yard.” She needed a dog like she needed a man.


The dog still cowered under the boat. Thousands of dogs ended up homeless after the storm. Pops always said to build a house one brick at a time. Maybe she could help with just this one pet.


“I’d feel better knowing you have a dog around to watch over you.” Jack placed his hands in a prayer position.


“I can watch over myself,” Teddy said, her voice snippier than she intended.


“If he’s a problem, I’ll take him to Pets Alive in Austin. I just have a feeling he’ll be a good dog.”


“I don’t know.” But she did know. No way could she say no to this guy with the puppy dog eyes, much less a dog with them.


“Let’s see if we can get him on a leash.” Jack reached for her hand and led her over to his truck. “I think I have some rope.”


“You really were a Boy Scout, weren’t you?”


“Eagle,” Jack said.






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		1. Teddy



		2. Jack



		3. Teddy



		4. Jack



		5. Teddy



		6. Jack



		7. Teddy



		8. Jack



		9. Teddy



		10. Teddy



		11. Jack



		12. Teddy



		13. Jack



		14. Teddy



		15. Jack



		16. Teddy



		17. Jack



		18. Teddy



		19. Jack



		20. Teddy



		21. Jack



		22. Teddy



		23. Jack



		24. Teddy



		25. Jack



		26. Jack



		27. Teddy



		28. Jack



		29. Jack



		30. Teddy



		31. Jack



		32. Teddy



		33. Teddy



		34. Jack



		35. Teddy



		36. Jack



		37. Teddy



		38. Jack



		39. Teddy



		40. Jack



		41. Teddy



		42. Jack



		43. Jack



		44. Teddy



		Epilogue: Teddy



		Acknowlegments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		1. Teddy



		Acknowledgments



		Epilogue: Teddy



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover page



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		271



		272



		273



		275














OEBPS/images/9781647427818.jpg
A NOVEL

Diane Owens Prettyman







OEBPS/images/common.jpg









OEBPS/images/pg3.jpg
Love Is
for the

Birds
A Novel

S

Diane Owens Prettyman

swp

SHE WRITES PRESS





