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CHAPTER ONE

Time: 8:18 a.m.
Temperature: 82ºF
Wind Speed: 6 MPH
Wind Gust: 0 MPH
Precipitation: 0.0 in.

The hurricane was a thousand miles offshore when my 
ex- boyfriend called to offer me a ride to safety in his 

private jet.
“No, thanks,” I said, cradling my phone against my shoul-

der as I wiped a jelly smear off the Formica counter. “That’s 
really nice of you. But I’m not going anywhere.”

“Sabrina,” Caleb said. “There’s a Category Five hurricane 
headed straight for you.”

“It’s not headed straight for me. It’s headed for Miami.”
“Little Bridge Island is only a hundred and fifty miles 

south of Miami.” Caleb sounded exasperated. “The storm 
could change course at any time. That’s why they call the 
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2 MEG CABOT

hurricane track the cone of uncertainty.”
He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. But 

it was typical of Caleb to feel it necessary to explain the 
weather to me.

“Thanks for your concern,” I said coolly. “But I’ll take my 
chances.”

“Take your chances of dying? Do you really hate me that 
much?”

This was a good question. Caleb Foley had had his good 
points: like me, he loved a good painting. His family owned 
one of the largest private collections of nineteenth- century 
Impressionist works in North America.

He’d also been great in bed, always waiting politely to 
orgasm until after I did.

But when I’d needed him most— which was definitely 
not now— what had he done?

Ghosted.
And now he thought he could make it up to me with a 

free ride in his Gulfstream just because a hurricane might 
sideswipe the little island to which I’d fled in order to re-
cover from my heartbreak?

Sorry. Too little, too late.
“It’s nice of you to offer.” I ignored his question. “But like 

I said, I’m not going anywhere.”
I thought of telling him the real reason why— Gary, with 

whom my life had become inextricably tied, but who was 
in no shape to travel at the moment.

But what would be the point? I knew what Caleb would 
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 NO JUDGMENTS 3

say about Gary. He wouldn’t understand.
It felt a little weird keeping something that meant so 

much to me from this person with whom I’d once shared 
every little thing in my life.

But it also felt right.
“Besides,” I added, instead, “no one here is evacuating.”
It was true. Instead of panicking and running around, 

throwing all of their stuff into the backs of their cars the 
way I always imagined people would when a hurricane was 
in the vicinity, the residents of Little Bridge Island, popu-
lation 4,700, seemed to be taking the news in stride. The 
café where I worked was packed with the usual breakfast 
crowd, and though a lot of people were talking about the 
storm, no one seemed alarmed, only vaguely irritated. . . .

Like Drew Hartwell, whom I could hear next to me in-
forming someone over the phone that he wouldn’t be re-
placing the hundred- year- old window sash they’d hired 
him to restore anytime soon.

“Because there’s a storm on the way,” Drew said, sound-
ing a little testy as he dabbed more hot sauce onto his Span-
ish omelet, “and there’s no way the glazing’s going to dry 
before it gets here. That’s why. If you want an inch of rain-
water all over your bathroom floor, that’s your business, 
but personally, I’d wait until it passes.”

Normally I don’t make a habit of eavesdropping on my 
customers’ conversations, but then normally Drew Hart-
well didn’t use his cell phone in the café. He was good 
about following the rules that Ed, the Mermaid’s manager 
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4 MEG CABOT

slash owner, had listed by the cash register:

NO SHOES, NO SHIRT, NO PROBLEM.
USE YOUR CELL PHONE? GET OUT.

One person who isn’t so good at following the rules? Me. 
The last one, anyway.

“Beckham!” Ed bellowed at me from behind the counter. 
I whipped around and saw him glaring at me. He stabbed 
a thumb at my cell phone, then the glass side door. “Take 
it outside if it’s that important.” His irritated gaze fell on 
Drew, who happened to be his nephew, but whom he still 
treated like any other customer. “You, too.”

Drew held up a callused palm, nodding as he slid off his 
orange vinyl counter stool and headed toward the door, his 
phone still clutched to his chin. “Look,” he said to whoever 
was on the other end of his call. “I get it. But you’re going 
to have the window boarded up anyway. So it’s not going 
to make any— ”

The rest of his conversation was lost as he stepped out-
side.

Sorry, I mouthed to Ed. Then, to Caleb, I said quickly, 
“Listen, I’m at work. I never should have picked up in the 
first place. I only did because . . . because . . .”

Why had I picked up, especially since Caleb and I hadn’t 
spoken in months? Maybe because it was eight o’clock in 
the morning, and he never called this early. I’d assumed it 
was an emergency, only not an emergency concerning him.

“Look,” I said. “If that’s all you wanted, I’ll talk to you 
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later, okay?” As in, never.
“No, Sabrina. I’ve got to talk to you now. The thing is, 

your mother— ”
I knew it. My pulse quickened. “What about her? Is there 

something wrong?”
“She’s fine. But she’s the one who’s been bugging me to 

call, since you won’t pick up when she calls.”
My heartbeat slowed. Of course. I should have known. 

Caleb would never have called, let alone volunteered to fly 
fifteen hundred miles to get me of his own accord . . . not 
after the way we’d ended things. Or not we, exactly, con-
sidering the fact that I was the one who’d packed up my 
things, handed my keys to his doorman, and left, making 
me, technically, the one who had ghosted.

But not really. What else could I have done? What kind 
of relationship had the two of us even had? Not one I’d 
wanted anything to do with anymore.

Now I was heading for the door again— the Mermaid’s 
side door. A rush of humid, saltwater- scented air greeted 
me as I stepped out onto the sidewalk, ignoring the glare 
from Ed as well as the curious looks my fellow servers, An-
gela and Nevaeh, threw me. Neither of them could imagine 
what was so important that I’d dare take a call during the 
morning rush. I hardly ever got calls anyway, so this was a 
first.

A first that was probably going to get me fired.
“Caleb, look— ”
“She’s really worried about you, Sabrina. We all are.”
It was all I could do to keep from bursting out laughing. 
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6 MEG CABOT

A little late for that.
“You know your mom pals around with all those meteo-

rologists from the station,” Caleb went on. “She says they 
tell her this one is a real monster. If there were such a thing 
as a Category Six, this would be it. She says— ”

“Tell my mom I’m fine,” I interrupted, aware that Drew 
Hartwell was standing only a few feet away from me, his 
own cell clutched to his ear, having a not dissimilar conver-
sation. I could hear him telling whoever was on the other 
end of the phone, “Well, for one thing, because I have other 
things to do right now than restore a century- old window 
you waited until the last minute to notice needed repairing. 
And for another, because I’m going to have to special- order 
the replacement glass, and there’s no way it’s going to get 
here before the rain does.”

Except that Drew Hartwell didn’t look particularly wor-
ried. He never did. Even now his free hand— the one not 
holding his phone— had crept beneath his well- worn, sun- 
faded Little Bridge Island Bocce League T- shirt to scratch 
lazily at his flat stomach, unconsciously revealing a trail of 
dark, downy hair that disappeared into the waistband of 
his cargo shorts . . . the sight of which caused my stomach 
to give a pleasant lurch, as if I’d just taken a spin on a tilt- 
a- whirl.

What was wrong with me?
Realizing I was staring, I glanced hastily away, remem-

bering the whispered warning my coworker Angela Fair-
weather had given me on my first day of work: “Stay away 
from that one. There was a time when that old pickup of 
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his was parked in front of a different house every week. For 
a while, it was a different house a night.”

Because apparently Drew Hartwell— with his lean six- 
foot frame, tousled dark hair, permanent deep- sea tan, and 
summer- sky blue eyes— was as much of a player as Caleb 
and his friends, just of a different variety: Drew was the 
homegrown style.

Having been born on Little Bridge Island, and— with the 
exception of a few years spent on the mainland— Drew had 
never lived anywhere else.

Whereas Caleb and his best friend Kyle— who’d turned 
my entire life upside down in a single moment— had been 
born in New York City, and had traveled all over the world 
thanks to their trust funds and wealthy parents.

And yet Caleb, at least, still didn’t know a thing about 
women. Or at least the one he was currently speaking to.

“I can tell your mom that you’re fine all you want, Sa-
brina,” Caleb was saying into my ear. “But she isn’t going 
to stop calling. She said to tell you that she thinks it’s time 
you stopped being so stubborn and gave up on this little 
solo adventure to find yourself, or whatever it is, and come 
home. And that it shouldn’t take a Category Five hurricane 
for you to realize it.”

I smiled wryly. It sounded exactly like something my 
mom would say. “Well, do me a favor and let her know 
that I haven’t quite finished finding myself, but when I do, 
she’ll be the first to know. In the meantime, I’m perfectly 
capable of taking care of myself. I don’t need help from her, 
or anybody else— especially you.”
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8 MEG CABOT

“Well, that’s just great, Sabrina.” Now Caleb sounded of-
fended. “Excuse me for caring. You know, last time I talked 
to you, you were mad at me for not caring enough— ”

I felt a different kind of spurt from my gut, far less pleas-
ant than the one I’d experienced at the sight of Drew’s 
naked stomach. “That’s not what I said, and you know it. 
There’s a difference between not caring and calling me a 
liar.”

“I never called you a liar, Sabrina. I just said that maybe 
you were overreacting— ”

“Overreacting? Really, Caleb?”
“Yes, overreacting. You know Kyle gets a little frisky 

when he’s had too much to drink— ”
A little frisky? I was so mad, I had to force myself to 

gaze past the harbor, out where the turquoise blue sky met 
the aquamarine sea, in order to steady myself. Something 
about the sight of that calm, azure water stretching as far as 
the eye could see always seemed to help me find my equi-
librium. I’d taken to painting it during my time off from 
work— not, however, when anyone else was around— and it 
always soothed me.

“I don’t want to get into it again, Caleb,” I said. “I need to 
go back to my job, or I’ll lose it.”

“Oh, wouldn’t that be a tragedy,” Caleb sneered. “Your 
waitressing job at some beach bar in Florida.”

I glanced hastily in Drew Hartwell’s direction, fearful 
that he might have overheard— Caleb could be as overbear-
ingly loud on the phone as he was in person.

But fortunately, Drew still seemed preoccupied with his 
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own call.
“At least,” I hissed at Caleb through gritted teeth, “I have 

a job.”
“Oh, was that supposed to be a blow to my ego, Sabrina?” 

Caleb said snarkily “Because I’ve never had a job, I’m some-
how inferior to you? Excuse me for not rising to the bait. 
Look, if you won’t come with me, at least let me send you 
a ticket for a commercial flight, since you can’t seem to be 
bothered to buy one on your own.”

“Don’t even try it,” I snarled into the phone, “because 
I’m not leaving Little Bridge Island. And it’s Bree now, not 
Sabrina.”

Then I hung up on him.
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CHAPTER TWO

A hurricane is a rotating storm system that be-
gins over the ocean and can span hundreds of 
miles across, at the center of which is a region 
of low pressure called an eye, from which rain 
bands spiral outward.

It wasn’t until I was jamming my phone back into the 
pocket of my jeans that I realized how quiet it had gotten 

all of a sudden. I couldn’t hear anything except that Drew 
Hartwell’s conversation had ceased  .  .  . and that his gaze 
was no longer on the harbor in front of us, but on me.

It was difficult to tell given the slant of the sun— it was 
shining full on into his face, and I’d left my sunglasses 
inside— but he appeared to be smiling, that sardonic smile 
for which Drew Hartwell was well known, and about which 
Angela had also warned me. I couldn’t tell how much of my 
conversation he’d overheard.

Oh God, I thought, my heart thumping. Don’t let it have 
been too much.

NoJudgments_9780062890047_1P_KH0325_CC17.indd   10 3/25/19   5:09 PM



 NO JUDGMENTS 11

“First hurricane?” he asked.
I bristled. “What? No.”
The last thing you wanted was for one of these native 

islanders to accuse you of being “Fresh Water”— new to 
the place. They took great joy in informing tourists (also 
known as Fresh Waters) that “conch”— a shellfish and lo-
cal delicacy, served fried at the Mermaid in sandwiches, 
on salads, and on their own, hush- puppy style— was pro-
nounced “konk” and not “konch,” and that there were man- 
eating sharks along the reef, where tourists loved to snorkel 
(though the truth was that the sharks ate only other fish and 
were extremely shy, and there’d been only one reported 
shark attack in the past fifty years, and that had been when 
a tourist, showing off, had attacked the shark first).

Getting a sunburn or mosquito bite was a sure sign that 
you were “Fresh Water.” All native- born Little Bridge Is-
landers woke up and applied SPF 100 and several layers 
of mosquito repellant first thing after showering. This was 
how they managed to avoid both melanoma and the vari-
ous mosquito- borne illnesses that had been running ram-
pant in South Florida for centuries. Whenever a beet- red, 
mosquito- stung tourist limped into the café, even my self- 
absorbed teenage coworker Nevaeh would shake her head 
and murmur, “Oh, poor thing.”

Which was why I lied to Drew Hartwell.
“I went through Wilhelmina when I, uh, first moved 

here.”
“Oh, Wilhelmina,” he said, and nodded at the memory of 

the fierce Category 3 storm that a decade earlier had done 
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12 MEG CABOT

so much damage.
I didn’t mention that at the time I’d been sixteen and liv-

ing in my parents’ vacation rental, and that at the first hint 
of wind my mother had insisted on evacuating us to an ex-
clusive resort and spa outside of Miami, where we’d ridden 
out the outer rain bands of the storm in a three- bedroom 
suite with full power, room service, and our own butler.

Technically, I’d still gone through Hurricane Wil-
helmina . . . just not the way Drew Hartwell thought I had.

“So. You going to evacuate?” he asked.
“I wasn’t planning on it,” I said. “Though people in my 

family seem to think I should.” I gestured toward my pocket 
to indicate my phone.

He nodded again.
“Family,” he muttered, squinting at the horizon. He said 

it as if it were a dirty word.
It wasn’t a total mystery to me why. Angela’s warning 

about Drew Hartwell had been echoed by Nevaeh as well, 
just not for the same reasons. “He’s crazy,” Nevaeh had said.

And Nevaeh (Heaven spelled backward) would know, 
since Drew Hartwell was her uncle. It had been weeks be-
fore I’d learned that the only reason Nevaeh considered her 
uncle crazy was not because he’d done anything particu-
larly outlandish, but because he’d once had a thriving car-
pentry career up north, which had included a partnership 
in a fledgling historic restoration company in “NoDo” (Ne-
vaeh’s grasp of Manhattan real estate was slim).

And yet he’d given it all up in order to move back to the 
island.
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“Who would do something so nuts?” Nevaeh had asked 
me one morning as we were wrapping forks, knives, and 
spoons into paper napkins. “Who would leave an amazing 
life in New York City to come back here?”

I’d known what she was doing— fishing around for my 
reason for having done exactly that— but I didn’t fall for it. 
Nevaeh was one of the biggest gossips in the café, which 
was forgivable, since she was fifteen and only working in 
the diner for the summer because its owners, Lucy and Ed 
Hartwell, were her great- aunt and uncle. For reasons that 
had never been fully explained to me, Nevaeh was living 
with her aunt and uncle instead of her parents, Drew Hart-
well’s sister and a man who was, according to Nevaeh, a 
famous baseball player who was someday going to come 
back and take her away from “all of this.”

I’d said only, “Well, I’m sure your uncle Drew had his 
reasons for leaving the city,” and left it at that.

But I’d been unable to keep from wondering myself, 
especially since the woman with whom Drew had moved 
back to Little Bridge from New York had apparently had 
trouble with the adjustment. Nevaeh had kept a sharp eye 
on her, envying while at the same time scorning her “big 
city” ways (“I heard she buys this special pink salt that 
comes all the way from Europe and costs twenty dollars a 
bottle. Who needs twenty- dollar European pink salt?” Ne-
vaeh had shaken her head in wonder. “What makes it so 
much better than plain old white American salt?”).

Drew was building his own house on beachside property 
left to him by his parents (who’d died under circumstances 
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14 MEG CABOT

nearly as mysterious as Nevaeh’s living arrangements . . . or 
at least, mysterious to me).

It wasn’t long before rumors began to circulate that all 
was not well between him and Leighanne (the big- city girl-
friend) out there on Sandy Point Beach.

“I heard she can’t take the heat,” Nevaeh informed me 
one morning as we were refilling ketchup bottles. “I mean, 
literally. Uncle Drew hasn’t got the air- conditioning system 
installed yet. He says he might not install one at all. He 
doesn’t like air- conditioning.”

I was appalled. “It was eighty- five degrees last night. I 
wouldn’t be able to sleep without AC.”

Nevaeh nodded. “It’s more than just that, though. I hear 
she’s got island fever.”

“Island fever?”
“It’s like claustrophobia. It happens to people who can’t 

stand living so far from the mainland. They have to get out. 
Just watch. Leighanne’s gonna dump him and move back 
to New York. I already warned him, but does he listen to 
me? Nope.”

A few weeks later, that’s exactly what Leighanne did 
do— in a dramatic fashion we all got to witness, since she 
chose to do it at the café, storming in during the height 
of the breakfast rush and hurling a small object at Drew’s 
chest as he sat at his usual place at the counter, sipping his 
coffee and reading the sports page of the local paper.

“Here,” Leighanne had shouted. “You can have your 
damn keys back. I won’t be needing them anymore.”

Drew had looked confused . . . even more so when the 
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next thing she’d hurled at him was, of all things, a salt-
shaker. I knew this because I’d been standing beside him 
holding two orders of huevos rancheros when the object 
struck him in the chest, then landed at my feet, miracu-
lously unbroken. The shaker was empty, except for a slight 
tinge of pink at the bottom.

“And you can have that back, too,” Leighanne had 
shouted. “I don’t want anything of yours. And you’ll never 
have to worry about putting up with anything of mine 
again.”

Then she’d turned and stormed from the restaurant, the 
glossy brown curls beneath her straw cowboy hat bobbing, 
while Drew only sat there, looking mildly astonished. At 
least until Nevaeh, now worried that she was losing her 
glamorous potential aunt- to- be forever, had cried, “Well, 
don’t just sit there, Uncle Drew. Go after her!”

But Drew had chosen not to— which had probably been 
for the best, since even if he’d tried, it would have been too 
late, given the possible case of island fever. As Leighanne 
sped off, all of us could see that the back of her Mini Coo-
per was piled high with her belongings, most likely not only 
including the infamous salt, but also the heart that she’d 
reclaimed from him.

So I could understand why “Uncle Drew” might feel a 
little down on family at the moment, especially since Ne-
vaeh had spent the better part of the following week bit-
terly informing anyone who would listen, “I told him she 
was going to dump him if he wasn’t more careful. I told 
him!”
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That didn’t give Drew the right, however, to swing his 
unnervingly blue gaze on me and say what he did next, 
which was, “Although in your case, your family is right. 
You should evacuate, Fresh Water.”

I was so stunned, I couldn’t even summon up a suitably 
stinging retort before he turned and headed coolly back in-
doors to his breakfast.

Where did he get off, I wondered as I stood there, open- 
mouthed in the early morning heat, suggesting I couldn’t 
handle myself in a hurricane? He barely even knew me. 
After three months of serving breakfast to him nearly every 
day— Spanish omelet, café con leche, no sugar— this was 
the longest conversation we’d ever had.

True, he’d always been a generous tipper—30 percent, 
and cash, even when he’d paid for the meal by credit card.

But still.
Maybe, I told myself as I grasped the handle to the café’s 

side door, it wasn’t that Drew thought I couldn’t handle a 
hurricane, but that I’d been there to witness his humiliat-
ing breakup. Some men could be sensitive about things like 
that.

Although I had to admit, he’d never seemed too upset 
about it. I’d seen at least half a dozen attractive young 
women walk up to him in the café since and inform him 
that they had plenty of “salt” for his “shaker” anytime he 
needed some . . . not that he appeared to have taken any of 
them up on it, so far as I could tell.

It was tough to keep a secret in a place as small as Little 
Bridge. Though I’d managed to keep mine.
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Back inside, the air felt pleasantly cool and scented with 
the smell of freshly cooked bacon, as it did every morning.

Something was wrong, however. I sensed it as soon as 
I walked in. The usual early morning sounds to which I’d 
grown so accustomed— the scrape of forks against plates, 
and the low murmur of conversation as folks discussed the 
headlines in the local paper— were gone.

For a second, I was worried I really had been fired— Ed 
was as well known for his fiery temper as he was for his abil-
ity to bake a truly outstanding key lime pie— but a glance 
at Angela’s and Nevaeh’s faces showed me this wasn’t the 
case. Instead of looking at me, everyone’s attention was 
glued to both of the television sets that hung from the ceil-
ing, one at each end of the breakfast counter. Ed kept one 
tuned to Fox News, and the other to CNN, both with the 
sound off and closed captioning on. This seemed to keep 
all customers happy.

But today, out of deference to the storm, both televisions 
were tuned to the Weather Channel, with the sound up.

That’s how I was able to hear the meteorologists an-
nounce that Hurricane Marilyn was making a turn, and 
now appeared to be heading straight for Little Bridge Is-
land.
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CHAPTER THREE

The high winds of a hurricane sweeping across 
the ocean can produce a dangerous storm surge, 
a wall of water that can cause massive flooding 
even hundreds of miles inland.

Some people like to say that Little Bridge Island was dis-
covered by the Spanish in 1513, but of course that isn’t 

true. You can’t “discover” something that’s already been 
occupied for thousands of years before you ever even got 
there. Little Bridge, a small island in a chain of similar is-
lands off the coast of the tip of Florida known as the Florida 
Keys, was home to the Tequesta Indians for many centuries 
before the Spanish invaded it. The Indians were enslaved, 
and eventually the Keys were turned into U.S. territory.

Little Bridge got its name due to the fact that it’s con-
nected to the rest of the Keys by a bridge.

But since most of the Keys are connected to one another 
by bridges, it makes no sense that Little Bridge is named 
after the fact that it has a bridge.
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But that’s part of its quirky appeal, and probably what 
drew my father to it when he was a young man and began 
planning our family vacations. He liked quirky places, and 
Little Bridge, with its odd name and even odder residents, 
is one of the quirkiest.

So Little Bridge was where we vacationed every year, 
even though my mother was pretty vocal about the fact 
that she’d have preferred to go somewhere more cosmo-
politan, such as the Hamptons, Paris, or Ibiza.

But like my father, I grew to love our vacation house 
on the canal, waking to the smell of the saltwater, finding 
manatees drinking from the hose of our dock, watching 
egrets pluck their delicate way through the sand. I loved 
boating, the rush of wind through my hair, the glassy still-
ness of the water near the sandbars, the challenge of paint-
ing that water, making it look as mirrorlike and gleaming 
on my canvas as it did in real life.

And of course walking through the quaint, sun- 
drenched town, the historic buildings— by law none were 
allowed to be more than two stories tall, because anything 
higher might impede a neighbor’s view of the sunset— each 
painted a different shade of pink or blue or yellow, stop-
ping for ice cream or groceries at the locally owned shops. I 
could see why my father loved Little Bridge, why he would 
have moved there if his job as a successful defense attor-
ney in Manhattan— and my mother’s dislike of the town— 
hadn’t made such a dream impossible.

I loved it, too. I felt safe in Little Bridge— not that, back 
then, I had any reason to feel unsafe anywhere.
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It made perfect sense to me that it was to Little Bridge 
that I fled when my safety felt threatened. My father— if 
he hadn’t passed away last year— would have understood.

But now the new comfortable, safe life I’d put so care-
fully together seemed to be crumbling. I knew it the minute 
I walked into my apartment after I got off work and found 
my roommate Daniella throwing clothes into a suitcase.

“Where are you going?” I asked, though I had a sinking 
feeling I already knew. “You’re not evacuating, are you?”

“Sure am.” She took a slurp from the frozen margarita 
she’d poured herself. I’d seen the pitcher from the blender 
sitting on the kitchen counter as I’d walked into the two- 
bedroom apartment we shared.

The place was tiny— each of the bedrooms hardly large 
enough to fit a queen- size bed— but I considered myself 
lucky to have found it . . . not the place so much as the per-
son who’d come with it.

A round, good- humored ER nurse, Daniella was outgo-
ing and bubbly— exactly the kind of person I needed to be 
around after what I’d gone through this past year back in 
New York, just like the job at the Mermaid was exactly the 
kind of job I needed now. I was up and out the door by five 
thirty every morning, even on my days off, since Gary was 
used to being fed that early, and woke me like clockwork 
daily at dawn.

This worked out well since Daniella was a morning per-
son, too— not to mention extremely social. She seemed to 
be friends with nearly everyone on the island, which wasn’t 
surprising: at some point, she’d either given a stitch, shot, 

NoJudgments_9780062890047_1P_KH0325_CC17.indd   20 3/25/19   5:09 PM



 NO JUDGMENTS 21

X- ray, or bandage to nearly all of them.
That’s how she’d snagged her two- bedroom rental for 

such a (comparatively) low rate: because she’d treated the 
landlady’s son for chronic asthma. Two- bedroom apart-
ments were rare on Little Bridge— at least ones that were 
affordable to locals, since most living spaces on the island 
proper had been snatched up by vacation rental companies 
and were hawked at astronomical prices online to tourists.

But since our landlady Lydia, like most people, adored 
Daniella, she rented to her at a discount.

“Mandatory evac for all city employees,” Dani was ex-
plaining to me, with her usual infallible cheer. “That in-
cludes the hospital. I’ve been reassigned to beautiful, sunny, 
downtown Coral Gables.”

“Coral Gables?” I lifted Gary, who’d rushed over to give 
me his customary greeting (sprawling supine at my feet, 
then rubbing his face all over my shoes), and took a seat. 
“That makes no sense. Why would they send you to Coral 
Gables when the hurricane is supposed to be headed here?”

“You’re asking for local bureaucracy to make sense?” 
Daniella let out a delighted laugh. Dani found everything 
delightful, even medical emergencies. She loved making 
sick people feel better. “You should know better than that 
by now, Bree!” Then she sobered and said, “No, but really, 
it’s because they don’t want people thinking it’s safe to stay 
here. If they know hospital and emergency services will 
still be staffed and up and running, no one will leave, be-
cause they’ll be lulled into a false sense of security. So all 
of us— ER staff, police, the firehouse— have been assigned 
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to work at hurricane shelters out of the direct path of the 
eye. They hope that by doing this, the good citizens of this 
fine isle will follow. They’re sending us all out on busses 
later this afternoon. Which is why I’m drinking this.” She 
wagged her margarita at me. “I don’t have to drive.”

I stared glumly at the sunlight streaming in through her 
bedroom window. Given the blue sky and steamy tempera-
ture outside, it was hard to believe any sort of storm was 
on its way.

But the Weather Channel, blaring in the other room, was 
telling a different story, as were the dozens of text messages 
piling up on my phone, many from Caleb. And my mother.

“What’s bugging you?” Dani asked. “You’re not upset 
about this hurricane, are you? Chances are it will lose a 
ton of steam over Cuba, you know. It’s a terrible thing to 
say, and poor Cuba, but that’s usually what happens. We’ll 
just get a lot of wind and rain. But they have to evacuate us 
anyway, you know, just in case.”

I smiled wanly at her.
“Not the storm,” I said. “Just . . . whatever. My ex called 

earlier and offered to come pick me up in his private plane.”
Dani, who knew most of what had happened between 

me and Cal— though not the most sordid details, which 
were hard for me to discuss— almost spat out the sip of 
margarita she’d taken. “I hope you told him to stick his 
plane where the sun don’t shine!”

“Of course I did. Well, not in so many words. But I kind 
of regret it now that everybody’s evacuating. Drew Hart-
well even told me I should go. He called me Fresh Water.”
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Now Dani did spit, or looked as if she wanted to, at least. 
“Drew Hartwell can kiss my butt. He thinks he’s God’s 
gift to the ladies. Hey, look, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t 
you come with me? They’re getting us all hotel rooms. I’m 
sure it will be super nice. Last time they put us up at the 
Westin. It had a pool and a generator and everything. And, 
oh my God, there were these firemen from Key West— you 
won’t believe how we partied. It was like The Bachelorette, 
but on steroids.”

I smiled again, but less wanly. “Thanks, but I can’t. I’ve 
got this guy to worry about.”

We both eyed Gary, who’d crawled off my lap and was 
now sniffing the side of Daniella’s suitcase suspiciously. 
He either knew something was going on or was looking 
for a new place to curl up and sleep. Knowing Gary, it was 
the latter. His survival instincts weren’t exactly stellar. A 
middle- aged gray tabby cat who had spent years living in 
an animal shelter farther up the Keys before I’d come along 
and adopted him, he wanted only to be in the presence of 
human beings at all times, no matter what they were do-
ing . . . even something as mundane as packing.

“Bring him along,” Daniella suggested. “I’m sure the ho-
tel’s pet friendly. Or, if not, we can smuggle him in.”

“Thanks,” I said. “But you know Gary doesn’t exactly 
travel well.”

It was true. Gary howled up a storm when in moving 
vehicles, even when medicated, and a four- hour bus ride 
to the mainland with him sounded like one of the circles 
of hell.
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“And besides, I don’t want to sponge off the city’s dime. 
I’d feel guilty.”

“Oh for God’s sake.” Daniella leaned over to sweep some 
jewelry off her dressing table and into a pouch. The min-
ute her back was turned, Gary leaped into her suitcase and 
began sniffing the inside. “The administration said it was 
okay for first responders to bring their families on the bus, 
and into their hotel rooms. You’re the closest thing I’ve got 
to family around here.”

“Aw.” I was genuinely touched . . . though relieved that 
she hadn’t noticed what Gary was doing now, which was 
pawing through the clothes she’d neatly folded into the 
suitcase, in order to make himself a comfortable place to 
sleep. I stepped toward the bed and swiftly lifted his nearly 
twenty- pound girth from the suitcase, as he let out a tiny 
squeak of protest, then plopped him on the floor. “That’s 
sweet. But I think Gary and I would be better off here, 
especially given his recent medical issues.”

Daniella frowned, but I could tell she agreed with me. I 
hadn’t meant to adopt a cat as needy as Gary, whose per-
sonality was a joy but whose health, from having spent so 
many years on the streets and then in the shelter, was a 
wreck. Just a week earlier I’d ended up shelling out twelve 
hundred dollars for the removal of every last one of his 
teeth due to his having something called feline stomatitis, 
a painful inflammation of the mouth.

And while he already seemed to be on the mend, in a lot 
less pain (and a lot less smelly), I was in no hurry to take 
him on a weekend jaunt out of town, hurricane or no hur-
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ricane. He was still on antibiotics and several other medica-
tions and could eat only soft canned foods that I carefully 
mashed for him.

But it was all worth it. At night, after thoroughly groom-
ing himself and making a careful inspection of the entire 
apartment, he climbed onto my bed, curled up close to me, 
and dozed off.

And for the first time since that last morning with Caleb, 
I was finally able to get a good night’s sleep. It seemed to 
me that this was only because of the sweet, heavy, purring 
warmth beside me.

I hadn’t wanted to mention any of this to Caleb, let alone 
my mother or any of my other friends back home. Only my 
dad, a fellow animal lover, would have understood.

But Dad was gone now.
Daniella looked down at Gary as he wandered over to-

ward her laundry basket full of dirty clothes, sniffed it, 
then leaped inside, molding a soft nest out of her scrubs, 
pajamas, and underwear from the day before while purring 
so loudly we could both hear him.

“I get it,” Dani said. “He’s your boy, and he’s not really 
travel ready at the moment, storm or no storm.”

I smiled at her gratefully. She really was the perfect 
roommate. She’d been fine with my asking if it would be 
all right if I got a cat (my first, since my mom had never 
wanted animals in the house. “So dirty!” she always said. 
“And they scratch up the furniture.”). Gary had instantly 
won Daniella over with his big green eyes, foot- to- face- rub 
greetings, and constant purring.
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“But,” she said, returning to her packing, “if you change 
your mind, you can always take my car and come up. It 
doesn’t have much gas in it, but I’ll leave it parked over at 
the hospital with the keys under the visor anyway. Other-
wise I’d say grab a rental car, but I heard the tourists snaked 
all of those in a panic to get out of here early this morning.”

“Oh. Well, thanks, Dani. I might take you up on that.” I 
doubted I would, actually, but a car low on gas was better 
than no car at all.

As if she’d read my mind, Dani said, “Lots of people stay, 
you know, Bree, even with mandatory evacs. Locals worry 
about looters and want to guard their homes or businesses, 
or they’re sick, or have loved ones who are sick, like your 
boy Gary, or they can’t afford to leave, or whatever. Evacu-
ating is expensive. If you want to stay, you’ll be totally fine. 
Even though the hospital will be closed, there’ll be plenty 
of people around, even a skeleton crew of emergency re-
sponders.” She gave a mischievous grin. “But of course, a 
couple firehouses are going to be stationed up with us. I’m 
looking forward to meeting some fresh probies.”

Smiling, I rolled my eyes. Daniella often complained that 
dating apps were useless on such a small island— you basi-
cally ended up having already slept with everyone or being 
colleagues with the rest. The only way to meet anyone new 
was to travel or hook up with tourists.

I didn’t suffer from that problem— not because I was 
new to the island, but because I was on a dating hiatus. I 
wasn’t sure when, or if, my lady parts would ever be open 
again for business.
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“But, hey, this place— ” Dani thumped the side of her 
fist against the bedroom wall. “Solid concrete. Once Sonny 
gets the shutters on, it’ll be like a fortress. So you’re good 
here.”

Sonny Petrovich was our landlord Lydia’s son, a capable 
if somewhat slow boy who was extremely fond of video 
games and would talk to you about them ad nauseum if 
you expressed the slightest enthusiasm, so I’d learned it 
was best not to.

“The only thing you have to worry about,” she went on, 
“is flooding.”

“Flooding?”
“Yeah. I wasn’t living here then, but I heard it happened 

during Hurricane Wilhelmina— not too bad, only a foot. 
But Lydia had to replace the fridge and stove and stuff— ”

I stared at her. Flooding?
“But every hurricane’s different,” Daniella went on. 

“Some are rain events, some are wind. You just never know. 
If it’s only wind, you’re golden in this place.”

“I think,” I said, getting up, “I’ll just go check my mes-
sages.”

“Yeah.” Daniella nodded. “You should. Also, you should 
probably go to the store and buy some supplies before they 
run out, just in case. Like bottled water. And food for Gary. 
And alcohol. I have a list the Red Cross gave us to hand 
out to people. Alcohol’s not on it, of course, but I wouldn’t 
even go through a tropical storm without tequila, let alone 
a hurricane.”

I took the paper she plucked from the top of her dresser. 
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Many of the things we already had— canned goods, bread, 
a manual can opener. But others— flashlight, batteries— it 
had never occurred to me to purchase. Daniella must have 
read my expression since she laughed and said, “I have all 
that stuff in the closet by the kitchen. Bought it for the last 
storm that headed our way, then never used it because it 
veered out to sea. You just might want to buy fresh batter-
ies. But you’re welcome to the rest of the stuff.”

I felt relief wash over me. “Thanks, Dan. You’re a life-
saver. Literally!” Suddenly overwhelmed by how lucky I was 
to have found a roommate— and friend— like her, merely 
by answering an ad, I added, “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you, too,” she said, and opened her 
arms to give me one of her “Dani hugs,” which she handed 
out frequently at the hospital (but never, she’d informed 
me, to the “drunk frat boys during spring break.” Even 
Dani had her limits).

And then she was gone. Her last words to me were to 
be sure to look after her sourdough starter— Daniella was 
an avid baker— that she’d inherited from her grandmother, 
but which would spoil in the fridge if the power went out.

I swore I would.
She’d barely been out of the apartment for five minutes 

before I became convinced that I was never going to see her 
again.
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If your community calls for a mandatory evacua-
tion, heed the warning.

I was being ridiculous. The reason I felt so down was be-
cause the apartment seemed so dark and lonely after 

Dani left. She was such a bright and energetic force.
Also it was literally dark, since Sonny Petrovich had 

come around outside and begun to shutter the windows 
with large stainless steel planks, each one of which had to 
be drilled into place along runners that were secured onto 
the walls of the apartment building with a number of long 
screws.

I kept the Weather Channel on for company as I ate 
lunch— leftover chicken salad from the café— though it 
was hard to hear over Sonny’s drilling.

I soon regretted it. Not the salad, the news.
Because according to the news, everyone who lived in 

South Florida who did not immediately evacuate from the 
area was going to die.
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Not only die, but die in a variety of ways, most likely 
from drowning in the tidal surge Hurricane Marilyn was 
bringing with it, but also from the destructive force of its 
170-mile- per- hour winds.

The forecasters couldn’t be sure, since there was no power 
or communication in Saint Marten or the Virgin Islands or 
anywhere else Hurricane Marilyn had already struck, but 
they were predicting that hundreds and possibly thousands 
in the storm’s apocalyptic path were probably already dead, 
and that those who did not get out of its way now would 
soon be dead as well.

Since this seemed like information I could do without, 
I switched off the television and opened my laptop. I had 
dozens of emails and social media messages from friends 
and relatives wondering if it was true I had not evacuated 
and if so, why not. My phone was the same way, only with 
text messages and voice mails.

Most of them were from my mother. Each held a note of 
mounting hysteria. Classic Justine Beckham:

I think you should know that the governor of Florida has 

just issued a statement that anyone who doesn’t evacu-

ate from your area had better write their social security 

number on their arm so that their bodies can be identi-

fied after the storm.

My mom had always known how to lay on the drama. It 
was one of the reasons her radio show was number one in 
her time slot, even though it was about legal advice.
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I don’t know what you’re thinking turning down Caleb’s 

generous offer. I know you’re angry with him, but what 

happened wasn’t his fault. Kyle was drunk— did you 

know he’s in rehab now? You can’t hold Caleb responsi-

ble for the actions of his friends. You of all people should 

know this, considering you went to law school— not, of 

course, that you bothered to finish.

Wow, Justine. Way to turn the knife.
That was interesting about Kyle, though. I hadn’t known 

he’d gone to rehab. That was big. Huge, even.
Although it didn’t change anything, it actually made me 

feel a little better. If Kyle was in rehab, it meant he couldn’t 
come after me again. I’d sleep even better now, knowing 
this, despite the coming storm.

I wondered why Caleb hadn’t mentioned it, although it 
didn’t take a genius to know why: because then he’d have 
to admit his friend wasn’t perfect after all, and that he’d 
been wrong to say I’d “overreacted” about what had hap-
pened.

Unfortunately, my mother went on:

And I know you think you don’t need to listen to me any-

more after that ridiculous genealogy test. But there are 

some bonds that are stronger than DNA, Sabrina. What 

about the fact that I carried you around in my womb for 

nine months, and breast- fed you for six? Do those things 

count for nothing?
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I hit delete without listening to the rest. I’d heard 
enough. I loved my mother— and I did consider her my 
mother, even if we weren’t genetically related. She was the 
woman who’d given birth to me and raised me.

But sometimes she was a little much.
Since it was hard to concentrate on anything with all 

the drilling going on outside— and the throbbing going on 
in my head now that I’d listened to Justine’s messages— I 
decided to go to the store to buy the supplies Daniella had 
recommended.

So, after carefully checking that Sonny was not right out-
side my bathroom window— he was a sweet boy, and not 
at all the Peeping Tom type, but I didn’t want to flagrantly 
strip in front of him— I showered, washing the smell of ba-
con from my shoulder- length pink hair (it had been blond 
for most of my life, but on impulse I’d asked Daniella to 
help me dye it: new life, new hair), then changed from my 
work clothes into shorts and a T- shirt, and finally opened 
the front door to my apartment.

Sonny was carefully drilling a precut steel shutter to 
the front window of my apartment. The sunshine poured 
brightly into the front courtyard— my apartment was one 
of three other identical two- bedrooms, all built in Spanish- 
style stucco around a single decoratively tiled courtyard, in 
the center of which grew a large frangipani tree, currently 
in full bloom.

Gary, who could not resist any opportunity to both 
lounge in the sun and greet a visitor, darted past me to fling 
himself against Sonny’s bare legs.
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“Oh, hi, Bree.” Sonny bent down to stroke Gary’s ears. 
“Did you hear about the new version of Battlefront? They 
just put a new edition out this week. I’m already up to level 
sixty- eight.”

“No,” I said. “I can’t say I knew about that. I’m more 
concerned about this hurricane. Do you think it’s going to 
hit us?”

“Oh, no,” Sonny said dismissively, straightening up as 
Gary continued to rub his face against the toes of his work 
boots and purr like a maniac. “But my mom is making us 
evacuate to Orlando anyway.”

“But you don’t think it’s coming here?” I felt the alarm 
I’d been experiencing since watching the news— and lis-
tening to my mom’s message— growing. Maybe I was mak-
ing a terrible mistake. Maybe all the people who’d left me 
those messages, including my mother, were right.

Except that, honestly, what did they know? None of 
them lived in the cone of uncertainty, or even knew what 
one was, really. If Drew Hartwell wasn’t evacuating (and he 
didn’t seem to be), why should I?

“Well, we were going to go to Orlando anyway,” Sonny 
explained. “They have a new park devoted to Star Wars. I 
want to see that! You know I’m up to level sixty- eight in 
Battlefront?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You mentioned that. So when are you 
two leaving?”

“Later tonight, I guess,” Sonny said. “As soon as she can 
find some gas. You know there’s no gas anywhere on the 
island? Except maybe the Shell over by the high school, she 
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says. But there’s a three- hour wait.”
Oh. Well, so much for using Dani’s car. The impending 

gasoline shortage was a problem they’d mentioned on the 
Weather Channel, but I hadn’t thought it was something 
that would affect Little Bridge . . . until now. A previous 
but much less powerful hurricane that had hit Texas and 
the Gulf side of Florida the week before had been causing 
fuel shortages all up and down the Keys and throughout 
much of the Southeast. I supposed I should feel lucky that 
the scooter I drove required only five dollars’ worth of fuel 
to fill the tank.

Not that you could evacuate from a Category 5 hurricane 
on a scooter. Well, you could, but you wouldn’t get very far.

“Wow,” I said to Sonny. “That’s tough. But I’m sure you 
two will get out of here in plenty of time.”

“Oh, yes,” Sonny said, looking unconcerned. “Hey, you 
can come if you want.”

“What?” I was shocked. “With you and your mom? To 
Orlando?”

“Yeah, why not? It will be a lot of fun! You like rides, 
don’t you?”

“Um.” If it had been any other guy, I’d have suspected 
him of hitting on me. But Sonny genuinely only cared about 
rides and games— of the amusement park variety. “That’s 
so sweet of you. Thanks so much for the offer. But I can’t, 
I’m afraid. I have to stay here to take care of Gary.”

He looked down at my cat, who was lounging in the 
shade of the frangipani, Gary’s favorite place in the whole 
world, outside of my bed. A gecko— there were thousands, 
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maybe millions, all over Little Bridge. You couldn’t seem to 
walk a foot down the sidewalk without nearly stepping on 
one of the small, fast- moving lizards— darted toward Gary, 
who swiped a lazy paw at it, before the gecko darted safely 
away again.

“Oh, right,” Sonny said. “They don’t allow pets at Dis-
ney. Or at least, not the hotel where we’re staying. That’s 
why we’ve got to leave R2-D2 and C-3PO at home.”

R2-D2 and C-3PO were Sonny’s pet guinea pigs, of 
which he was not only inordinately fond, but quite proud. 
He spent hours every day brushing and caring for them.

“But you have someone to look after them while you’re 
gone, don’t you?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “My cousin Sean said he’d come over. 
He can’t evacuate because he works for the electric com-
pany, and they need him here to turn the electricity back 
on if it goes off.”

I knew Sonny’s cousin Sean Petrovich. He performed the 
more complicated repairs around the building.

“Oh, good,” I said. “Well, I’ll look forward to seeing him 
around. And thanks for putting up our shutters. I’m headed 
to the store right now. Can I get you something there as 
a way of saying thank you— a, um, soda, or something?” 
Sonny was over twenty- one, but it didn’t seem right to of-
fer him beer.

“Sure, orange soda,” he said, brightening. “If they have it? 
And Sour Patch Kids.”

“Oh, sure. Can do. Come on, Gary.” I lifted the cat away 
from the shade of the frangipani, though he let out a squeak 
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of protest. “You have to go inside while I’m at the store.”
“I’ll watch him while you’re away,” Sonny offered. “I’m 

just gonna be right here.”
I lifted a hand to shade my eyes from the strong summer 

sun as I studied his earnest expression. “Are you sure?” It 
was something Sonny had done several times before while 
working around the building, without incident, but never 
while a violent tropical storm was sitting a thousand miles 
offshore.

“Yeah,” Sonny said, nodding vehemently. “I like Gary. 
And Gary likes me.”

This was true. Although it was also true that Gary liked 
everyone, including the postal and newspaper delivery per-
sons, all of my neighbors, the exterminator, and anyone 
else who happened to wander through the courtyard gate.

What was even more true was that Gary, like me, had 
been hurt . . . but he was healing. He’d chosen me at the 
shelter just as much as I’d chosen him, shuffling toward 
me and butting his head against my feet as if to say, “Hey, 
down here. Look at me. I’m needy, but I’m also needed. 
You need me as much as I need you.”

Because it had turned out to be true. And together, we 
were forging a new life, learning to trust when we each had 
so much reason not to.

“Well,” I said to Sonny. “Okay. I’ll leave my door open, 
so he can come inside if he gets hungry or thirsty. And feel 
free to help yourself to anything you find in my fridge, too, 
while I’m gone. Except the beige stuff in the pitcher. My 
roommate bakes with that. You probably wouldn’t like it.”
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Sonny nodded appreciatively. He was beginning to sweat 
in the midafternoon sun. “Thanks, Bree.”

I smiled as I headed toward the front gate. One of the 
reasons I loved Little Bridge so much was because you 
could do things like this— leave your beloved cat and apart-
ment in the care of your handyman, and not worry about it, 
whereas in the city this would never happen. Well, maybe 
it would, but not in my experience.

This was one of the many reasons for my leaving the city.
But now, given what seemed to be headed our way, I was 

wondering if I’d made the right decision.

NoJudgments_9780062890047_1P_KH0325_CC17.indd   37 3/25/19   5:09 PM



CHAPTER FIVE

Have supplies on hand to help with everything 
you might need before, during, and after a hur-
ricane.

Emergency Disaster Survival Kit Basics— Food

Gas or charcoal for the grill (warning: never use a 
grill inside)

Manual can opener
Nonperishable foods and beverages—7–10 days per 

person
Drinking water— at least 1 gallon per person per 

day
Plastic plates, cups, and utensils
Don’t forget food/water for pets and babies!

The sun was still shining brightly when I headed out 
for Frank’s Food Emporium to buy my hurricane sup-

plies— on my purple no- speed bike with its large front 
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basket, since I wanted to save what little gas was left in 
my scooter— Daniella’s list tucked in my hip pocket. I’d 
convinced myself after the two o’clock bulletin from the 
National Weather Service that we probably weren’t going 
to get anything but a few rain bands, but it wouldn’t hurt 
to be prepared.

Except that maybe the locals knew something I didn’t. 
As I pedaled along, I saw evidence that Little Bridge resi-
dents were preparing for an all- out weather catastrophe. 
Along the main thoroughfare businesses were boarding up, 
literally hammering boards over their plate- glass display 
windows. The pharmacy had already pulled down its metal 
gates. Only a small handwritten sign on the door indicated 
that it was still open.

And once inside Frank’s, I was in for a surprise: the 
shelves had the same barren look of shops in apocalyptic 
films and television shows after they’d been looted by sur-
vivors. Only this was real life.

“You’re just in time,” a familiar voice said, and I turned 
to see Lucy Hartwell, Drew’s aunt and the owner of the 
Mermaid Café, waving a bag of chips at me. “Last one. You 
want it?”

I felt a sudden and overwhelming longing for the chips, 
though they hadn’t been on my list. “Yes . . . unless you do.”

“I’ve got plenty.” She pointed down at her shopping cart. 
She did, indeed, have plenty. Seven, to be exact, of many 
varieties, including jalapeño and rippled. And over a dozen 
bottles of wine, as well.

She must have noticed my surprise, since she laughed, 
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and said, “I’m having a hurricane party tonight for everyone 
who isn’t evacuating. I take it you’re one of those, since I 
saw your name is still on the schedule for breakfast service 
tomorrow morning.”

Unlike some restaurant owners I’d met, Lucy Hartwell 
was hands- on, paying attention to everything that went on 
at the café, from the workers’ schedules to which of Little 
Bridge’s many local fishermen was selling the freshest yel-
lowtail.

Part of this was due to the fact that she was related to 
most of her employees— and roughly half of the island’s 
permanent residents— by either blood or marriage, the 
other part was simply because of her personality. Born Lu-
cia Paz (according to café gossip) to one of the island’s most 
prominent Cuban families, Lucy had apparently had her 
pick of suitors in her day, but for unknown reasons had 
settled on Ed Hartwell. The two had been married for over 
thirty years, and seemed happy enough with each other.

“Uh,” I said, surprised to hear the restaurant was still 
going to be open even though a Category 5 hurricane was 
bearing down on it. “Sure. I mean, no, I’m not evacuating.” I 
said this more to convince myself than Mrs. Hartwell. The 
store seemed so deserted. How had this happened, and so 
quickly? “Aren’t you?”

“Oh, no,” Mrs. Hartwell said with a laugh. “Ed would 
never hear of it. The last time we evacuated— I can’t even 
remember when that was, maybe for George, or was it 
Andrew?— looters from Miami broke into the café and 
stole the cash register.”
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I gasped. “Really? That’s terrible!”
“Oh, it wasn’t so bad. There was nothing in it. But they 

took the meat slicer, too. Now, what would anyone want 
with an industrial meat slicer? I always wondered. Unless 
they had their own restaurant. But what are the chances of 
that? Well, I suppose they pawned it. But, in any case, Ed’s 
refused to evacuate ever since, so he could keep an eye on 
the place. So, we’re staying, and tonight we’re having a hur-
ricane party. And you’re coming.”

It was a statement, not a question.
“Um, I’d love to.” This wasn’t a lie. Although I wasn’t 

exactly a social butterfly, part of me was dying to come. 
The Hartwells’ home was legendary, one of Little Bridge’s 
premier estates, and I’d never before been inside. “May I 
bring anything?”

“Nothing,” she said tartly, “except yourself. As you can 
see, I have plenty. Everyone still in town is going to be 
there.”

“Still in town?”
Mrs. Hartwell made a face. Like her nephew, she was 

tall— exceptionally tall, for a woman— and while not ex-
actly lean, you couldn’t call her heavy. She was merely 
intimidating looking, like the queen, the kind of woman 
whose authority you trusted. I’d always been a little afraid 
of her.

“Everyone with children is evacuating, of course,” she 
said. “And well they should— it would be irresponsible of 
them to take the chance of staying and then having this 
thing turn out to be worse than what they’re reporting.”
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My eyes widened. Worse than a Category 5? Accord-
ing to the messages my mother had left me— all seven of 
them— there was nothing worse than that.

“And of course,” Mrs. Hartwell went on, “anyone who 
lives in a home that isn’t built to code— to withstand at 
least Category Three winds and a storm surge of up to ten 
feet— ought to be getting out or at least heading for one of 
the local shelters now. It’s simply unthinkable not to.”

Then what was I doing?
“But do you think it’s going to be okay?” I asked, because 

if Lucy Hartwell said something was going to be okay, it 
most definitely was.

“Not at all.” She threw her head back with a laugh. “Cuba 
will give us some protection, of course.” This was some-
thing all locals said, I was beginning to notice, like a man-
tra. The high mountaintops of Cuba often interfered with 
hurricanes churning for the Florida Keys, slowing their in-
tensity by one or two categories. “But we’re definitely in for 
a devil of a ride.”

I must have looked even more alarmed, since she let out 
a cackle and said, “Don’t worry! Last time this happened 
was Wilhelmina, and that was ages ago. We only lost power 
for a week or so.”

“I . . . remember,” I said, though of course all I remem-
bered about Wilhelmina was that the gourmet pizzas at 
our hotel in Miami had been amazing.

“Where do you live again?” Mrs. Hartwell asked. I no-
ticed that her mobile phone, attached to her belt like a 
workman’s tool, had begun to buzz, but she ignored it.
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“Oh. In the Havana Plaza apartments, over on Washing-
ton.”

She nodded, clearly knowing the place. “Good, solid 
construction . . . will definitely hold up to hurricane- force 
winds. But that area is only at eight feet above sea level, so 
it floods. If things get bad, you’d better come to my place, 
sooner rather than later. I’m right up the hill from you, so 
it shouldn’t be a problem.”

Again, it was a statement, not a question.
“Oh, no.” I felt slightly horrified. Who went to their 

boss’s house in a hurricane? Especially when their boss was 
Ed Hartwell, who’d probably throw you out for using a cell 
phone. “Thanks, Mrs. H, but I wouldn’t want to impose— ”

“What imposition?” She looked genuinely baffled. “We 
have a generator, we’re at twenty feet above sea level, and 
the house has already stood up to over two hundred years’ 
worth of hurricanes. Ed’s great- great- grandfather, a ship 
captain, built it. Now those fellows knew how to build a 
house. They built them of Dade County pine. It’s extinct 
now, because every single one of those trees was chopped 
up to build houses around here and up and down the Flor-
ida Keys— some of the strongest wood known to man. You 
can hardly get a nail through it, so it stands up to high 
winds. You’ll stay with us. It will be fine.”

I couldn’t help feeling touched. I’d only worked for this 
woman for a few months. She hardly knew me!

And yet her generosity— and that of her otherwise sour- 
tempered husband— was legendary around the café. An-
gela had already told me that if I stayed at the job for six 
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months, I’d be offered health benefits— with vision and 
dental.

“Not the best plan.” Angela, recently divorced, had 
moved back home with her mother and was working her 
way toward a business administration degree at the local 
community college. “But the best plan around here that 
anyone is offering, and that includes jobs with the city. I 
may keep working at the café even after I get my degree.”

Now Mrs. Hartwell was offering me a bed in her own 
house in the event of catastrophic flooding.

I wondered how this kind trait had entirely skipped her 
nephew, who— except for his generous tipping— wasn’t 
known for his friendliness and always seemed to be brood-
ing. Then again, his uncle wasn’t exactly the pleasantest 
man in the world, either.

“Please,” I said, holding up a palm to stop Mrs. Hartwell. 
“I really couldn’t. I have a rescue cat, and he just had oral 
surgery— ”

Lucy Hartwell made another face.
“Oh, never mind about that. We love animals. Do you 

have any idea how many strays Nevaeh has volunteered 
to foster from the shelter? A parrot, a pair of rabbits, and 
a tortoise. And don’t even get me started on those three 
mangy mutts of Drew’s. Your cat will be fine. We’ll find a 
nice private room for you, and the two of you will be snug 
as bugs.”

So her nephew would be riding out the hurricane at his 
uncle’s house, too? Interesting.

Well, it made sense. On the news they’d emphasized 
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that those living on or near the shore would be given first 
priority in hurricane shelters, as they’d be most at risk of 
Marilyn’s dangerous tidal surge and wind. Drew Hartwell, 
with his half- finished beach house, would fall into that cat-
egory.

But of course he wouldn’t go to a shelter when he could 
stay in his ancestral mansion.

“I really couldn’t,” I said firmly. “I already have a place. 
A . . . a hotel room, in Coral Gables, with my roommate. 
She’s a nurse and got evacuated there by the city.”

Mrs. Hartwell raised her eyebrows. “And when are you 
going there?”

“As soon as the café closes for the storm,” I said. “I didn’t 
want to leave you short staffed. My roommate left me her 
car to drive up.” This last part, at least, wasn’t exactly a lie.

Mrs. Hartwell continued to look skeptical, but said, lift-
ing her buzzing phone, “Well, all right. Stop by tonight 
around eight for the party. You know where I live, right?”

Everyone knew where the Hartwells lived, but Mrs. 
Hartwell went on as if she didn’t know this. “Top of Flagler 
Hill, white house with the blue shutters. You can’t miss it.”

Of course not. Mrs. Hartwell’s home was a gorgeous and 
stately mansion on the top of the highest point of the is-
land, a hill referred to as “Flagler Hill,” after the builder of 
South Florida’s first (and only) railroad, Henry Flagler. The 
railroad had been destroyed in 1935 by one of the fiercest 
(though unnamed) hurricanes in American history and had 
never been reconstructed. Hundreds of lives were lost.

But that had been in the days before Doppler radar, ad-
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vanced warning, and hurricane shelters.
“I’ll be there, Mrs. H,” I promised.
“Lucy,” she corrected me as she finally answered her 

buzzing phone.
“Lucy.” But it didn’t sound right in my mouth. She was 

as much Mrs. Hartwell as her husband was Ed. I simply 
couldn’t think of her any other way.

“Oh, hi, Joanne,” Mrs. Hartwell said, pushing her cart 
along. I was forgotten, for the time being. “Yes, eight to-
night. What can you bring? Nothing except yourself.”

Even though Mrs. Hartwell— Lucy— had said not to 
bring anything to her party, I shopped with it in mind, se-
lecting even more food than I’d planned to from what few 
selections remained on the shelves. Who knew? Maybe I’d 
be invited to a lot of hurricane parties over the next few 
days. I wanted to contribute my fair share.

That’s how I ended up back home with an odd assort-
ment of the suggested canned goods from Daniella’s list in 
addition to Sonny’s orange soda and Sour Patch Kids (he 
was embarrassingly grateful), plus a vast array of charcute-
rie (apparently not many hurricane shoppers were looking 
for chianti- flavored salami), plus gourmet crackers, cheeses, 
and spreads. I might die during Hurricane Marilyn, but I’d 
definitely go out in style.

Plus I’d snagged the alcohol that Daniella had suggested 
(vodka, not tequila, since I’d never had a head for tequila), 
as well as a few bottles of champagne and a great many cans 
of cat food for Gary— as many as could fit into my bike bas-
ket, plus dangle in canvas totes over my handlebars. I didn’t 
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want Gary to go hungry, and who knew how long the gro-
cery store would remain open? Even as I was leaving, I saw 
the owner’s sons stacking plywood outside, getting ready to 
board it up.

What did remain open, however, were most of Little 
Bridge’s many bars. My friend and fellow Mermaid co-
worker Angela waved to me from the beachside seating 
area of one as I rode by.

“Girlfriend! See you at the Hartwells tonight!” she 
shouted excitedly, a cocktail in her hand.

“Yes, you will!” I shouted back at her.
This hurricane thing, I thought as I motored home, just 

might be fun.
It’s almost laughable how wrong I turned out to be.
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