
        
            
                
            
        

    
  


  


  Chapter One


  Ingrid’s here. I can feel her in the air, like the first time I stepped foot inside the ruins of Turtle Tear. It’s a special kind of magic. A whispered language only I understand.


  Only we understand.


  It’s a bond we share with Archibald and Ingrid Weston, like we share the island they called home so many years ago.


  Scanning the old, yellowed newspaper article in my hands, I’m startled by your arms wrapping around my waist from behind. “Reading that again?” you ask. Your warm breath tickles the back of my neck.


  I turn and lean into you, resting my head against your chest. “You know I’ve always felt a special connection with her.”


  You squeeze me, holding me tight against you. We fit together perfectly. “You’re kindred spirits,” you say, reminding me how our minds piece together as well as our bodies do. You get me like no one ever has.


  “You know what this means?” I say, nodding at the article. “Her spirit isn’t at rest. She wants to go home to Turtle Tear.”


  You take the newspaper clipping out of my hand and scan it, your eyes running quickly across the words as you mumble the words to yourself.


  “Outside St. Petersburg sits an old antebellum plantation house that used to be home to the Weston family. The Weston Sugar Plantation operated from the 1830s until 1865, when the mill burned down near the end of the Civil War.”


  I stand closer to your side and lean my head against your shoulder as you read, letting the deep, rich timbre of your voice rumble through my ears.


  “Attempts by the current owners to renovate the plantation house have been thwarted at every turn by a ghost they call Ingrid.”


  You gaze down at me and kiss the top of my head.


  “Legend has it,” you continue, “the woman is Ingrid (Burkhart) Weston, wife of Archibald Weston, son of the original owners of the plantation. The Westons and the Burkharts were Florida’s Civil War version of the Montagues and Capulets, making Ingrid and Archibald true star-crossed lovers.


  “Archibald built a home for his beloved on Turtle Tear Island in the Everglades, where they lived and raised their own family.”


  You run your hand up my back and thread you fingers under my hair, massaging my neck. “They forgot the part where he whisked her away,” you whisper in my ear, sending chills down my back.


  I tilt my chin up and kiss you. “That’s a part I never forget,” I say, and kiss you again. I can never get enough of your full, soft lips.


  “Are you going to let me finish reading this?” you tease.


  I give you one more kiss before leaning my head back against your shoulder.


  “Although Ingrid died while staying at the Weston Plantation, her body is said to be buried on Turtle Tear Island.


  “ ‘She’s not with her body,’ the current plantation owners say of Ingrid’s spirit. ‘She’s here, but she wants to go back.’


  “How do they know Ingrid’s wishes? She’s told them,” you read.


  “ ‘Take me back to Turtle Tear was written in the condensation on the attic window after a storm,’ they say. ‘She’s written it in the dust on the attic floor, too, and every time we bring a crew in to remodel the attic she shows herself, scatters their tools, barricades the stairs, and scares them away.’


  “ ‘I feel bad,’ the current owner says of Ingrid’s predicament. ‘I’d take her to Turtle Tear if I knew how.’


  “For now, she’s stuck at the Weston Plantation, desperate to get back to the island home her Romeo built her.”


  You turn toward me and wrap your strong arms around me. I let my head fall back and look up at you as you look down at me with those dark, soulful eyes that see right through to the center of me.


  “You believe this?” you ask, cocking a dark brow.


  My heart drops a little. “You don’t?”


  Conflicted, you run a hand through your hair, like you always do when you’re frustrated. You’re at odds with what you know I want to hear and the truth. “I don’t believe in ghosts, Rachael.”


  “I know it’s her.” I step out of your arms, tug the clipping out of your grip, and turn back to the steamer trunk where the newspaper was found along with a lifetime of memories tucked in the pages of photo albums, written in letters from the war, embroidered on pillowcases, and engraved on silver trinkets.


  “Don’t be angry with me,” you say, brushing my hair aside and placing a kiss at the base of my neck. Goose bumps blossom across my shoulders and down my chest. Even when I’m trying to be irritated with you, my body can’t help but react to your touch, your kiss.


  “You know I feel it; that whatever it is,” you say, “when it’s quiet at Turtle Tear and I’m standing in the entryway surrounded by the Spanish murals, or when I get a whiff of lime in the air, or hear the gentle rush of water falling from the fountain.”


  You press your lips to the side of my neck then whisper in my ear. “I know it’s only for us. Something that can’t be explained. Something that comes from somewhere bigger than us.”


  I lean my head back and gaze up into your dark eyes. Whatever it is—a ghost or something timeless from the earth itself—Turtle Tear binds us together. “I wonder if in a few hundred years another couple will be saying these things about us?”


  You kiss the tip of my nose. “I guarantee it.”


  “Well, they will believe in ghosts, because I’m never leaving that island, even after I’m dead!”


  Your deep laughter echoes through the run-down plantation house you bought as a surprise for your son.


  “I love that you gave this place to MJ. It ties him to Turtle Tear, the past, and our future. It feels—”


  “—right,” you say, leaning your forehead against my temple. “If we have some strange connection to Archibald and Ingrid, then so does he.”


  The front door opens, letting a block of light stream across the scuffed hardwood floor. MJ and his girlfriend, Maddie, come inside looking happier than I’ve ever seen them. She can’t stop gazing at the platinum ring on her finger. Not an engagement ring, but one that means just as much—a promise of keeping no secrets. A promise of someday. A promise that nothing will ever come between them again. “He gave it to her,” I whisper, glancing up at you.


  You smile, making those Rocha dimples dent your cheeks.


  “You all knew about this!” Maddie says, grinning and holding up her hand to show off her new ring. She and MJ have been through more than their share of pain, being kept apart by the manipulations of Enzo Rocha, MJ’s grandfather.


  I’m so proud of you for helping him find a jeweler in Atlanta to handcraft it. It’s beautiful and one of a kind, just like you. Just like MJ. Both of you are one of a kind, even if the two of you could have been made in the same mold.


  “Let me see,” I say, rushing forward. I saw the ring when MJ first brought it home from the jeweler, but seeing it on Maddie’s finger gives it a whole new look, a shine and a purpose behind the platinum. “It’s gorgeous.” I squeeze her hand in mine. Her blue eyes are wet with unshed tears of joy.


  “Thanks,” she says. “I think so, too.” She turns to MJ with so much pure love on her face, my breath catches and I spin back around to find you standing behind me watching them. It rarely happens, but right now I can’t make out the expression on your face, what’s going on behind your eyes. Then those black orbs shift to me and I know instantly. It’s pride. Love. Awe.


  You reach out, take my hand, and pull me to you. “I have more than I’ve ever dreamed of,” you whisper in my ear. “It used to be just me and a hotel in ruins on an abandoned island. I can’t stop thinking I’m going to wake up and find all of you gone.”


  When your past surfaces as doubt, my heart aches for you. I run the back of my fingers down your cheek, across the stubble along your jaw. “It’s real, Merrick. Believe in us.” Before you respond, I reach down behind you and pinch your butt.


  “Ouch!” You grab my hand and laugh. “What was that for?”


  “To prove you’re not dreaming.” I rise up on my toes and press a firm kiss to your lips. Holding your face between my hands, I whisper, “I love you. Nothing will ever change that.”


  Your fingers slide through my hair as you guide me back to your lips for a deeper kiss. I can’t imagine ever getting enough of you, of your touch and taste, the way you hold me. “I never knew what love was before you, Rachael.”


  I close my eyes and sink against your chest. “Are you ready to go home?”


  “Thirty minutes. I want to go over the plans for the west wing with MJ before we go.” Your hands stroke my back and you kiss the top of my head before releasing me. “Ready to get back to work?” you call to MJ, striding toward him.


  “I’m ready,” MJ says, releasing Maddie’s hand.


  You gaze down at the ring on her finger. “That’s a beautiful ring. He’s lucky to have you.”


  “Yes, he is,” MJ says, and chuckles. “She knows that all too well.”


  Maddie kisses his cheek. “I’m lucky, too.”


  “Okay, let’s get this done so I can get Rachael and Maddie back to Turtle Tear. I’ll send Beck back to take you to Atlanta. You can take my car from the airport.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” MJ says, and the two of you stroll across the room to a dusty table covered with drawings and blueprints.


  Maddie tucks both hands in her pockets and nods to the chest. “Find anything else in there?”


  I kneel beside it and gingerly pick up one of the photo albums. “Look at this.” The spine is broken, and the front is embellished with purple-and-green velvet and a star-shaped mirror in the center. Inside, the pages are yellowed and worn with age, but the photos… the photos are jarring. When I look into the eyes of the people in the pictures, it’s like seeing people I’ve known my entire life and at the same time only just met.


  “This is their oldest son, Bertram.” I pick up Ingrid and Archibald’s family tree to show her. The page is hand drawn and very similar to one hanging on the wall in the biggest second-floor bedroom at Turtle Tear.


  Maddie gazes from the family tree to the photo. “So then,” she says, pointing to the other children in the photo, “these others would be Jeptha, Seth, Hattie, and Ruth.”


  I can’t help but laugh. I’m overflowing with joy at having found this treasure chest of the Westons’. “Yes. Those are Ingrid and Archibald’s five children.” I touch the photo lightly with my fingertips. Somehow feeling it on the page tacked on by old, cardboard corner tabs makes it believable, and I can’t believe I’m holding their family album in my hands.


  I glance up at Maddie and don’t miss the flash of concern on her face. She might think I’m a slight bit obsessed. “Do you know how long I researched the island and Ingrid and Archibald? Months. Before I interviewed with Merrick for the project manager position to renovate the hotel, I researched the history for months. I know their story like I know my own.”


  I close the album and cradle it in my arm. Stroking the velvet and seeing my reflection in the tarnished mirror on the cover, it feels like I’m really a part of them now, of their world and their history. It’s my story, too. “Merrick has never understood why he… well, how we came together like we did, but I know why.” I tear my eyes from my reflection and find Maddie’s. “Fate. He and I are supposed to carry on the tradition of Turtle Tear. Carry on what comes next.”


  She takes a deep breath and smiles brightly, glancing around at the plantation house in desperate need of repair and renovation. “I know how you feel. It’s the same for me here. The future is so clear when I’m standing here in this entryway.” She nods to where MJ and Merrick have their heads bowed over the blueprints. “When I hear his voice filling the rooms.” I watch as she subconsciously spins her new ring around on her finger. “He’s home to me. Here, with him, is home to me.”


  “Well, home for now is Turtle Tear,” Mr. Simcoe says, startling us. He limps up behind us and sets a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “And we have an anniversary party to get ready for. Lots to do. We should be heading back soon.”


  “Where’ve you been?” Maddie asks her dad. “I have something to show you.”


  “Outside wandering around all of the outbuildings,” he says. “What do you have to show me, Peach?”


  She holds up her hand and shows him the ring. He takes her hand and examines it, smiling. “A lock and key. Very fitting for the two of you. Neither one of you could get away from the other if you tried.” He kisses her cheek. “You’ve been locked together since you were kids.”


  In the short amount of time Mr. Simcoe has been at Turtle Tear assisting in the day-to-day operations of things—mostly fishing, gardening, and small talk, with a few games of chess sprinkled in—I’ve grown very fond of him. He’s a solid, steady presence that we’ve all been missing. Mr. Simcoe being at Turtle Tear brings me peace of mind, and I wouldn’t be able to host the first event since the hotel’s renovation without him. Mr. and Mrs. Nelson, the couple coming for their fiftieth anniversary with all of their friends and family, arrive in five days, and there is a ton of preparation to do. “Merrick said we’ll be going as soon as he goes over the plans for the west wing with MJ.”


  I study you standing with your son across the room and wish we could stay here. The hotel is my heart as much as you are, but there’s something about the Weston Plantation that draws me in and makes me want to uncover all of its secrets.


  And there are many secrets here. It’s like I could hold them in my hands and sift through them, they’re so palpable.


  “What?” I ask, finding Maddie staring at me.


  “Nothing.” She shifts to her knees and picks up an ornate silver cup from the trunk. “Look at this. There’s a note inside.” Maddie plucks the folded, aged paper out of the cup before handing it to me.


  The thin metal handle is cold. My thumb rests on an engraving that appears to be a small acorn with a smiling face. The body of the small cup is carved with a floral design. “There are letters etched on the side.” I turn the cup toward the light streaming in from the nearest window so I can see it better.


  
    M.E. Border


    -From-


    E.M.

  


  I reach for the family tree, not recalling the last name Border anywhere on it. “What does the letter say?”


  Carefully, Maddie unfolds the brittle page. “It says, ‘My darling Ingrid, your second cousin, Martha Ellen Border, received this cup from her fiancé on her nineteenth birthday, September 8th, 1827. Keep it in good health. Your loving mother.’ ”


  I snatch the paper out of her hand. “A letter from Ingrid’s mother. Looks like she was left-handed.”


  Maddie gently places her hand on my forearm. “Are you okay? I’ve never seen you like this.”


  I shake my head and smile. “I’m fine. Do you mind if I take some of this back to Turtle Tear with me? I’d like to frame some of these letters and photographs and hang them in the guest rooms. Unless you plan on using them here?”


  She takes the cup and examines it. “Do you mind if we keep this here? You can take the rest. I think this would be fantastic on the mantel in the great room.”


  I fight the urge to grab it back. “Of course! It was here, so this is where it belongs.”


  “Ready to go?” you ask, clomping across the hardwood floor in your dusty work boots.


  “Ready. We’re taking this with us.” I point to the trunk, and your eyes widen in exasperation.


  “We are? Why? You can root through it here until your heart’s content. There won’t be time to do it this week anyway with the anniversary party at the hotel next weekend.”


  “I’ll find time,” I say, closing the lid and all of Ingrid’s treasures inside.


  You kiss me and shake your head. “You’re the most stubborn women I’ve ever known.”


  


  


  Chapter Two


  You sit up on your knees and grasp my thighs, pulling me against you, pushing yourself deeper inside. I ball the sheets in my fists and clench my teeth. My God, I love being with you.


  “You’re distracted,” you say, pulling me in against you again, thrusting harder. “Where are you, Rachael?”


  I wrap my legs around your waist and reach up for you, but you stay out of reach. “I’m not distracted.”


  You thrust, making me gasp and moan. “Oh God, I love it when you’re inside me.”


  “Your mind’s racing. Get out of there and into your body with me.” You lean forward, holding yourself over me, and trace the tip of your nose down the bridge of mine. “Let yourself go.”


  Your body is as insistent as your words. Your fingers tangle in my hair, holding me still as you rock in and out of me. My legs wrap around yours, and my hips match your rhythm. “Look at me,” you demand. I do and lose myself in the dark depths of your eyes as the fire builds inside me, too hot and explosive to contain. My breath stutters and my legs quake as you push me to the point of combustion.


  Then I’m gone. I’m all heat and pinpricks of raw nerves, flushed skin and the wetness of release. Through the rush in my ears, I can hear myself crying out, feel my body still responding to your thrusts, craving and aching for every last pulse wracking my body. My need for you is primal and animalistic. Entirely physical. I’ve escaped my churning thoughts, if only for a few mind-blowing moments.


  You kiss me, swallowing my pants for breath, and roll us over. Wrapping your arms around my back, you hold me tight and thrust fast and deep, over and over. My body and mind haze with desire, and I bury my face in your neck, kissing and licking your salty skin. Your hands cup my face, bringing my mouth back to yours. You kiss me deeply, rolling your tongue with mine in a motion that mimics the new pace of your hips grinding against me, hitting the exact spot I need to let go a second time. “Right there.” I grasp your shoulders, digging my fingertips in. “Please. Yes. God…”


  The throbbing starts deep inside and spreads like wildfire until I’m jolting and jerking in your arms, whimpering in pleasure again. Your hands spread across my ass cheeks, and you push me down and pull me up, riding you. You groan and throw your head back into the pillow with your own release. “Fuck, Rach.”


  I collapse on top of your rising and falling chest and close my eyes. Nothing matters but the feel of your warm skin under my cheek and the sound of your heart pounding in my ear.


  *


  I wake with a start. A woman’s screaming and crying, yelling at me with tear-streaked cheeks. Take me back!


  I sit up and glance around our bedroom. It was Ingrid. A nightmare.


  On my feet, I wrap a soft silk robe around me and pad out of the room. With my mind locked on Ingrid, there’s only one thing to do: go through her chest. You left it downstairs in the lounge.


  I stop off in the kitchen and pour myself a glass of wine to soothe my rattled nerves. I was so relaxed when I drifted off to sleep, but Ingrid’s heart-wrenching pleas and her dark eyes filled with pain haunt me. It didn’t feel like just a dream. It felt real, like she found her way inside my head and won’t let go until I find a way to bring her back here.


  I perch on the edge of the soft brown leather sofa, flip the latch on the trunk lid, push it open, and peer inside. I’m met by the smell of ancient parchment, the soft scent of a lavender sachet, and the hint of tin and ink.


  I breathe deeply and hold it inside, letting the aroma fill my head with memories that aren’t mine, but ones I’m desperate to know and keep.


  After taking a deep sip of wine, I reach inside and shift the contents, revealing a patchwork quilt on the very bottom. I pull it out and drape it across my lap. The cotton is soft and worn. The quilt wasn’t kept away on a closet shelf. I can tell it was used. It warmed bodies on cold nights, comforted sick children, held elderly as they rocked beside a fireplace.


  Taking the photo album with the purple-and-green-velvet-and-mirrored cover out of the chest, I stretch out on the couch with the quilt over me and flip to the first page, where five sets of young Weston eyes peer back at me from the black-and-white photo. Moonlight from the window over my head makes their faces glow phosphorescent on the aging photograph paper, the effect almost spectral.


  “What are you doing?”


  I jump at the sound of your voice. A loose page in the album falls to the floor. “Couldn’t sleep. Had a nightmare.”


  “About?” Your bare feet silently tread across the cool tile over to the couch, and you sit beside me.


  “Ingrid.”


  You finger the quilt fabric, your face somber, eyes running over the patterns in the material. “I’m worried about you.”


  My stomach clenches, but before I can respond, you grasp my arms. “I know you, Rachael. I know how obsessed you can get with this place. I heard it in your voice the first time we spoke, remember? Remember why I took—brought you here? I get it. I really do. But, you might be taking this Ingrid thing a little too much to heart.”


  My pride turns to panic. What if I have to hide this from you? I don’t want to even consider keeping secrets from you, disguising my thoughts and feelings. But you can’t take her from me. “I’m fine. Please don’t worry.” I smooth the creases lining your forehead. “You’re right, I do get carried away sometimes when I immerse myself in a project I love.”


  You nod, but you don’t look convinced that I really am fine. I never have been able to fool you—why would I be able to now? “Why don’t I look through this with you after the anniversary party is over and the guests have left? There will be time to get lost in the past then, all you want.” You smile and brush my hair back behind my ear, then lean forward to whisper in it. “You know how hot I think you are when your mind starts working and obsessing?” You nip my earlobe. “Your brain turns me on as much as your body.”


  Wet kisses trail down my neck, and your fingers quickly untie and discard my robe. I shove your boxer shorts off and toss them aside. We lie on the couch, my body wrapped around yours, covered by an ancient quilt, and just like that—I’m taken by you again.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  “Rachael?” Maddie yells from the bottom of the stairs.


  I’m in the big bedroom on the second floor studying the hand-drawn map of Turtle Tear hanging on the wall for any clue as to where Ingrid could be buried. I know she’s here. She might have died at the Weston Plantation, but her body is in the ground on this island somewhere. If she wants her spirit brought back, it might help me figure out how if I know where her body is buried. “Up here!” I call.


  “What day are the white truffles supposed to come in? Carlos is having fits down here!”


  “I am not having fits. I need to finish planning the menu. White truffles are a key ingredient. If I can’t shave them over my pasta dish, we might as well serve SpaghettiOs!”


  “Like I said, he’s freaking out down here!”


  “Okay!” Shit. I don’t need this right now. I stride out of the room to the top of the stairs. “You will have your white truffles, don’t worry. Put your menu together and I’ll handle everything on your list.”


  They’re standing in the entryway below looking up at me. Carlos presses his lips together. “They come from Italy. They needed to be ordered at least a week ago. I added them on the last food list I put together.”


  “We’ll have them.” I have bigger concerns than truffles.


  He nods and heads back toward the kitchen.


  “Beck left to pick up the table linens and buffet equipment. He should be back by four this afternoon.” Maddie twists her hands together.


  “I heard the helicopter leave. Is Riley staining the bandstand, and is Jesse stocking the pool bar?”


  “Yes. Both are handled.”


  “Okay, then stop twisting your fingers.” I start down the stairs, smiling at her. “This job is making you crazy, isn’t it?” She used to be full of fire, now—to use a phrase my mother would say—she’s like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.


  Maddie runs her hands through her hair and leaves them on top of her head. “I’m so stressed. You’ve trusted me with this party, it’s the first one since the hotel has been open. I don’t want to let you and Merrick down. MJ would—”


  “MJ would love you if you set fire to this place. And it’s going to be fine. We have four more days. Why don’t you have a drink or go for a swim? Where’s your dad? I bet he’d like to go fishing.”


  She lets her hands fall and sighs. “He’s out front with Merrick walking the orchards.”


  On the cusp of fall, the key limes are plump with juice and hanging low on the branches. The ground is covered in broken fruit and decaying rinds. It smells like heaven when the wind blows through the trees.


  “You know, this place used to be renowned for its key lime pie. Merrick and I searched everywhere for the recipe before the renovations, but none of the cookbooks and recipe cards we found had it.”


  Maddie narrows her eyes, then points toward the hallway that leads to the lounge. “You don’t think it would be in Ingrid’s trunk, do you? Or at the Weston Plantation? I’ll call MJ and see if he found any cookbooks there.” She rushes into the kitchen as I make my way down the rest of the stairs, and I hear her on her phone.


  Maybe the recipe is in the trunk. There’s only one way to find out. I know there really are a million things to do before our guests arrive, but we have days, and like I told Maddie, everything is fine. Plus, I do want to frame some of the pictures and letters in the chest and hang them in the guest rooms before they arrive. This is all part of running the hotel. I’m allowed to enjoy my work.


  I sit beside the steam trunk and take out what appears to be an oversized scrapbook. Loose papers fall out from between the pages, the glue on their backs having lost any hold over time.


  One small, rectangular piece is stamped with a circus tent, an elephant, and the words Lopez Travelling Family Circus. Underneath is the date, time, and location: Palmetto Baptist Church, twelve noon, Sunday, April 10, 1892.


  Lopez.


  Lopez is so familiar.


  I dig in the trunk, find the family tree, and there is my answer. Ingrid and Archibald’s oldest daughter, Hattie, married Jorge Lopez.


  My insides zing with excitement. Their story is coming together like puzzle pieces—playing through my mind like a movie. Hattie and Jorge must have met when his family was performing their family circus at the church where the Westons were members. Ingrid and Archibald must have taken their family while they were visiting the plantation.


  Maddie’s heels click down the hallway. “Joan wants to talk to you.” She holds her cell phone out for me.


  Joan is always and will always be my least favorite person on Earth. The feeling’s mutual. “Hey Joan,” I say into the phone, “what can I do for you?”


  “I thought this call was about what I could do for you? Something about a pie recipe?”


  “Oh, right. I thought Maddie called MJ about that.”


  “He’s in Atlanta. What would be the point in calling him?”


  I take a deep breath before I say anything I’ll regret.


  “Anyway,” she continues, “I found boxes and boxes of cookbooks along with everything that could possibly furnish a kitchen—pots, pans, dishes, the works—in one of the outbuildings two days ago.”


  “What? I was just there yesterday and had no idea you’d found all of that. Did you tell MJ about it?”


  “Why would he care about a bunch of kitchen crap? I put it on the list for the tag sale Friday.”


  My blood freezes. “Tag sale? What tag sale? What else have you found?”


  “Listen, Rachael, this is my project, not yours. Consulting with you isn’t required. Go back to your party planning and leave me alone.”


  The phone disconnects.


  “She hung up on me.” I glance up at Maddie and hold out her phone. “What a bitch.”


  She laughs. “I hate having her anywhere near MJ. She’s just one of those women who you don’t trust around your man.”


  “You have no idea.” I close the trunk and stand, brushing dust from my hands. “She found a ton of old items, and she plans on selling them in a tag sale on Friday. You have to let MJ know. She can’t get rid of all that history. It needs to be kept and preserved. It’s valuable. If not monetarily, then for the wealth of historical knowledge it might provide. He can’t let her sell those things, Maddie.”


  “I’ll let him know.” She tucks her phone into her pocket. “I’m going out to check on Riley and Jesse. Want to walk with me?”


  No. I want her to call MJ and have him stop Joan, but she obviously doesn’t see the urgency in it, even though the tag sale is Friday. “I’m going to stay here and take care of a few things.” I smile, like my heart isn’t climbing up my throat, and watch her walk out the back door onto the patio.


  I have to get to the Weston Plantation. I have to sort through everything before Joan sells off the past like it’s worth a five-dollar bill and nothing more.


  I pace in a circle around the trunk. There are so many missing pieces I need to get my hands on, and they’re sitting in outbuildings on the Weston property—on MJ’s property.


  I rub my fist across my forehead. You, Maddie, everyone would freak out if I left with so much planning and preparation to be done.


  But, Friday… I don’t have time to wait until the party’s over. There has to be a way to get there and back before anyone knows I’m gone.


  There’s no other option. When Beck gets back, I’ll be waiting at the landing pad and I’ll tell him he has to take me, that I need the kitchen supplies. It makes perfect sense. If we’re going to be hosting events here at Turtle Tear, we can always use more plates, silverware, pots and pans. Why let Joan sell it all off when I can keep it here, in the family where it belongs?


  Still, I can’t let you know I’m leaving. You’ll see right through my explanation to what it truly is. You’ll tell me I’m too obsessed with Ingrid.


  Obsession is what brought me here in the first place. It’s not always a bad thing, is it?


  


  


  Chapter Four


  I can’t believe my eyes. Along with what had to have been the entire contents of the kitchen at one time, the one-story outbuilding is filled with furniture, antiques, and boxes of odds and ends.


  It’s an absolute gold mine.


  “You were going to get rid of all of this?” I stare, mouth agape, at Joan, who’s leaning in the doorway, her trademark red taking the form of a tank dress today that matches her nails and lips.


  “No. I am going to get rid of all of this.” She tilts her head like it’s a challenge.


  Challenge accepted. “I’m going through it first. Nothing leaves this barn until I say it does.”


  “Who do you think you are coming in here and—”


  “Ladies!” Beck says, pushing his way past Joan and stepping inside. “Let’s stop the pissing match.” He looks Joan up and down, shrugging his eyebrows. “You don’t have the right equipment for it anyway.”


  She smiles at him seductively. “I was going to borrow your equipment. It’s bigger than what she’s got to work with.”


  I can’t do anything but stare at her and blink. I’m in shock. Did she just imply what I think she just implied?


  Beck laughs. “Let’s not go there. Besides, I’ve caught a glimpse of Merrick before. I think it would be a pretty even pissing match.”


  Joan examines her nails and twists her lips. “I guess so.”


  She guesses so? Do I need to stand here and be reminded that she’s been with you? And if Beck is more endowed than you, I’m not sure how he stuffs it in his pants. “Whatever, Joan. I’m not doing this with you. You can leave. I’ll lock up when I’m done.”


  She tosses a clipboard on the floor at my feet. “Document what you take.”


  Beck picks it up and hands it to me. “Will you two ever learn to play nice?”


  “No,” we both answer in unison.


  Joan spins around and leaves.


  “Thanks,” I tell Beck, as I glance down at the list of tag sale items on the clipboard. “I thought things would be more… mellow between us since she’s working here and not on the island. Guess I was wrong.”


  He chuckles, and his blue-green eyes dance. “That woman doesn’t have a mellow bone in her body.”


  I nudge him with my shoulder. “You have enough mellow for the both of you.”


  “I suppose.” He plops down on a striped Victorian sofa and lets out a deep breath as his shoulders slouch. He reminds me of a clock winding down. “I don’t know if I can take her intensity, Rachael. This isn’t working for me.”


  “You know, I don’t understand how you two ended up together.” Ever since I first met Beck, when he was a contracted foreman on the Turtle Tear hotel renovation, he struck me as the laid-back, cool kind of guy who wouldn’t be attracted to a high-maintenance Barbie type. “You called her Dragon Lady the first time we spoke.”


  He laughs and stretches his arms out across the back of the couch. Tattoos peek out from under his T-shirt sleeve. “That was not a misnomer.”


  I open a small box sitting on a spindly-legged table and begin emptying its contents. “So what are you going to do?” He should obviously break up with her if he’s not happy, but that would sound too catty coming from me, seeing as how I hate Joan.


  Beck leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and scrubs his fingers against his scalp. “I don’t know. I need to end it, but then she does something sweet and I get a glimpse of that soft spot inside her—a very, very small soft spot—and I second-guess myself.”


  I sit a porcelain figurine on the table. I need to go online and look it up to see if it’s valuable. “Well, only you can make that decision. Has it helped with her being here?”


  He chuckles. “It’s made it easier to not think about her. That sounds terrible.”


  I give him my best sympathetic smile, one that I hope looks genuine. “I think you know what you need to do.”


  He nods and averts his eyes to the corner of the ceiling. “Breakups suck.”


  “Yeah.” I haven’t had too much experience with breakups, having only one serious boyfriend before you came along, and I don’t plan on experiencing it at anytime in our future. It would kill me.


  Beck’s phone rings. He pulls it out of his pocket and glances down at the screen. “Merrick,” he say to me before answering. “Hey, Boss, what’s happening?”


  Panic trills through me. I didn’t tell you I was leaving to come here.


  “Yeah, she’s right here. Want to talk to her?”


  Oh, shit.


  Beck hands me the phone with a pointed look that tells me I’m in trouble. “Hi,” I say, closing my eyes, preparing for the onslaught.


  “What are you doing?” you ask in a not-quite-accusatory tone that makes me cringe nonetheless.


  “Joan said there were tons of kitchen supplies here that she’s planning to auction off on Friday. We could use some of them, so I asked Beck to bring me to sort through them.”


  “Really?” One word tells me you’re not buying my story.


  “Yep.” I try to sound upbeat, convincing. It is true. I’m going to bring some of the kitchen supplies home.


  “Rachael, you know I trust you, and I told you last night I’m concerned about this Ingrid thing. I’m going to ask you to please come home and don’t go back there until the guests for the party are gone. I don’t want you to regret anything if your full attention isn’t on preparing for your first event here.”


  I brace my forehead on my fingers. I knew you’d be irritated and you’re doing your best to appreciate how important this is to me, but I’m not a child. “This was urgent. Joan’s selling everything on Friday. I had no choice.”


  After a brief silence you say, “I understand. I’ll see you tonight when you get back.”


  “Okay,” I say, but you’ve hung up. I extend my arm, handing the phone back to Beck. “He’s pissed at me.”


  Beck grins. “Ya think?”


  I can’t help but laugh at the way he says it. “Oh yeah. He’s not happy with me.”


  “He said you didn’t tell him you were leaving. What’s that about?” He gives me a conspiratorial lift of a brow.


  Like I’m going to go into this with Beck, your best friend. He’s your confidant, not mine, and I have to respect that. “I was in a hurry, that’s all.”


  “Uh-huh. Just don’t put me in the middle of this because I’m your means of transportation. I’ll never take your happy ass off that island again.”


  “Idle threats. But don’t worry, everything’s fine.”


  I hope everything’s fine. The uneasy feeling in my stomach tells me everything might not be.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  Beck and I arrive home after dark and load a golf cart down with boxes we’ve hauled back. I’ve found a cookbook with notes and recipe cards tossed inside. I’m hopeful it contains the key lime pie recipe. That would validate the whole trip to the Weston Plantation.


  I found nothing obvious that would get me closer to returning Ingrid’s spirit home, but I don’t even know what I’m even looking for.


  Beck maneuvers the golf cart around the curves in the path through the trees leading from the landing site to the hotel. The lights are on in the lower level, and you sit on the patio with a beer, looking livid.


  “You’re in deep shit,” Beck murmurs, stopping at the patio gate. “I’ll get all of these boxes inside.”


  “Thanks.” My mouth goes dry and I swallow hard, making myself smile as I get out of the cart and meet your disappointed gaze. “Is something wrong?” I ask, the question completely pointless.


  You take a pull from your amber beer bottle and set it on the table. “It’s been a long day, Rachael.”


  I hate the irritation in your voice. “Did something happen?” I ask.


  I sit across from you and you stare at me, unblinking, like you can’t believe I’d even ask that. “Did you forget to do something before you left today?” you finally say. “Like order food—truffles, to be more exact?”


  Shit. I forgot. Panic and nervousness edge in, and I feel sick. I don’t want to let Maddie down. I don’t want our first event at Turtle Tear to be a mess. I don’t want to disappoint you. “I’ll do that first thing—”


  “It’s too late. Maddie called everywhere trying to find a way to get a delivery here by Saturday. She had to call the Nelsons and ask them to change the menu. They weren’t happy.” You tap your knuckles on the tabletop. “You threw her to the wolves. I spoke to them and smoothed things over, but…” You shake your head. “You have to drop this irrational obsession. It’s causing problems.”


  “It’s not irrational or an obsession,” I say, immediately defensive. “And Maddie knows how to handle things. It’s not like she’s incapable of dealing with people.”


  Beck tramples by with three large boxes. “Ignore me.”


  We watch him disappear inside. “It’s not about her capabilities,” you say. “It’s about you leaving and dumping everything in her lap.” You throw a hand in the air. “I know it was one day and it had to be done before Joan sells everything off, but you didn’t even tell me you were going.” Your eyes narrow and flash with hurt and anger.


  “I’m sorry.” The words aren’t enough. “I should’ve found you and told you.”


  “You didn’t want to,” you say, taking a long sip of beer. “You didn’t want me to tell you not to go.”


  I shove my chair back and stand. “You’re not my father or my keeper, Merrick. I can come and go as I please.” My lips tremble, my subconscious trying to hold back the words forcing their way out next. “It’s my island, remember?”


  It’s as if my words were my hand and I smacked you across the face with them. Eyes wide and jaw clenched, you clear your throat. “Of course I remember.”


  I shouldn’t have said that. I should apologize, but I’m so furious with you, I’m shaking. “I’m spending the night in the tree house. We’ll talk in the morning.”


  Quickly, I stride into the hotel and collect a change of clothes and the key, expecting you to follow me, to beg me to talk to you, but you don’t.


  Back outside, you sit still and stoic, drinking your beer. The fountain drips water lazily behind you, needing to be filled. Something else on my to-do list that I failed to get done. I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned it.


  “Good night,” I say, walking past you and out the gate. Beck hefts the last of the boxes from the golf cart. “Thanks,” I tell him. “I’m taking the cart.” I get in and drive off, my head spinning and aching, my heart swollen with sadness.


  In one spontaneous move, I’ve angered you, I’ve let down Maddie, and I’ve put our first event at risk of failure.


  You’re not the only one disappointed in me.


  


  


  Chapter Six


  I can’t sleep. My eyes won’t close—they demand to be focused on the beam across the ceiling where you etched a heart with R.D. + M.R. in the middle. Our initials right beside Ingrid’s and Archibald’s from so many years ago, the beam salvaged from the pool cloister before we renovated it.


  What if I’ve done irreparable damage to our relationship? You’re more important that a ghost. How could I risk what we have by doing something I knew would upset you?


  I flip to my side and stare at the dark sky over the tree line through the open window. An aching throbs relentlessly behind my eyes. The image of you sitting on the patio, disappointed and disapproving, won’t leave me. How could I have done this to us?


  I miss my best friend, Shannon, but she and I have grown apart ever since the night you took me away and brought me here. She doesn’t know our real story, and she never will. She doesn’t understand how I can be so in love with you so quickly and just move here, leaving everything behind.


  I don’t have her to talk to anymore.


  I had you, but you won’t listen. Won’t believe.


  You don’t understand, and that leaves me feeling so alone and hollow inside. I thought we were past all of the misunderstandings. Maybe there will always be this mountain between us to climb. I know you’re challenged—to say the least—when it comes to relationships and communication, but tonight it didn’t even seem like you were trying to understand me.


  There was nothing but…betrayal in your eyes.


  Betrayal because I left and didn’t tell you first. Because you know that bringing back kitchen supplies was a very thin excuse. You know the real reason I went and I didn’t own up to it.


  I lied to you.


  I betrayed you.


  I betrayed myself.


  A sob cuts loose and others follow. Thick, hot tears of shame wrench from my eyes and seep into the pillow.


  I don’t even know where to start to make this better. An apology would cover only a very little part of it, and I’m not sorry for wanting—needing—to help Ingrid return. This is her home. I can sense her presence here—in this tree house—more than anywhere else on the island.


  Pushing the covers aside, I prop up on my elbow and reach for a tissue on the nightstand. As I’m drying my eyes I see it—a flash of light outside the window.


  It’s probably just lightning, so I lie back down, but then I see it again and know it’s not lightning. Up on my feet, I pad to the window. Deep in the trees, there’s an orb of light bobbing through the brush.


  I’m immediately reminded of MJ and Maddie telling me they saw an orb and thought it was a ghost. Ingrid’s ghost.


  I lean forward until my nose hits the screen. Could it be her? Did I bring her back in boxes of old dishes and pots and pans?


  The light nears, and I hear the crunch of dry leaves and mulch underfoot. Then you step out into the clearing and look up at the window. Right at me.


  But you can’t see me in the darkness of the bedroom.


  I watch you cross the lawn in long strides, scanning your flashlight back and forth. Your dark, brooding, handsome face catches the light and my stomach flutters. I’ll never not get butterflies when I see you. You affect me like no other man ever has or ever will.


  When you disappear around the corner, I turn and wait until I hear you climb the stairs. I hold my breath and listen for the door to open. When it does, I hurry and climb back in bed, close my eyes, and pretend to be asleep.


  I don’t know what to say to you right now.


  You step into the doorway of the bedroom and stop. I can feel your eyes on me, staring at my back, probably contemplating waking me. I take deliberate, measured breaths like I’m asleep.


  “Rachael,” you say. “I know you’re not asleep. I saw your shadow in the window.”


  Oh damn, now I’ve not only lied to you, but I’m avoiding you by pretending to be asleep. “I’m awake.”


  The opposite side of the bed sinks with your weight and I roll over to face you. My heart slams against my rib cage at the desperate look on your face. “Merrick, I’m s—”


  “No.” You hold up a hand. “Rachael, I’m the one who’s sorry. I was pissed that you left without telling me, but I know why you did. It was my fault. You couldn’t tell me. I made you feel like you had to sneak around behind my back with this whole Ingrid thing.”


  You lie down beside me and run your fingers through my hair. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “I should have told you. There’s no excuse for it.”


  “Shh…” You pull me to you and hold me tight against your warm chest. You smell like laundry detergent and limes. I breathe deeply and feel myself relax. No more tears. You’re here. We’re going to be okay.


  “I’ll never let you sleep here alone.” Your voice rumbles in my ear pressed to your chest. “This is our place. Not mine. Not yours. Ours.” You press your lips to the top of my head and nuzzle your nose in my hair.


  I tangle my legs with yours, needing to be closer. “Thank you for being here. I didn’t know what to do. I thought I’d ruined everything… ruined us.”


  You pull me back and take my face between your hands. Your dark, serious eyes probe mine. “There’s no ruining us. Don’t ever think that.”


  My eyes well with tears because my emotions are overflowing. “I love you,” I whisper. “I’m sorry I’m not good at this. I’ve only had one other relationship…”


  You laugh and wipe my tears with your thumbs. “There’s nobody worse at relationships than me. You know that. You’re our only hope.”


  I laugh through my tears because I know you’re joking, even if you are terrible at relationships. “We’re in so much trouble.”


  You kiss me, laughing with me as our lips meet.


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  Our laughter relieves me, and your kisses soon deepen, spurring a desire in me to be as close to you as possible. I shove my hands up your shirt, bunching the hem as I go. You tear it off over your head and do the same with my sleeveless slip of a nightgown.


  Your hands run over my chest, pulling at my nipples, making electric currents of sensation zing between my legs. I hook my thumbs in the waistband of your basketball shorts and pull them down along with your boxer briefs. “Help me,” I say, panting between desperate kisses. “Kick them off.”


  You do at the same time I tug my panties off and throw my leg over your hip. I grasp your cock. You’re so hard and I’m so needy. I guide your tip through my folds to my entrance.


  “Jesus.” You moan and grasp my ass, pulling me into you so your head slides inside me. “You’re so wet for me.”


  “I need you so much,” I whisper, licking and sucking your neck. “Please.”


  You thrust into me, pushing yourself deep. I throw my head back in pleasure. It feels like heaven with you inside me, making love to me. I move with you. Our pace is slow. You grind your hips against mine and circle. I clench your shoulders and gasp. Nothing should feel this good.


  Crickets sing outside the window and frogs call to their mates. I hear you sliding in and out of my wetness and, mingled with our pants and moans, it’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. Us and Turtle Tear.


  I want this to last forever.


  Desire flames inside me, urging me to ride you faster, harder. “I need this.” I whimper against your lips and delve my tongue into your mouth.


  You groan and grip my hips, pulling me up and down on your shaft with mindless abandon. My nipples graze against your chest, but I crave more. Pulling away from your mouth, I pull your head down and push my breast in your mouth. “Suck me. Oh, God, please. I’m so close.”


  You draw on my nipple with your mouth and release it with a wet pop. “You need to be sucked somewhere else.” You push me onto my back, and your tongue makes its way down from my breasts to my stomach. When you slide out of me, I want to scream in frustration, but a moment later, your shoulders push my legs open wide and your mouth is parting me, your tongue lapping over my clit.


  I grab your hair and arch up into you, ready to break apart. You hold my ass up, pressing your face into me, using your nose, your lips, the rasp of unshaven hair on your chin. Your thumb presses inside me and you suck my clit into your mouth. When you moan, the vibration is too much. I writhe against you as my orgasm swells inside me and bursts. Flashes of pleasure flicker behind my eyelids. I cry out, rocking against your mouth. Your thumb is replaced with your tongue inside me, and my pulsing muscles contract around it.


  My limp legs fall to the bed on either side of you and your raise your head. “So beautiful,” you whisper, and place one last kiss on my overly sensitive pussy.


  You work your way back up my body, and I wrap my legs around your waist. Slowly, silently, you slide back inside me and press your lips to mine. I taste my tangy, salty flavor on your lips, on your tongue. “I want to feel you come inside me.”


  “That’s all I ever want.” You thread your fingers between mine and press my hands to the pillow over my head. I lose myself in your kisses, in the feel of your hot skin pressed against mine, in the smell of sex in the air. Our bodies respond to each other, a chemical attraction. You’re the one person in this universe meant to be mine for all eternity.


  Your body quivers and I know you’re close. You thrust harder, slamming into me. I tighten around you eager to come again, to lose myself with you this time. I slide my legs down lower, wrapping them around your thighs. Your pelvis rubs against my clit with each thrust. “Merrick. Oh God. I’m going to come again.”


  “Yes. With me,” you groan.


  “Oh… oh!” A sob jerks from my throat as my orgasm breaks free, and I feel you begin to pulse inside me.


  Your head drops to my shoulder and you rock slower, bringing us both down from bliss.


  You let go of my hands and take my face between yours. “I love you.”


  I kiss you desperately. “I love you, too.”


  You roll us over so my head is resting on your chest, and tuck the sheet around us. I fall asleep listening to your heartbeat, a warm breeze from the window drifting over my skin, and the promise of our love etched on the beam above our heads.


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  It’s Friday, and other than the bump in the road with the menu, everything’s coming together as planned. Our guests arrive this evening via luxury pontoon from the mainland stocked with wine and cheese. It was Maddie’s suggestion. She really has a knack for detail.


  Mr. Simcoe has traversed the island on foot and by golf cart at least one hundred times, snipping and harvesting flowers and ferns, and every beautiful green plant that grows here that I’m not able to identify, but he can. He’s sorted them into the most gorgeous arrangements I’ve ever seen. Simple and elegant. We’ve placed them in every guest room, in the lounge, and on the patio tables.


  After fifty years, the happy couple will renew their vows in the bandstand gazebo tomorrow afternoon. Riley has outdone himself, hanging beautiful gossamer swags and bows along its roofline. Working as Beck’s assistant has given him the autonomy to do his best work. Joan being here stifled him, which is no surprise. Another reason I’m glad she’s gone.


  “We’re about to take off,” you say, striding across the pool courtyard toward me.


  I put the bottle of champagne in the small refrigerator under the pool bar. “Okay. I’m just about done taking inventory here. Jesse took the cooking liquor Carlos needed into the kitchen.”


  You come up behind me and rub my shoulders. “You’re tense. Your neck is in knots.”


  I let my head fall back and close my eyes, relishing your thumbs digging into my tight muscles. “I’m insanely nervous. I know it’ll work out, but I don’t think there’s a way to avoid this anxiety.”


  You kiss the top of my head. “I’d love to help you relax, but I have to get out of here. Riley’s already at the dock ready to head over to the mainland.”


  I turn in your arms and hold you tightly. “Be careful. I’ll see you in a few hours.”


  “We’ll be back before you know it.” You brush the back of your fingers across my cheek and kiss me sweetly. “After this weekend, I’ll help you figure out this Ingrid thing. I know it means a lot to you.”


  My heart swells. “You mean a lot to me.” I grab the back of your head and crush my lips to yours. “Have I told you how wonderful you are to me?”


  You laugh as I kiss you again, making our lips vibrate. “I’m wonderful to you? I hope so. I try to be when I’m not being too stubborn to listen to you.”


  I keep holding your head in my hands, kissing you, and after a minute or two, you groan and pull away. “I really do have to get going, but save those for me for tonight.”


  “They’re all yours.” I give you one more. As you walk away, I can’t stop the foreboding feeling that’s closing my throat. “Calm down,” I whisper to myself. “You’re just nervous.”


  “Don’t be nervous,” Maddie says, stepping behind the bar and smiling brightly. “We’ve got this.”


  “Is MJ coming this weekend, or is he at the plantation house?”


  “He was talking about meeting Merrick on the mainland and coming over on the boat, but he wasn’t sure he could make it in time. His last class doesn’t let out until three.”


  “If he’s too late, Beck can always go pick him up in the helicopter.”


  She nods and twists her ring. “I miss him. A lot. I can’t stand being away from him even for just the weekdays.”


  “Before you know it, you’ll be living in the Weston house and married with ten kids.” I laugh, thinking about little MJs running around. Little terrors with the temperament of their dad and grandpa.


  Grandpa. Jesus, Merrick could be a grandfather in a few years. If we get married… I grab a bottle of water and take a deep drink. I can’t even think about that.


  Maddie laughs. “I don’t see kids in our immediate future, but we definitely want them someday.” She shakes her head, smiling like she still can’t believe she’s with MJ after being apart for so long. “Can you imagine an enormous Christmas tree in the great room at the plantation? Right in front of those floor-to-ceiling windows that face the side yard with stockings hung on that enormous marble mantel and tons of presents wrapped under the tree. The smell of baking ham filling the house, and the crackle of logs in the fireplace.”


  I sigh, imagining it. “It sounds wonderful.”


  “Are you and Merrick talking about marriage and kids?”


  “No.” I take another sip from my water bottle. “I mean, it seems inevitable that we’ll end up getting married someday, but we’ve never talked about it. I don’t know if he wants kids.” I catch my mistake and add, “I mean, any more kids.”


  “I know what you meant.” She tilts her head and gives me this look that tells me she’s about to say something that she doesn’t know how I’ll respond to.


  “What?” I say.


  “I just… Don’t you think it’s almost impossible for a boy who was Merrick’s age to get a girl pregnant?”


  That is the thousand-dollar question that’s crossed my mind a million times. “Almost, yes, but not totally impossible. What are you thinking?”


  She bites her lip. “Don’t get mad. I haven’t told MJ about this, but I called a fertility specialist and asked a few questions. The doctor I spoke to believes the odds of a boy of twelve being able to ejaculate enough sperm to impregnate a female after one time aren’t high. Not impossible, not unheard of, but not high.”


  “So what are you telling me? He said it himself, Maddie, it’s not impossible or unheard of. Gina Montgomery says Merrick is MJ’s father, and look at the two of them. They look so much alike, it’s unreal.”


  Maddie grasps my arm. “I know. I’m not saying MJ isn’t Merrick’s son. I’m just wondering if it really did only happen one time. That’s all. Has Merrick ever said anything to you about it?”


  Enzo Rocha’s words filter through my mind, that your and Gina’s one-night stand might not have been consensual. It’s bullshit. “Yes, he’s mentioned it. It happened once while Gina was babysitting.”


  My phone rings, interrupting our conversation that is doing nothing to quell my anxiety. When I see the name on the screen—Joan Bennett—my blood pressure spikes. “Yes, Joan. Now isn’t really a great time. You know our guests are arriving in a few hours.”


  Maddie makes a gesture like she’s choking someone, laughs and walks out from behind the bar.


  “It’s true, Rachael,” Joan says, her voice a shaky whisper. “My God, it’s true. She’s here.”


  “Joan? Who’s there?” It hits me. Hard. “Ingrid? Ingrid! Did you see her?”


  “There are smudges on the attic window. Words. It says, Take me back.” Her voice is borderline hysterical. “I’m on my way to my car. I’m getting the fuck out of here and not coming back. MJ can find someone else to deal with his dilapidated haunted house.”


  My pulse races. My hands shake. This is it! Proof! “No! Stay there. I’m coming.”


  “No way. I’m calling MJ and getting the hell out of here. Have fun with your ghost.”


  She hangs up. I set my phone on the bar and try to keep my mind from spinning. Ingrid’s there. She’s communicating. She wants to come back.


  It’s true. The newspaper article is true. Not that I doubted it. I could feel her there.


  I have to get to her.


  *


  “Forget it. I’m not taking you.” Beck folds his arms and leans against the door of the boat house. “I told Merrick I’d be here when he got back with the guests. What do you think he’ll do if you’re not here? He’ll kill me, that’s what he’ll do.”


  “He won’t kill you. We’ll be back. Everything here is ready. It’ll take us two hours tops.” I lower my chin and gaze up into his eyes, pleading. I swear I’m going to learn to fly a helicopter or get my own boat. Begging isn’t my style. “Joan needs us. She’s alone and afraid.”


  His lips tighten. He closes his eyes and rubs his forehead. “I’m not kidding when I say he’ll kill me. I’m not just talking about getting fired. I’m talking about murder.” He groans. “Fine. We’re back here in two hours if I have to pick you up and shove you into the helicopter to get you to leave the plantation.”


  I clap my hands together. “Perfect. Thank you. I promise I only need a couple minutes there.”


  He shakes his head and leads the way to a golf cart to take us to the landing pad. “I don’t feel good about this, Rachael. You shouldn’t be leaving.”


  “It’s fine.”


  I mean it, too. It is fine. But he’s right. I shouldn’t be leaving. If one single thing goes wrong… delays us…


  You will never forgive me.


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  When we pull up to the Weston Plantation in the black SUV you keep at the airport, Joan’s sitting in a little red sports car at the end of the driveway. Beck parks behind her and she gets out. A cigarette dangles between her shaky fingers.


  “You smoke?” Beck says, shocked.


  “I used to.” She glanced down at the cigarette like she forgot she was holding it, then tosses it on the ground and grinds it out with the ball of her foot. “Guess I do again. At least when I have to rehab houses with harassing spirits of past occupants. Dead past occupants.”


  She glares at me like it’s my fault and jabs her finger toward the house. “Get her to leave or I’ll haul a priest in here to douse her ass with holy water!”


  “Calm down. I’ll see what I can do.” I stride past her with my stomach contracted and squeezing. I have to admit to myself that I’m scared shitless. On one hand, it’s Ingrid and there’s this romantic notion in my head that we share a special bond somehow, but on the other hand, it’s a freaking romantic notion! I’m a logical woman. I’m rational and grounded in the reality. Right now, three steps away from the front door, I can understand why you’re concerned about my sanity.


  This is crazy.


  If there’s a ghost inside, Ingrid or not, I don’t want to come face-to-face with her.


  My sweaty hand slips on the door handle as I push it open. My feet echo across the hardwood floor. It creaks under my step, making me jump back with my hands over my heart, gasping for air.


  I take a few deep breaths and shake out my arms. “Calm down,” I whisper out loud. This is where I’ve wanted to be all week, where my mind has wandered all week. “So, you’re here,” I say, wondering if I’m talking to myself or if there’s someone here with me I can’t see. “I came to help you.”


  Grasping the railing, I start up the stairs. It’s dusty and dirty and not entirely safe, but if she’s in the attic, that’s where I’m headed.


  At the top of the stairs, I turn and make my way down the hall with careful steps. There are some loose boards that have been roped off, so I stay on the right side and hug the wall for safety. The door to the attic is straight ahead. When I reach it I pause, certain I heard whispering on the other side of the door. Holding my breath, heart racing, I listen for a few moments before telling myself it was only my skirt brushing against the wallpaper and there’s nothing to be freaked out about. Too bad I don’t believe it.


  I gather my courage, grip the doorknob, and brace myself for what I might find on the other side. I count to three in my head and yank the door open.


  Sun streams down the wooden staircase from a window at the top. Dust motes float, suspended in the air. There’s no railing, so I put my hand on the wall for support and begin the climb to the top. I’m halfway there when I see the bricks, a pile of them arranged in an oblong oval at the top of the steps. Anyone who came up would have to maneuver around them to get past. A little left of center inside the oval, a brick sits propped on its side horizontally. Across from it, slightly northeast of the center, another sits vertically on its end.


  It seems familiar for some reason. I wonder who put it there and why the bricks are arranged that way.


  Stepping over the bricks, I glance around the attic. This is where Ingrid’s trunk was found. You and MJ lugged it out of here for me. Maybe Ingrid’s upset that her things are gone?


  “I didn’t steal your belongings,” I say, fear creeping in. The last thing I wanted to do was piss off a ghost, even if it is Ingrid, and I’m certain she’s not a dark spirit. “I wanted to find a way to bring you home to Turtle Tear.”


  I glance around waiting for something—a sign—to give her away. Is she here?


  All the way across the attic, there’s another window that faces the front of the house. I’m not sure which is the one Joan saw writing on, but there’s a tarp on the floor on that end and boxes with the home supply company’s logo on them. She had to be down there sorting through her deliveries.


  The old floor groans under my feet. I’m surprised the work crew determined it to be safe up here.


  Standing between two large boxes in the middle of the tarp, I tilt my head left, then right, studying the surface of the window. The glass looks smudged and filthy, but I can’t make out any letters.


  Damn. If I could’ve been here earlier when the sun was shining on the front of the house, maybe I could’ve seen what Joan saw.


  I take a step back and turn around just as a brick falls down onto the first step. I startle and cry out, bringing my fists in to my chest.


  Frozen in place, I can’t get myself to move a muscle. Bricks don’t just jump off steps. I’d been standing over there only a moment ago and only two were standing on end—the ones inside the oval that I can see are still standing. The others were flat on the floor, far enough away from the edge of the stairs for me to step around.


  There’s only one explanation that my brain is telling me is insane, but the hairs standing on end on my arms disagree.


  Something—someone—is up here with me.


  “Ing—Ingrid?” I stutter. “I’m here to help you. I don’t know if you know who I am, but I know you. I live on Turtle Tear now. I want to help you get back there.”


  Suddenly, I’m very cold. Ice cold.


  I need to get out of here.


  My body propels itself forward, fight-or-flight instinct kicking in. Ingrid or not, my fear is based in the unknown. Contact with spirits isn’t something you become versed in when obtaining a graduate degree in architectural design.


  I’ll figure this out. I’ll help her. But first, I have to get outside in the sunlight and fresh air with birds signing and wind blowing. I have to get this spectral sensation out of my system.


  Joan’s standing on the porch when I burst through the front door. “Well?” she says.


  Beck looks up from his perch on the railing.


  “She’s in there. That’s for sure. I didn’t see her or the writing, but there’s this oval pattern, this… map, that—”


  I can’t breathe.


  “Oh my God.” I bend my knees and sit on the porch, not able to support my weight with the shock of realization that just hit me. “It’s the island. The hotel… the tree where the tree house is. That’s what the bricks were. A map.”


  “Rachael?” Beck says, on his feet and over to me in two long strides.


  “What the hell are you babbling about?” Joan says.


  Beck’s strong hands wrap around my arms and he pulls me to my feet. I glance into his wide, weary eyes before looking at Joan. “She’s up there and she wants to go home.”


  “Well, she’ll survive another weekend.” Beck steers me toward the steps. “We have to go if we’re going to make it back.”


  I plant my feet on the ground and turn out of this grasp. “I’m not going anywhere until I find a way to bring her back with me.”


  Beck’s hands shoot to his hips and his jaw clenches. “We are leaving. Now.”


  An urgency like I’ve never experienced rushes through my veins. “I’m not leaving here without Ingrid. I can’t.”


  His fists come crashing down onto the railing. Joan clucks her tongue.


  “I’ll call Merrick and tell him,” I say. “Don’t worry. He’s not going to fire you or kill you.”


  We all look up when footsteps come rushing up the sidewalk. “I thought the party was at Turtle Tear,” MJ says, his hands in his jeans pockets and an old Georgia State baseball cap on his head. His eyes are so much like yours, so dark and intense, I’m immediately guilt ridden. He stops at the bottom of the steps, eyeing us. “Something’s going on.”


  Beck takes a deep breath and narrows his eyes at me. “Your dad’s going to kick my ass because I can’t get his woman to get her ass back to the island before the party starts tonight.” He shakes his head at me. “I knew you were going to pull this shit on me.”


  “Someone want to bring me up to speed?” MJ says.


  “You have a ghost in your attic, Junior,” Joan says. “And either she goes, or I do.”


  “I know what she wants,” I say, desperate for them to believe me. “I just have to figure out how to give it to her.”


  MJ grabs the bill of his hat, raises it up, and tugs it back down. “Why don’t we get to Turtle Tear and figure this out there.” He takes the steps two at a time and stands in front of me. “Maddie’s always had a thing for ghosts—anything paranormal. She’ll help us figure this out. Let’s get back before you regret anything.”


  My phone rings. I glance down at the screen and see it’s you. As I answer, I’m already starting to feel regret. “Hi.”


  “We’re on our way,” you say. I can hear cheerful conversation and the hum of the boat’s motor in the background. “Is everything set?”


  I swallow and pretend me being at the Weston Plantation isn’t a big deal. “Everything’s been set. Beck and I are bringing MJ to the hotel. We’ll be there in a little while. Probably about the same time as you.”


  You don’t respond, and I know what that means.


  You’re pissed.


  “Where are you?” Your voice is low and measured, like the calm before a storm.


  “The Weston Plantation. MJ just got here. We’re heading out now.”


  “I told you I’d help with the situation there after this weekend was over.”


  “I know. Joan called me, Merrick. She was freaking out. There was writing on the attic window. Listen, we’ll be back at Turtle Tear soon and I’ll explain it all. You’ll understand.”


  “We’ll see.”


  What do you mean, we’ll see? “Merrick?”


  “We’re about an hour out. I hope to see you when we pull into the dock.” The sound of voices and the boat cut out. You hung up.


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  We land, and I want to run into your arms and tell you everything—about the bricks, that I know she’s there, that we have to bring her back—but the thought of facing you, the tone of your voice before you hung up, the absolute certainty of seeing that look of disappointment in your eyes again… I’d rather hide out in the tree house until the weekend is over.


  Nobody’s waiting for us, and I know if Maddie isn’t here to greet MJ, then the guests have arrived. We didn’t beat you back.


  Beck, MJ, and I pile into a golf cart and make our way toward the hotel. The big room on the end of the second floor is Maddie and MJ’s permanently. With Mr. Simcoe, Riley, Jesse, Beck, and you and I talking up several more, the guests have filled the rest of the hotel.


  The fears I’ve kept at bay and ignored all week surge toward me and swarm my brain.


  What if the hot water tanks aren’t enough for a group this size and everyone has to take cold showers?


  What if we have another hurricane and the evacuation plans we put in place fail?


  What if Carlos has a meltdown and quits, and Beck botches Canon in D? He’s been practicing for weeks, and I admit he sounds great, but… what if a string breaks on his cello?


  “Breathe,” Beck says, staring at me. “You’re panting like a Saint Bernard over there. Is this an anxiety attack? I don’t have a paper bag for you to breathe into.”


  MJ leans forward between the seats. “Don’t pass out. I don’t deal well with hysterical women.”


  “Both of you shut up.” I raise my arms over my head and grip my elbows, stretching. “I’ll be fine. Everything just kind of hit me. The guests are here. This is a very important weekend for them, and I can’t screw it up.”


  Beck takes my hand, pulling my arms down. “We won’t screw it up. You’re not in this alone.”


  “I’ve heard every detail a million times,” MJ says. “Maddie has this weekend planned and memorized down to five-minute intervals. I’m pretty sure you’re good.” He rubs his forehead. “I could use an aspirin, though.”


  “How about a stiff drink?” Beck says, chuckling. “Maddie’s going to drive you to drunkenness this weekend, anyway.”


  “Hell no!” MJ says, then laughs. “She’s putting me to work. If I’m drunk, she’ll kick my ass.”


  “She’s putting you to work?” Beck glances back over his shoulder at MJ. “I would’ve stayed home this weekend if I were you.”


  “She has certain… ways of persuading me to do things.”


  “Women and their evil p—”


  “Hey!” I put up my hand to stop him. “Watch what you say.”


  Beck smirks. “Evil powers, Rachael. That’s what I was going to say. Powers.”


  MJ cracks up in the back of the cart. “That was so not the P-word you were thinking.”


  “I cannot confirm or deny the truth in that statement, Junior.” Beck shrugs his eyebrows at me and turns back to the path.


  “You two shouldn’t be allowed to be around each other. You’re both bad influences.”


  We round the corner and the hotel comes into view. At least twenty people are gathered on the patio drinking wine. You and Maddie are mingling with the guests while Riley and Jesse refill glasses and Carlos sets out platters of hors d’oeuvres.


  Beck stops the golf cart under the awning across the yard and we make our way over the manicured, emerald grass. You cock an eyebrow and raise your glass to me. “There’s our lovely hostess now.”


  Everyone turns to look at me, smiling and murmuring. Maddie pushes the gate open as we approach. “Where have you been?” she whispers through clenched teeth, directing her question to MJ.


  “Me? Class. I told you.” He leans forward to kiss her, and she allows him a small peck on the lips before pulling away.


  “Not while I’m working. Later, though, I promise.” She squeezes his hand and I see him run a finger over her ring.


  You clasp a hand on MJ’s shoulder. “Glad you came. Maddie, now that Rachael’s here, why don’t you take a break?”


  Maddie glances from you to me, unsure. “Go ahead,” I tell her. “Sorry I’m late getting back.”


  “Okay. I’ll be back out soon to help,” she says.


  You smile at her and MJ. “Take your time,” you say, before turning to me.


  I feel like a child under your scrutinizing gaze. “What can I do?” I ask.


  You press your lips together. “Nothing. Go upstairs and freshen up.”


  “I’m fine.” I won’t be sent to my room like a child. I stride past you to find Carlos and check on dinner preparations.


  “You’re not fine,” you whisper from behind. “You look like you’ve been through emotional warfare, Rachael.” We step inside the lounge and you turn me by the shoulders to face you. “You’re not fine. My Rachael doesn’t lie to me. My Rachael doesn’t shirk responsibility to chase down a ghost story. My Rachael—”


  “Your Rachael is just fine!” I jerk away and head down the hall toward the entryway and the staircase.


  You’re right on my heels. “This conversation is not over.”


  I take the stairs as fast as I can, rage building with every step. “It has to be over, because you won’t listen to me and there’s no point to me talking to myself.”


  Right behind me, you groan in frustration. “I will always listen. I can’t promise to believe in this, but you know I’ll listen.”


  I snap my head around to look over my shoulder. “Like I said, then what’s the point?”


  “The point is,” you say, following me up the last flight of stairs to the third floor, “this isn’t how we work. At least, not up to this point.”


  I open the door to our room and walk in. The light and air always catch me off guard. The memories of first waking up in this room with a stranger. A stranger who became my life. Who gave me this life.


  The door closes, and I slowly turn to find you leaning against it. Your arms are folded and your chin is lowered and you’re looking at me like you have no idea who I am anymore. “I can’t do this, Rachael.”


  Panic slams into me. Desperation pinches my chest. “You can’t do what?” The words are raw and forced from my throat, thick with emotion.


  You shake your head and drop your eyes. “If this is how it’s going to be—sneaking around and lying to me—I can’t do it. I’ve had enough of that in my life already.”


  Your words slay me—knock the breath from my lungs. The last thing I want is to be one of the people who bring you pain. Your father, Enzo, and his damn secrets. Gina Montgomery, MJ’s mom, being alive and MJ having a sister… all the lies and deceit. I’m the one you love and trust and all I’m doing is giving you reason to doubt and push me away.


  Your expression is conflicted. You’re torn, emotionally and mentally.


  I drop to the bed and run my fingers under my eyes, pushing the tears back. “I’m so sorry. I never meant… I only wanted to help her.” I wait until you slowly raise your eyes to mine. “I love you, Merrick. You know that, don’t you?”


  You inhale sharply and nod, then close your eyes like you can’t look at me and say what you have to say. “I think this all happened to fast. I brought you here and our relationship took off instantly. Then everything with Enzo and MJ and…” Your eyes flash open and you pound your palm against the door. “I think you need a break, Rachael, to think about everything. I think you should go home to Cleveland for a while.”


  My world shatters as I stare at you. The pieces ring out as they hit the floor. Their sharp edges rain down on me and draw blood. I let out a sob and press my hand against my chest. “You don’t want me anymore?”


  You cringe like a shard of glass lodged in your chest. “I will always want you. I’m dying inside thinking of you gone from here, but I love you too much to watch you fall into an obsession over this place. It’s not healthy. It’s making you someone you’re not.”


  “I’m not obsessed! You don’t even know what happened to me today. You probably wouldn’t believe me if I told you. You’d think I was going crazy.”


  You walk forward and lean against the arm of the chair. “Tell me.”


  I want to tell you, but you’ve already shut me out. You want me to go away for a while and take a break from this place. From you.


  I just shrug. I can’t tell you. Why would I share something so precious and important to me with someone who won’t believe me?


  “You’re putting this between us,” you say.


  “No. You are.” It’s all I can manage. I’m so hurt I can barely speak.


  You lick your lips and suck them in. Your eyes wander the room. I’ve never seen so much sadness on a person’s face before, and I’ve never felt so much inside me. It’s so dark and intense, I don’t know how we can survive it.


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  Our guests are eating brunch on the patio. Beck flew in a family with young kids—the great-grandchildren—this morning, and their shrieks and laughter mingle with chirping birds, the clang of silverware against china, and the pleasant murmur of conversation.


  The bride and groom of fifty years, both in their mid-to late seventies, sit in the center of their large family. She has a corsage of pink roses pinned to her white blouse, and he’s wearing a boutonniere on the lapel of his tan linen jacket. They could be Ingrid and Archibald surrounded by their five children and seventeen grandchildren.


  They could be us someday.


  I glance over at you, going over last-minute details with Beck and Riley, and my chest aches.


  I don’t want to leave you.


  I don’t want to leave Turtle Tear.


  “Things are going well,” Maddie says, stepping up beside me on the edge of the path leading to the pool cloister.


  “Yes. You should be proud. Thank you for everything.”


  She reaches up and rubs my back. “Are you okay?”


  I only came downstairs twice last night to check on things. Once during dinner and the second time when I heard our guests heading upstairs to bed. I figured Maddie knew something was going on between you and me.


  I shake my head, not able to talk about it.


  “I’m sorry,” she says. “I can tell you’re upset. If you want to talk, I’m here.”


  I manage a shaky smile. “Thanks.”


  The last thing I want to do is involve her and MJ in our problems. If things end between us… MJ’s yours and Maddie with him.


  I’ll have nothing.


  The island is mine, but without you I don’t want it.


  It’s nothing without you.


  Tears prickle my eyes and I turn before Maddie sees them. “I’m going to check on the gazebo.” I’m sure she’s already been there twenty times and has everything set up for the ceremony, but she doesn’t say anything as I quickly make my way down the path.


  The sun’s a bright orange ball, not quite directly overhead, making slanted, jagged shadows of palm trees and birds of paradise flowers. The island seems harsh today. Harsh and beautiful, like it could swallow me whole while smiling.


  I’m not surprised when I spot a gator lying in the tall grass sunning itself. Fortunately, it’s far enough away to avoid, and the children are all back at the hotel. I’ll make sure Riley and Jesse search the area on four-wheelers before the ceremony this afternoon. The loud whine of the engines will run any gators off.


  At the end of the path, the gazebo stands flowing in white gossamer and flowers like a bride itself. Behind it, the water on the river sparkles like diamonds in the sun. The sky is clear and bright blue. It’s the perfect day for a Turtle Tear wedding.


  The tears come and I let them. I deserve them and won’t hold them back. I want to stand here with you in this beautiful place we built together and vow to love you forever, but I don’t know if that will ever happen now.


  We don’t communicate, and if we can’t talk to each other, then we have no foundation to build a relationship on.


  *


  The sight of Beck in a tux is shocking. His hair is slicked back and tidy, he’s clean shaven, and without the cello resting between his knees, I would’ve never recognized him.


  He closes his eyes to the gentle push and pull of the bow across the strings. His fingers press and release deftly on each chord. He’s making the most beautiful music I’ve ever heard. It echoes across the island unchallenged by birdsong. Even the cranes cease their whooping cries while he plays and Mrs. Nelson is escorted down the aisle by her oldest son.


  One of the bride and groom’s grandsons is a minister. From where we sit, in the very last row of chairs, his voice rings true and clear.


  “… and do you, Grandma, take Grandpa to love and to cherish, for better and for worse…”


  I love the familiarity of it, how they thought it would sound odd for their grandson to call them by their names instead of Grandma and Grandpa, because that’s who they are to everyone seated before them. The heads of this big family. The two who began it all.


  I long to take your hand in mine. It’s right there, resting on your thigh. All I have to do is reach out and take it. You wouldn’t pull away, would you?


  “I do,” the bride says, her smile beaming, wisps of her white hair blowing in the warm, gentle breeze coming off the water.


  MJ sits with his arm around Maddie’s shoulders. She holds his hand and leans into him. I want to be there when they get married. I want to see Mr. Simcoe walk her down the aisle. I want to see your proud expression as your son takes his wife.


  I turn to look at you and let my eyes wander the side of your face, your wide lips and prominent nose, the line of your brow over your intense, expressive dark eyes. I want to marry you. I want us. I don’t want to be apart.


  You turn your head and face me, and I see it instantly, the same want and longing I feel.


  Without a word, you take my hand and bring it up to your lips, brushing a kiss over my knuckles.


  I love you so much it hurts.


  Please don’t make me leave you.


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  “I called your mom and told her you were coming.” You toss your suit jacket on the bed and loosen your tie. “She’s excited to spend some time with you.”


  “Why did you do that?” Suddenly I’d like to choke you. “What if I didn’t want to go?”


  “You need to go,” you say, and brush my cheek with the back of your fingers. “You need a break from all of this.”


  I smack your hand away. How dare you? I’m not a toy you can take out and play with when you want and then put pack. “You brought me here, remember? You can’t just return me. I’m not returnable, Merrick.”


  You grip my arms. “I’m not returning you. I’m worried about you. A week with your mom and your aunt will do you good. Then we can talk.”


  “Talk. About?” My heart crashes into the fire in my stomach. How can this be happening?


  Your eyes are hard and serious. “Us.”


  I can’t take it. I always know what you’re thinking. Now I’ve lost the connection. I have to know what’s going on in your head. “What are you saying? That this break isn’t just for me? That you want to figure out if you want to be with me anymore? Are you easing your way out of this?”


  “I don’t want to live without you, Rachael, but I won’t be lied to. We have to figure this out.”


  “And the best way to do that is to send me away? That’s brilliant.” I pull from your grasp and sit on the bed. “I mean, why talk to me when you can just ask me to leave?”


  “I just—I don’t…” You run your hands through your hair, then down over your face. “I want to make sure you’re thinking clearly. This Ingrid thing has you all worked up and acting irrational. You can be pissed at me for saying that, but when our relationship is riding on what comes next, I’m asking you to take a break from everything and think clearly before we talk about us.”


  “Fine.” I’m being irrational. Whatever. “What time is Beck taking me to the airport?”


  “He’s not. I am. Whenever you’re ready to go.” You ease down on the bed beside me. “This really is just a visit home to see your family and relax. I don’t want to lose you, and it feels like I have been lately.”


  “You’re sending me away so I’ll stay?”


  You smile weakly. “I guess I am.”


  “And I’m letting you.” I shake my head at my willingness to go along with you. I always go along with you.


  “It goes both ways,” you say, gazing into my eyes. “I’m a slave to everything you want and need. Always.”


  It doesn’t feel like it right now, but I can’t deny the sincerity in your eyes and the soft honesty in your voice. “I have to pack my things.”


  You stand and brush the creases out of the front of your pants. “I’ll get the helicopter ready and let Maddie know we’ll be leaving soon.” You stride toward the door and stop. “Rachael, we’ll be okay.”


  It’s as much a question as a statement, like you’re asking and demanding me to make everything good again, to come back.


  I just look at you in disbelief. What you want and the way you go about getting it are always at odds. How can one person be so terrible at relationships?


  “I hope so,” I say.


  It’s all I can say.


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  I find Mom and Aunt Jan standing beside the baggage carousel. Mom rushes toward me and crushes me in a big hug. “It’s been months! You don’t call often enough.”


  “You’re already badgering her,” Aunt Jan says. “Let me in there for a hug.” She nudges Mom out of the way for her turn. “You look like a woman in love,” she says, but her brow creases and I know she sees the worry and hurt behind my eyes. Aunt Jan can always tell what’s going on with me. She and I are too much alike to hide my feelings from her.


  “It’s so good to be home and to see you,” I tell them, but it sounds fake. It feels fake. I am glad to see them, but I don’t want to be here.


  I spot my suitcase rounding the corner of the conveyer belt and lug it off. Mom hooks her arm in mine and we stroll to the exit. “Merrick said you needed to relax and unwind, so he booked the three of us spa treatments for tomorrow morning. Wasn’t that nice?”


  I clench my teeth and smile. “Sure was.”


  Aunt Jan scrunches her brows, silently questioning. I shake my head, not wanting to discuss anything right now, especially in front of my mom. She’ll become the protective mother hen, and you’ll become enemy number one if she knows I’m home because you suck at relationships and won’t communicate with me. If she knows you think I’m crazy because I believe in ghosts.


  I can’t believe this is what’s come between us. After everything we’ve been through, it’s a ghost that’s tearing us apart?


  Irrational really is the right word for it.


  “Do you need to call Merrick and let him know you got in safely?” Mom asks, starting the car and pulling out of the parking space in the airport lot.


  “I will in a bit.” I’ll let you stew and wonder if I’m going to call at all. Maybe I’m punishing you. Maybe I just can’t hear your voice right now. Maybe I’m being stubborn. I don’t care.


  “I ran into Shannon at the supermarket last night and let her know you’d be home. She said she’d call you.” Mom looks at me in the backseat through the rearview mirror, then gives Aunt Jan a concerned look.


  “Your mom’s worried,” Aunt Jan says.


  Mom clucks her tongue and flips on her turn signal. “I’m not worried.”


  “Shannon said you two don’t talk anymore.” Aunt Jan shrugs, always the one to be blunt.


  “I’m just worried that you’ve cut all ties to your old life,” Mom says, smiling like it’ll make her message come across better. “You’re so caught up with your new life now, and it hasn’t been that long. What if something happens? Who will you have?”


  “Other than us,” Aunt Jan says. “You’ll always have us.”


  “I know I will.” I scoot closer to the window, hoping to hide from Mom’s prying eyes in the mirror. “I’ll call Shannon and see if she wants to get a drink tonight.” That’s all I’m willing to discuss on this topic. It hits a little too close to home, and my nerves are way too raw to deal with Mom’s and Aunt Jan’s feelings on the subject.


  It seems I’m the only one who isn’t seeing the end coming near. I’m the only naïve one blinded by love.


  *


  “Are you sure you don’t hate me?” Shannon runs her finger around the rim of her strawberry margarita collecting sugar, then sticks it in her mouth.


  “No, I don’t hate you. It’s just hard when you say you don’t understand how I can be so wrapped up in Merrick and his life.” I break a tortilla chip in half and drop it on the small plate in front of me. I have zero appetite.


  “Well, I don’t. I get that you love him, but it all happened so fast. You didn’t take the project manager job he offered, and the next thing I know, you’re down there and you don’t come back. You don’t talk to me about it. I don’t know how the hell it happened. I’m your best friend, and you pretty much cut me out of your life.”


  “I didn’t cut you out of my life. You came down for the opening celebration.” The memory of walking in on you with Riley and Jesse flashes in my mind. How you and I watched. How she knows we did.


  I grab my sangria and take a deep drink from the straw, averting my eyes from Shannon.


  “But you disappeared that weekend. Merrick said you went to his dad’s house, and the next thing I know, you call me from there and you’re upset but you won’t tell me what’s going on. What am I supposed to do, Rach? You won’t talk to me.”


  Oh my God. I’m doing it—I’m not communicating with people I love. I’m keeping secrets and pushing them away. “Shannon, there’s something I need to tell you. Something you have to promise me you’ll never breathe a word about to another living soul.”


  Her eyes grow wide. “You’re pregnant.”


  “What? No!”


  “Well, what the hell can be so terrible that you’re acting like it’s a life-or-death situation?”


  “It’s what I’ve been keeping from you since Merrick and I met. It’s how we got together.”


  She scowls in confusion. “I don’t understand what could be so bad about meeting a guy that you couldn’t tell me. What’s the big deal?”


  I take a deep breath and just let the truth out. “The big deal is, he kidnapped me.”


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Shannon’s mouth hangs open in shock. I jogged her memory to the night we went out to the club. I told her how you drugged me and brought me to Turtle Tear.


  “When I woke up and found out it was him—Merrick Rocha, who I interviewed with and turned down—I couldn’t believe it. How could someone so smart and successful do something so stupid, you know? But, I’ve learned how impulsive he is and how he takes the hardest and longest road to any destination.”


  The look on her face tells me she fears for my sanity… and my safety.


  “Shan, he thought it was the only way. He was desperate. He could tell from our interview how much Turtle Tear meant to me and he was looking for more than a project manager. I didn’t realize it until much later—much, much later—after we’d already… um… become more than friends, that he needed someone he could trust to keep the hotel from his father.” I’m heading down a rabbit trail and losing her by the second. “Trust me. As my best friend, trust me. I know Merrick. He never meant me harm. It wasn’t easy to let myself trust him, but he earned it.” The memories of our first weeks together spread warmth through my chest. “It was all worth it. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  She blinks at me, at a loss. “I don’t know what to say,” she says, and for her, that’s a miracle. Shannon always has something to say.


  “All I want you to say is that you’ll never tell anyone. Ever. I trusted you with this because I want you to know what I was keeping from you and why.”


  She shakes her head. “I won’t. I don’t think anyone would believe me if I did tell them.”


  I can’t help it—I laugh. “It’s insane. I know.”


  “I kind of want to hate him,” she says, playing with her straw, “but he got you to do what I never could—take what you want and stand up for yourself.” She shrugs. “Plus you love him, so I can’t really hate him.” She smiles and reaches across the table for my hand. “I can see the difference in you. You’ve always been smart and beautiful, but you’ve never had the confidence you have now. He gave you that, didn’t he?”


  A flood of emotions overwhelms me and my eyes tear. “He did.” I dab the corners of my eyes with my napkin, trying to keep the crying at bay. “He goes about everything all wrong to make it right, like taking me down there to prove that was where I should be.”


  Like doing the wrong thing by sending me here to make everything right again at Turtle Tear. “He’s such an idiot sometimes.”


  “But he’s your idiot,” she says, grinning, with her lips around her straw.


  I laugh. “He is my idiot.”


  “And you love him.”


  “And I love him.” I’m grinning, too. Shannon can always lug me up onto my feet again when I’m down and curled in the fetal position. “I’ve missed you, Shan.”


  “I missed you, too. Don’t hide things from me.” She nudges me with her foot under the table. “I’ll keep all your secrets.”


  Telling her everything gives me so much relief. I hadn’t realized how heavy the secret that I’ve been carrying around was. I’ll always keep it from Mom and Aunt Jan, but letting Shannon know has brought her back into my life. She’s the spot of happiness that I need.


  *


  “Have you talked to Merrick yet?” Mom asks. She’s either your biggest fan, or can sense that something is going on.


  “Not yet.”


  We’re lying in a row, me in the center of her and Jan, on massage tables on our stomachs covered in towels. The woman working the knots out of my shoulders has to be magic, because nothing has ever felt this good.


  I take that back. Every time you touch me feels better than this, but as far as anyone else touching me—she’s magic.


  “Well,” Mom continues, “be sure to call him after we’re done here and thank him.”


  I glance over at Aunt Jan and roll my eyes. She makes a face. “I will, Mom.”


  “My future son-in-law is such a gentleman.”


  My eyes have to match Aunt Jan’s, which are the size of dinner plates. “Mom! Slow down. We’re not talking about marriage.”


  Mom smiles at me while the woman working on her back karate chops her shoulder blades. “Honey, things are obviously headed that direction. You should’ve heard him when he called. He’s so concerned about your well-being, wanted to make sure you were relaxing and being pampered this week. It’s clear to me how much he loves you.”


  Ugh. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. I know you love me, but can we work things out? Can we talk to each other and find a way to get past this wall standing between us?


  I can’t deny thinking about Ingrid in the past eighteen hours and going a little stir-crazy wanting to get back to the Weston Plantation to figure out how to get her to Turtle Tear.


  I also can’t deny that being home in Cleveland and thinking about a ghost trying to get to an island seems crazy. Maybe I have cracked and the bricks were a delusion.


  No.


  It wasn’t all my imagination. Joan saw the writing on the window, and Joan’s the last person on Earth who would ever agree with me on anything. I saw how afraid she was. Ingrid’s really there.


  I also can’t stop wondering how the last day of the anniversary party is going. The happy couple is staying for the week, but all of their relatives depart today. I’m so guilty for leaving everything to Maddie. But I’m not here by choice. You should be the one feeling guilty about me not being there to help.


  “You have been working hard this year,” Aunt Jan says. “Renovating the hotel and now starting to host events. I’m sure it’s nice getting a break.”


  “Whose side are you on?” I mutter.


  “What?” she asks.


  “This is a nice break.”


  She gives me the eye. She’s on to me.


  By two o’clock, I’ve been massaged to jelly, seaweed wrapped, and skin buffed to a pink shine, and I’m starving. Mom, Aunt Jan, and I just sit down to oversized grilled chicken salads, mine drowning in ranch dressing, when my phone rings with your ringtone.


  I hesitate, but Mom and Aunt Jan are sitting right beside me, so I have to answer. “Hi,” I say. It sounds stiff and short, but it’s all I can get out.


  “Hi. How was the spa?”


  “Wonderful. Thank you.”


  I hate the silent pause that follows, like we don’t know what to say to each other.


  “How are things there?” I ask.


  “Good. The guests are at the pool for one last swim before we’re off for the mainland.”


  I scoot out of the booth, smiling at Mom and Aunt Jan. I can’t sit there and have every word scrutinized. “Well, congratulations,” I say, weaving through tables toward the door. “Your event sounds like it was a success.” Even I can hear the sarcasm dripping from my words.


  “Rachael. This wasn’t my event. You did this. You and Maddie. I—”


  “—made me leave. You made me leave, so congrats. I’m glad it worked out well.”


  “Jesus. I don’t want you mad at me. That’s not what this is about. I just want you back, like you were before. When you didn’t feel like you had to run away and make up excuses. When you told me things. That’s all I want. You.”


  Outside, I plop down on a bench in the sun. I can’t explain the rage threatening to let loose, but it’s there in my gut. “Well, if you want me, you fucked up, because I’m not with you, am I? Typically, when you want to be with someone, you don’t send them packing. I realize you’re stunted when it comes to relationships, but that’s one of the basics.”


  I don’t expect to hear you laugh, and it equally fuels my fire and lightens my mood. “That’s better,” you say.


  “That’s better? How is me being upset better?”


  “Because you’re talking to me. You’re telling me you’re upset. That’s more than I’ve gotten all week. You’ve been lost inside your head. I didn’t know what to do to get you back.”


  “Merrick?”


  “Yeah?”


  I take a deep breath and rub my forehead. “You’re right. I have been lost inside my head, but there’s a reason that’s valid to me. The problem is that you don’t see something important to me as valid. That’s why I shut that part off to you, why I snuck off and made excuses for going to the Weston Plantation.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was making you pull away from me.”


  There’s another long pause that breaks my heart. I open my mouth to say something—anything—when you speak.


  “I’m going to fix this, Rachael. I promise.”


  It’s so like you to think there’s something specific that you can do to fix what’s broken, like it’s a mechanical problem and not an emotional one that has to heal with time and trust.


  “Okay,” I say, because I know that’s your way of telling me you’ll try—you’re in for what needs to be done to make us work again. “I promise, too.”


  I hear your inhale and exhale of relief. “I need to get to the boathouse. I’ll call you later.”


  “Okay.” My chest clenches. “Merrick? I love you.”


  “I love you, my Rachael.”


  I hang up and hold my phone tight. We’ll be okay. This is just another crazy bump in the road that is loving you, Merrick Rocha.


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  Two hours after our late lunch, Mom has me helping her make her mini chicken dumplings. They’re my favorite, and I have a hunch she’s trying to make me gain ten pounds this week. If she bakes angel food cake and ices it with pink frosting, there’s no doubt I will.


  “You know,” Mom says, and the way she says it with a tilt of her head makes me leery of what’s going to come next, “your Aunt Jan’s not the only one who can read you, Rachael. You and I are more alike than you’ve ever thought. I can tell when something isn’t right.”


  She pushes a sheet of wax paper with squares of dough toward me, and I begin spooning the chicken mixture onto the center of each dumpling. “I know, Mom.” She and I are alike, but not as similar as Aunt Jan and me.


  “I have to admit,” she says, leaning one pudgy hip against the counter to face me, “it hurts when you talk to her about things that are bothering you and not me.”


  I drop the spoon. This is the last thing I need right now. “Mom, I’ve always gone to her with my problems, ever since middle school. Why is this a problem all of a sudden?”


  “It’s not a problem.” She pushes her blonde bob behind her ear. “It’s just that I do have experience in relationships, you know. I was married for a long time to your father. If you want to talk about anything—about you and Merrick—I’m here for you.”


  “I know.” I start spooning chicken onto the dumplings again, hoping this conversation is over.


  “Ever since you met him, you’ve been so quiet and secretive about it. When you were dating Lance, you talked about him all the time—what you did, where you went, who you went with—now… not a peep.”


  “Why does everyone want front row tickets to my life all of a sudden?”


  “What?” She puts a hand on my arm. “I’m your mother. That honor comes with front row tickets.” She squeezes then lets go. “I like Merrick. He’s been nothing but generous to me and Jan, and I can tell he cares about you, but I don’t know him, Rachael. It’s not like I can have the two of you over for dinner. I need to know him through you, and if you’re not talking…”


  I’m quickly realizing that I’m the one with the communication problem. First you, then Shannon, now Mom.


  Well, there’s no way I can tell her the deep, dark secret about how you and I came to be together. But lately, I’ve been so wrapped up in Turtle Tear and the Weston Plantation and, more recently, Ingrid that I haven’t even called Mom for over a week.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “You’re right. I guess, well, I’ve been lost inside my head lately. That’s why Merrick wanted me to come visit and leave everything behind for a few days.”


  Mom takes the dumplings and pinches them closed, making tiny pouches. “So, living in your fantasy world is more stressful than you imagined?” She gives me a knowing smile, the one she’d give me when I was little and touched the iron after she told me not to.


  “No, not stressful. It’s wonderful. Perfect. Any stress I have, I put on myself. Merrick knows that about me. He knows I get a bit… obsessive when I set my mind on something.”


  She lets out a loud chuckle and turns the broth on to boil. “You sure do. Always have been that way. Remember when you were hell-bent on making a Barbie pool out of a shoebox? Took you three days to find something that wouldn’t leak to line it with, but you kept at it.”


  “Only because I didn’t want you to buy me a real one.”


  “Honey, I said I’d go to the store and get you one after I saw how determined you were to have one.”


  I grip the edges of the counter. “But you’d spend money that needed to go to pay bills. I knew we didn’t have it to spend on toys, Mom.”


  She wrings the dish towel in her hands. “That’s why you told me not to buy you one? I thought you just wanted to prove that you could make it on your own.”


  “That’s why,” I say. If she wants to talk, I guess we’ll talk. “Same reason I turned Merrick down for the Turtle Tear job when he first offered it.” I take her hand. “Mom, you want to know about Merrick? He’s the one who taught me how to take what I want. That life’s what I make it and if I don’t make it what I want it to be, then nobody is going to care. I have to put myself first. That’s what he gave me with the island and the hotel… and his love. He wants me to be happy.”


  “And you think I didn’t?” She pulls her hand away.


  “No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying I didn’t let myself take what would make me happy, because I wanted you to be happy. You didn’t want me to move to Florida, so I turned down the job. Fortunately, Merrick’s not a man who takes no for an answer.”


  I smile, thinking about you and how you’re such a huge force in my life. It seems like I wasn’t really living at all before you. I was waiting for life to find me.


  “Well, if you’re happy, then I guess that’s good,” she says, wiping the counter with her towel.


  “I am happy. We have our issues to work through, just like any other couple, but yes, I’m very happy.”


  I really hope we can stop talking about this now, because the awkward level has reached an all-time high, and she’s closing off because she took offense to what I’ve already let slip out of my mouth. She’ll never understand how hard it is for me to stand up to her, how hard it’s always been.


  She opens the pantry door and starts taking out baking ingredients. “I think I’ll make that angel food cake you love so much.”


  “Can I help?”


  She sets a bag of sugar on the counter and flips my hair back over my shoulder. “No. You go call your aunt. I think she wants to take you shopping tonight. She knows your style better than I do.”


  The cake is her way of smoothing things over between us, and suggesting I call Aunt Jan is a forfeit. She knows it’s probably too late for she and I to be as close as she wants to be, but I’ll try. I’ll talk to her more. I wish I could promise what I might say won’t hurt her, but I can’t.


  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  It’s Wednesday. I can’t stand it one more second. I hold my breath and hit the Send button on my phone.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be in Cleveland?” Joan says, answering.


  I’ve stooped to new lows making an alliance with Joan, but my options are limited.


  “I am in Cleveland. Have you been back to the plantation?” I pry the blinds apart and look out my bedroom window to the neighbor’s side yard.


  “I’m standing in the great room right now looking at the plans for the greenhouse.”


  And I’m here looking at dead grass and a rusting chain link fence. “Any more from Ingrid?”


  “Not a peep since you were here.”


  Damn. I guess it’s good. I can’t exactly leave here and go there and explain it to you. I told you I’d clear my head. Still, the thought of her stuck there and wanting to be back at Turtle Tear as much as I do is making me crazy. It only makes our bond stronger.


  “Let me know if you see or hear anything, okay?”


  She laughs. “Okay, Rachael.”


  “Why are you laughing?”


  “Only something supernatural could put us on the same team.”


  “True.” I laugh, but silently. I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing I thought her comment was funny.


  “Bye, Rachael.” She hangs up, and my only physical connection to Ingrid is gone.


  I drop my phone on my nightstand and collapse on my bed. I’m glad I left my tattered old quilt here. It was passed down through generations of my family and reminds me of the one I found in Ingrid’s trunk. Nothing compares to an old, handmade quilt.


  I wrap myself in it and enjoy the dimness of my room with the sun blocked behind the shades. I stretch and yawn and am just about to go to sleep when I hear a knock at the front door.


  It squeaks open and I hear Mom chattering with whoever it is. I should be polite and go find out and say hello, but I’d rather stay here and pretend I’m asleep.


  A moment later, she shuffles down the hallway and stops outside my door. “Rachael?” She taps softly.


  “Come in.”


  She opens the door, and she’s holding the most enormous vase of roses I’ve ever seen. “I think there are three dozen here,” she says. “At least.”


  I hop up, tangled in the quilt and almost trip, and rush over to take it from her. The scent is amazing. “Wow. They’re beautiful.”


  I sit them on my nightstand, pluck the card off of the stick in the center and open it.


  
    TT isn’t home without you.


    
      M.

    

  


  “From Merrick, I’m guessing,” Mom says.


  “Yeah.” I smile and blink back tears.


  “It must be love. You’ve only been gone a few days.” She comes in and sniffs the roses. “Your dad used to send me flowers. I loved getting them. It’s so old-fashioned, but always such a nice gesture.”


  I lean in to the bouquet and inhale deeply. “It is nice.” I love the roses, but you could’ve kept them and just sent the card. It means the world to me.


  I make Turtle Tear home to you.


  You make it home to me.


  “I should call and tell him thank you.” I pick up my phone from the nightstand.


  “Tell him hello for me.” Mom shuts the door behind her.


  I dial and it rings once before you answer. “Just the person I was thinking of,” you say.


  “That’s funny. I was just thinking of you.” I catch myself grinning in the mirror over my dresser.


  “What were you thinking?”


  I go with your teasing tone. “I was wondering how to break it to you that some wonderful man sent me a huge bouquet of roses. They’re the most beautiful flowers I’ve ever seen.”


  “Hmm… he must be one lucky man.”


  “I’m pretty sure I’m the lucky one.”


  I love the sound of your laughter. “You’re only saying that because you’ve been away from me for a few days.”


  I lay back on my bed. “No, that’s not why. It’s like you said in your card. This isn’t home to me. It’s not where you are.” I stare up at the ceiling where I can still see the faint outline of glow-in-the-dark stars that used to be stuck there when I was ten. “I want to come home.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that. I didn’t want to suggest you cut your trip short, especially since I’m the one who arranged it to begin with, but God, I can’t stand to be without you another day. I’m losing my mind. I can’t sleep. I’m driving Beck crazy. Maddie avoids me so she doesn’t have to hear me bitching and moaning about missing you. Mr. Simcoe just keeps telling me to quit wasting time and get you back here.”


  “He’s a smart man.”


  “He is. I’ll be there tomorrow to pick you up, and I have a surprise.”


  I roll over to my side. “A surprise? Weren’t the flowers surprise enough?”


  “No. This is better.”


  “You spoil me.”


  “I don’t give you half of what you deserve for putting up with me. I owe you my life, Rachael. You are my life.”


  “You’re mine.”


  We stay on the phone in silence, a comforting silence. “We’re sleeping in the tree house for a week straight,” you finally say.


  “Do we really have to sleep in there?”


  “Not until I’ve worn you out.” I hear the amusement in your voice and it makes me smile.


  “I’m very energetic.”


  “Oh, I know you are. I think I’m up to it.”


  “You’ve never had a problem tiring me out before.”


  You groan. “Okay, we have to stop talking about this. I’m going to explode.”


  “Why don’t you come here tonight and spend a couple days? My mom was just telling me she hasn’t gotten to know you as well as she’d like to.”


  “Are you sure? She won’t mind?”


  I think about Mom and our talk, how we made some headway in our mother-daughter relationship, but will probably never be as close as she’d like us to be—as close as Aunt Jan and me. This is a step I can take in opening up to her. “She’d love it. How long will it take you to get here?”


  “Give me four hours.”


  I sit up and bounce on the bed. Private planes are the best invention ever. “I can’t wait. Hurry!”


  “I’ll be there soon. I love you.”


  “I love you, too!”


  I hang up and dart from my bedroom. “Mom!”


  “Kitchen.”


  I find her slicing cake. “I was going to bring you a piece,” she says.


  “Oh. Thanks. Merrick’s coming. He’s going to stay a couple days, okay?”


  She lowers the knife and smiles at me, a real smile, not the mom smile. “He is? That’s wonderful. I’ll get to know the man who’s going to end up marrying my little girl.”


  “Mom!” I grab a hunk of cake and stuff it in my mouth.


  You and I haven’t talked about marriage, but I know it’s going to happen. My mom realizing it, though… that’s proof that it’s serious. Our relationship that started so surreal is altogether, irrevocably real and exists even far from Turtle Tear. There’s no ruining us, you said, and I believe you.


  I will marry you someday.


  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  “Come sit,” Mom says. “He won’t get here any faster because you’re standing there.”


  I can’t move away from the front window. “I know. I just want to watch him pull up.”


  She clucks her tongue. “You’ve got it bad.”


  “Buy a vowel,” Aunt Jan says, her eyes glued to Wheel of Fortune.


  “You’re sure he’ll like my dumplings?” Mom asks. She wanted to make something special for dinner, and sharing my favorite with you is something I told her I’d love, so we made them again. It was a good way to kill a couple of hours.


  “I’m positive. He’ll have me making them every week after he tastes them.”


  “I thought you had that fancy chef at the hotel,” Aunt Jan says.


  “Only for events. We don’t keep him there all the time.” I peek out the window again. “Actually, Merrick cooks very well.”


  “Does he?” Mom twirls her yarn around a crochet needle. “Where did he learn to cook? His mother?”


  “No. His mom died when he was young. He was the one who mostly cared for his sister. Heidi. You met her opening weekend.”


  “Right,” she says.


  “Speaking of that weekend,” Aunt Jan says, and my stomach crashes to my feet, “we never did get the whole story of what happened at Merrick’s dad’s house.”


  I’d told them I had to go, that it was urgent and I wasn’t sure what Enzo Rocha needed from me. All I knew at the time was that I wanted to help you and your father have a better relationship. Then I got to the Rocha estate and what I found out turned your world upside down.


  I meet Aunt Jan’s eyes, then Mom’s. “I met MJ. Merrick Junior.”


  They both look at me like I have two heads. “He has a little boy?” Mom says.


  “No. Not exactly. MJ’s a grown man, Mom.”


  Her face goes slack. “What?”


  I wave a hand in the air. “It’s a long, confusing story and there’s no time to tell it now. Merrick had no idea MJ existed. They have a great relationship now. MJ’s living in Merrick’s apartment in Atlanta, but please don’t bring him up unless Merrick does, okay?”


  “Fine.” Mom shakes her head.


  “At least she won’t be changing his kid’s diapers,” Aunt Jan tells Mom. “Being the evil stepmom is probably a lot easier when the kid doesn’t live with you.”


  “I’m not a stepmom! MJ’s five years younger than me. We get along great!”


  “He’s closer to your age than his dad, isn’t he?” Mom says. Her disapproval is clear. “Merrick was only a boy when he made that baby. What kind of upbringing—”


  “Mom. His mom was dead and his dad had nothing to do with him, okay, so let it go. It happened one time, and MJ was the product of that encounter. I doubt Merrick would want it any other way. His son is a blessing to him. Please. Just let it go.”


  “I’m not going to say a word.”


  Movement outside catches the corner of my eye. “He’s here.” You turn a black Ford SUV into the driveway. I still remember you renting that same vehicle the first time you were here, and how it blew me away that someone with billions of dollars would rent a Ford.


  Now I know it’s just you, trying not to be someone with billions of dollars.


  I pull the door open and rush outside. As you park, I catch your dimpled smile through the window. You step out as I round the front of the SUV and grab me around the waist. “God, it’s good to see you.”


  You’re holding me so tight, it’s hard to breathe. Your hands and warm body fill me with the familiarity of home. I melt into you, savoring the smell of your skin—a trace of cologne, laundry soap, and you… all man—and the soft prickle of your closely trimmed beard against my cheek. “You too.” I stand on tiptoe and press my lips to yours. Three days without your warm, full mouth kissing me is way too long.


  “Hang on,” you say and hold me back while you reach into the SUV and bring out a medium-sized box. “This is for you, but you can’t open it until later.”


  I take it and feel the slight weight of it, not able to imagine what’s inside. “What is it?”


  You lift my chin and kiss me again. “You’ll see.”


  After unloading your suitcase, we make our way inside. Mom’s nowhere to be seen, and Jan’s on the edge of her seat trying to figure out the final puzzle on TV.


  You set down your suitcase and run your eyes over the screen. “Want me to tell you what it is?”


  Jan scowls at you. “No, smarty pants. I can figure—” The timer on TV buzzes. The contestant didn’t guess and neither did Aunt Jan. “Fine. What is it?”


  “Four score and seven years ago,” you say in unison with Pat Sajak, the host, as Vanna White lights up the letters.


  You shrug. “I have an eye for puzzles.”


  Mom rushes in from the kitchen. “Merrick! Welcome! We’re so glad you’re here.” She practically tackles you. “I’m making Rachael’s favorite for dinner, mini chicken dumplings.”


  “Sounds great. Smells great.”


  “Come on,” I say, pulling your hand. “You can put your suitcase in my room.”


  We get to the hallway and I stop abruptly, turning so you bump into me. “I want to know what’s in this box,” I say, holding it up. “I’m opening it when we get in my room. No arguing about it, either. Got it?”


  You laugh. “Got it. But it comes with an explanation, so let me get my story out before you go tearing into it.”


  I open my bedroom door and lead you inside. “Okay, start talking.”


  You set your suitcase aside and close and lock the door. Your eyes narrow and you lower your chin, licking your lips. There’s no mistaking what’s on your mind.


  “Merrick…” I back away, giggling. You look like you’re ready to pounce.


  “The last time we were in your bed, we were waiting until you trusted me.” You stride toward me, loose-limbed and sexy. “You trust me, don’t you?”


  I put my hands out and press against your chest to stop you. “Of course I do, but my mom’s in the next room.”


  “We’ll be quiet,” you say, brushing your fingertips over my breast.


  “Maybe you’ll be quiet, but I know what you do to me.” I slip my hand up the back of your neck, tangling my fingers in your hair and pull your mouth to mine. Need throbs in my center as our tongues slide together. My thighs ache and my nipples harden.


  “I’m not going to be without you for one more second,” you whisper, pushing my shirt up and pulling the cups of my bra under my breasts. “You’re an adult and she knows we live together.”


  My knees give out as your lips and tongue tease and suck my nipple. You lower us to the floor, your hands working fast, shoving my jeans down over my hips.


  Your smooth skin on mine, being this close with your warm breath caressing me, I never want to go one day without this. Without you.


  Desperate to have more of you, I unfasten your pants and free your erection. It’s hard and needy in my hand. I have to have you inside me. Nothing has ever been so urgent.


  With your back against the bed, I crawl on your lap and straddle you. Your fingers push my panties aside. Your knuckles brush down my center, parting my wet lips while your tongue does the same to my mouth.


  I lead the head of your cock to my entrance. “Please. Now. Before I scream.”


  A low, quiet chuckle rumbles in your chest. “No need to be frustrated.” You grab my hips and pull me down on your shaft hard and fast, making me arch and gasp. “I’ll always give you what you want.”


  We’re both greedy and desperate, our mouths and tongues seeking each other. I can’t stop tasting the sweet, salty skin on your neck. My hands grip and glide over your chest under your shirt while you thrust in and out of me.


  My senses overwhelm with you, my release builds and burns, comes quickly. I grasp your hair with both hands and press my forehead to yours. “God, Mer—” My mouth drops open and my eyes squeeze tight.


  Your hands squeeze my ass tighter and your breath stutters. You’re so big inside me; it’s so tight with me throbbing around you. I know I’m taking you over the edge with me.


  You let out a deep groan and wrap your arms around me, holding me tight against you while you pump your own release into me and draw out the last echoes of mine.


  Finally, we still. I rest my head on your shoulder and you run lazy fingers up and down my back. “Are you ready for your surprise?” you whisper into my hair.


  I snuggle in close, breathing your soapy, masculine scent. “Yes, but I don’t want to move yet.”


  “Then don’t. Just listen first.” You begin stroking my hair. “MJ told me how he found you guys at the plantation. How Joan was afraid to go inside and you were pale as a… well, pale and freaked out.”


  You take a deep breath and shift a little underneath me. “I figured if Joan was afraid, then something was going on there.”


  I snap my head up. “So, you’ll believe her, but not me?”


  You place your hands on the sides of my face. “No. You have to understand, I don’t believe in this sort of thing. Well, I didn’t. I know Joan didn’t, either, so if she was affected by something in that house, then I figured maybe I would be, too. That’s why I went there yesterday.”


  I sit back and gape at you. “You went to the Weston Plantation yesterday?”


  You twist a strand of my hair and nod.


  “And?”


  You stare into my eyes. “She’s there. Ingrid’s there, and I know what she wants.”


  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  “What? What does she want?” I clutch your shoulders, desperate. How could you know what Ingrid wants and I don’t? She and I have our connection. Have I not been paying close enough attention?


  You reach back onto the bed and hand me the small box you brought. “It’s inside.”


  My hands shake as I open the lid and set it aside.


  Sitting in the bottom of the box is the small silver cup engraved with flowers that Maddie and I found in Ingrid’s trunk. I hook my finger through the handle and lift it out. The tiny acorn with the smiling face seems to mock me. Why didn’t I realize she wanted this? It was the only item in the trunk that was left behind at the plantation.


  “I wandered around the plantation—inside and out—for hours,” you say, watching me study the cup. “Eventually, I ended up in the great room, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace.” You tap the side of the cup. “This fell off the mantel. When I picked it up and placed it back, it fell off again. The third time, it flew across the room and I knew.” You smile and shake your head. “I knew your Ingrid was responsible. She was trying to tell me something.”


  Jealously and hurt squeeze inside my chest. “Why didn’t she show me?”


  You twirl a lock of my hair around your finger. “She would have. I was convenient. I was standing right there and she knew I didn’t believe. She had to be obvious to get through my thick skull.”


  “You’re sure it’s the cup she wants?” How could you know if I didn’t?


  “She wouldn’t let me put it back, so I’m guessing she wanted me to take it with me for a reason.”


  I hold the cool silver between both hands. “She wants it at Turtle Tear.”


  “Maddie told me spirits sometimes attach themselves to objects. Ingrid might be attached to that cup.”


  “Bringing it home would bring her home, too.” I stand and take a few short steps to my dresser and set the cup down. “If you’re here, Ingrid, welcome to Cleveland. We’ll have you back at Turtle Tear in no time.”


  Behind me, you laugh. I spin to look at you, and you hold your hands up in defense. “I believe. I do. But, it’s just so damn strange.”


  I shoot you a cocky grin. “Tell me something about us that isn’t damn strange.”


  You laugh louder. “True. We are an absolute freak show.” You reach out and swipe your arm behind my knees, catching me when I fall into you. “There’s nobody I’d rather be freaky with.” You pinch my nipple and tickle my side, making me laugh and squirm.


  “I have something else,” you say, reaching into your back pocket. You pull out a recipe card and hand it to me. “Carlos found this in the kitchen boxes you brought back.”


  I take it from you and stare at the handwriting in disbelief. “The Turtle Tear Key Lime Pie recipe.”


  “I never thought it would be found.” You kiss my cheek. “I bet it tastes almost as good as you.”


  A knock on my door makes me jump. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” Mom says from the hallway. “Dinner’s ready.”


  “We’ll be right out,” I say, biting my lip to keep from howling with laughter. If she only knew you were sitting here with your pants undone and me in my underwear with my boobs trapped under my bra. “I’m going to hell for this,” I whisper in your ear and suck your earlobe in my mouth.


  “You don’t go to hell for having sex in your childhood bedroom. At least, I don’t think so. I’m really not up on the rules.”


  I push myself back up and grab your hand, yanking you to your feet. “Food. I’m starving.”


  We fix our clothes and head for the bedroom door. Before I open it, I take you in my arms and kiss you. “Thank you.”


  A crease forms between your eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. I’ll never doubt you again.”


  “You were worried about me. I know your true intentions don’t always come through in the actions you take—like sending me here—but I know you did it because you were concerned.”


  “God, you have no idea. When you started—”


  I kiss you to keep you from talking. “I’m sorry I lied to you. Even if you didn’t believe in Ingrid, there was no excuse for me not telling you the truth. I’ll never do it again. I promise you.”


  Your face relaxes and your close your eyes, leaning your head down against mine. I stroke your cheek, the stiff stubble along your jaw, and lift my lips to yours. “Promises should be sealed with kisses.”


  


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  “Where should we put it?” I glance around the tree house bedroom knowing this is where the silver cup belongs, but uncertain where Ingrid would like it to be placed. We landed on Turtle Tear ten minutes ago and rushed right here.


  “Somewhere she can’t watch us having sex.”


  I laugh, thinking you’re joking, but the serious expression on your face tells me you’re not. “You think she’s going to…” I can’t help but laugh again. “Seriously, Merrick?”


  You laugh, but nod at the same time. “What? You wanted me to believe. She made me believe. Now you think I’m nuts for wanting some privacy?”


  I slide my arms around your waist and kiss your chin. “Okay, we’ll keep it out of the bedroom.”


  You follow me down the spiral staircase to the first floor. Standing beside the hot tub, nothing seems to fit with Ingrid in this room. It’s too modern with the white sofa and carpet, and wet bar with stainless steel appliances. “This won’t work.”


  “No,” you agree. “What about outside?”


  “I can’t just stick it in the tree or something.” Men.


  “No, I know. That’s not what I meant. We can find somewhere safe and hidden.” You open the door and step out onto the deck.


  I close the door behind me and stand beside you, taking a deep breath of the lime-tinged, floral-scented air of the island.


  Home.


  I’m home, and I love it here. I know why Ingrid was so desperate to get back. Nowhere else on Earth compares with the wild wonder that’s Turtle Tear.


  “I figured I’d find you here,” Beck says, standing on the ground below shading his eyes with one hand. “How was your visit home, Rach?”


  “Good, but I’m glad to be back.” He grins, and I realize I even missed Beck. He’s like a brother to me. A big, muscly, tattooed brother in need of a haircut. “Still with Joan?”


  You make a snorting sound, holding in a laugh.


  “For now,” Beck says. “She’s not so bad.”


  “For the devil,” I say, and wink at him.


  “The devil you know…,” he says, laughing.


  “Better than the devil you don’t,” you say, finishing for him.


  I roll my eyes. “Great reason to stay in a relationship.”


  You nudge my hip. “You might be a little biased in this conversation.”


  I purse my lips. “Possibly.”


  “Well, come down here. I’ll drive us back to the hotel. The Nelsons want to share a drink with the two of you before I take them to the airport.”


  *


  “To the happy couple,” you say, standing and holding up a champagne flute in a toast. “May the next fifty years be as wonderful as the last.” The clink of our glasses harmonizes with the tinkling of the fountain behind us.


  Mr. Nelson lets out a deep, throaty laugh as we drink. “The last were a chore.” He kisses Mrs. Nelson on the cheek. “Worth every second, but I’ll tell you”—he nods to his wife—“and she’ll agree, marriage is no easy task.”


  You take your seat beside me and thread your fingers with mine under the table.


  “No,” Mrs. Nelson says, “not easy at all. With raising kids and financial worries, then when you get older, the health problems start.” She gazes at her husband with a concerned expression that leads me to believe he’s not a healthy man.


  Mr. Nelson leans forward and sets his fist on the table, a determined focus fills his hazy blue eyes. “Hold on to what brought you together. Never lose it. That’s what gets you through the hard times.”


  You and I look at each other. There’s no one else for me. I know you feel the same. There’s so much I want to say, but it’ll keep until we’re alone.


  “And never doubt,” Mrs. Nelson says. “Hold on to what you know to be true. Listen to your heart. It knows.”


  MJ and Maddie stop outside the patio gate. “What’s going on?” MJ says. “Are we interrupting?”


  “Do we look that serious, son?” Mr. Nelson says and waves them in. “Just giving this young couple some advice.”


  “Are we too late?” Maddie asks.


  “I think you’ve already learned this lesson,” I tell her. “You two are old pros by now.”


  MJ wraps his arms around Maddie from behind. “Yeah, we might not have fifty years under our belts yet, but Mads will always be my best friend first.”


  Mrs. Nelson points a finger at MJ. “Exactly. Smart boy.”


  Even MJ and Maddie have this relationship thing down better than us. We keep tripping and stumbling along, but the important part is we stumble along together. “I’ll never give up,” I whisper, leaning my head on your shoulder.


  You kiss the top of my head. “You’ll never need to.”


  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  “There’s been nothing,” Maddie says, sitting on Ingrid’s steam trunk in the lounge.


  It’s been three weeks since we brought the silver cup to Turtle Tear, and nobody has had any strange experiences with Ingrid’s spirit at the Weston Plantation.


  “I think she’s here,” she says, patting the top of the trunk. “She just wanted her belongings back here at the hotel.”


  I glance at the cup gleaming from its prominent spot on the mantel. I feel her here, but I’m not going to say it out loud. I know how crazy it would sound. She’s home, though. Her energy is spread throughout the island, woven among the trees and tall grass. It blows with the breeze.


  She’s at peace.


  “We have a package,” you say, strolling down the hallway into the lounge with a plate of key lime pie propped on top of a brown box. You plop down on the couch next to me. “From The Nelsons.”


  “Open it.” I scoot closer, relieving you of your pie and watch you break through the packing tape and open the box while savoring a tart bite.


  Inside there’s a letter and, wrapped in tissue paper, a fat off-white candle with lavender lace encircling the bottom. You hand me the candle. It’s old and has been lit before, the wick black and splayed, the hard wax bowed and dripping down one side.


  You unfold the letter and begin to read:


  
    Dearest Merrick and Rachael,


    Thank you for sharing the gift of Turtle Tear with our family. We never dreamed of such extravagance for our celebration. It was beyond our every expectation. We will cherish the beauty of your little island for the rest of our lives.


    The candle enclosed was the unity candle that burned at our wedding ceremony fifty years ago. Our minister told us whenever one of us needed to talk to the other, to light it and leave it burning on the dresser, then the other would know it was time to listen with an open heart and mind.


    The two of you remind Mr. Nelson and me so much of ourselves at your young age. We hope you won’t find very much use for this candle over the years, as we haven’t, but if you do, use it with the knowledge that struggles come and go over a lifetime together and fifty years arrive before you know it.


    Take care, and please let that long-haired gentleman know he’s got a gift for playing the cello. He shouldn’t waste his God-given talent.


    
      Best wishes,


      The Nelsons

    

  


  I look up from the page and realize Maddie has snuck out of the room. I’m glad, because I need to be alone with you right now. I need to hold you and feel your arms wrapped around me.


  You set the letter aside and take the candle and pie plate out of my hands, placing them on the coffee table. “Come here,” you say, pulling me onto your lap. “We’ll put that candle in the bedroom of the tree house, and I promise you I will talk to you and I will listen with an open heart and mind and believe whatever you tell me.”


  I hold your face between my hands and caress your cheeks with my thumbs. “I want fifty years.”


  You lips curve into a relieved smile. “That’s not long enough.” I laugh as you dip me back on the couch and press your lips to mine. “Promises have to be sealed with kisses,” you say.


  My heart is full to the point of bursting. “Then I’ll be kissing you forever, because that’s what I’m promising.”


  You gaze down at me with a somber, almost reverent expression. “Rachael, I will strive to earn forever with you. It’s more than I can ever ask you for, and it’s all I ever think about.” You stroke the ring finger on my left hand. “Someday,” you whisper, sealing the promise with a kiss.
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  Read the book that started


  the erotic journey of a lifetime…


  See the next page for an excerpt from


  Taken


  One


  Three months later…


  The club is packed. Bodies grind together on the dance floor. There’s barely room to move. You catch my eye.


  You’re alone.


  Bass pounds through my body, rushes from my head to my toes, takes the same path your eyes follow. Your dark-eyed stare is flutter-soft on my skin. It raises goose bumps. Makes me flush. My vodka and cranberry-soaked blood runs hot with need.


  You smile. Dimples pierce your cheeks. Your eyes flash. I can’t resist.


  “Rach!” Shannon grabs my arm. She’s sweaty from dancing and pulls her blonde hair up off her shoulders. “I’m going.” She tilts her head toward Shawn or Shane or Seth—I’m not sure—the guy she met two hours ago.


  “How am I supposed to get home?” She drove.


  Shannon shoves her car keys in my hand. “See you in the morning.” She winks and pushes back through the crowd toward the guy whose name starts with an S.


  When I turn from watching Shannon go, you’re standing right in front of me. “Hi,” you say. Familiarity strikes, but I don’t think I’d ever forget meeting you.


  “Hi.” I fall into your dark eyes and can’t get out. They’re serious and focused on mine. Looking away would be a crime.


  You run a hand through your wavy black-brown hair. Are you nervous? I can’t tell. “What were you drinking?” You tap my glass, empty except for melting ice.


  “Vodka and cranberry.” I take in a thick, damp breath. Dancing bodies fog up the air, make it heavy to breathe.


  You shake your beer bottle, indicating its emptiness. “I’m headed to the bar. Would you like another?”


  I have to drive Shannon’s car home, but I don’t want to stop talking to you. I nod. “Please.” I’ll drink slowly. I’ll drive even slower.


  I follow behind you, taking in the view of your incredible backside in jeans. A black long-sleeved shirt shifts with your strong, wide shoulders and hugs your narrow waist. You work out. A lot. The body I’m staring at didn’t come from luck and a good gene pool.


  You glance back to make sure I’m following. When a group of people push between us, you reach out and take my hand. My fingers curl around yours like they’re possessed.


  We reach the bar. You squeeze between two men. I stand back to wait while you order. I watch you reach into your pocket. A second later, you turn to me and hand me a glass.


  “Thanks.” I take a deep drink, ignoring my self-promise to sip and make it last. Looking at you, I need all the courage this vodka is offering.


  You sip your beer, watching me. An intense magnetism pulls between us. I’m sweating. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand. The vodka is kicking in fast. I stumble sideways. You grip my arm.


  “Feeling okay?” you ask.


  The room spins and tilts. Black spots swim through my vision. “No. I need to sit.” My drink slips through my fingers and splatters on my bare leg.


  “I’ve got you.” You put an arm around me and lead me toward the door. “You need some air.”


  I’m blacking out and coming to, over and over again. This has never happened from three and a half vodka and cranberries before. “I need to get home.”


  “I’ll take you,” you say.


  “No. I…” The words won’t come. They buzz around in the darkness inside my mind searching for the light. I watch them break apart and fade.


  You usher me through the parking lot. Open the door of a black car. Put me inside. “We’ll be home soon,” you say, buckling a seatbelt around my waist.


  I try to grip the door handle to get out. My arm won’t move. My head lulls on my shoulder. The blackness narrows, leaving a small tunnel focused on the dashboard. Then it closes completely.


  No more words.


  No more light.


  No more sound.


  Just like that—I’m taken.


  The erotic adventure takes its most turbulent turn…


  See the next page for an excerpt from


  Taken by Storm


  One


  The soles of MJ’s boots echoing off the concrete driveway sounded like drum beats in his head. A raging, metal death band soundtrack to his shit life. He reached his car—a black ’68 Camaro convertible bought with blood money from his grandfather—and tossed his duffel bag in the backseat.


  “Don’t tell me you’re running away again.”


  Her voice sparked chills up his back. MJ turned and looked, but could only see a cloud of cigarette smoke lingering under the garage light. “Stay out of my business,” he said into the darkness.


  Her deep, sultry chuckle sank inside his ears and made him close his eyes. That laugh. So many nights… that laugh in the dark, under the sheets. God, how he’d ached for her when she left.


  “I thought you quit smoking,” he said, despite himself. Why could he never walk away from her?


  Maddie slipped around the corner from the side of the garage and leaned against the door. He could just make out the faint red shine of her lips. Her dark hair loose around her shoulders. The predatory gleam in her eye. “Old habits die hard.”


  MJ let out a sharp laugh. “Not all of them.” He opened the car door and got behind the wheel. There was no way he’d stay and get lured into her bed again. No way he’d go through that kind of torture when she took off on him.


  Never again.


  Maddie had been his addiction, his drug, and he intended to stay clean. Clean, but not sober. The only place he wanted to be was at the bottom of a bottle of Jack Daniel’s.


  He fumbled with his keys, giving her one too many seconds to cross the driveway and reach his car. “The first time you ran away,” she said, laying her hands on top of his car door, “you got as far as Coach’s house. That time it was my fault because I spent two weeks of our summer at sleep-away camp and abandoned you here alone. Is it my fault this time too?”


  Jesus, she was wearing that perfume—the one that smelled like vanilla and spice.


  He remembered that summer. Two whole weeks without Maddie. She was the only bright spot in his life back then. His best friend, before she became even more.


  His grandfather, Enzo Rocha, The Puppet Master, had kept MJ under his care and his thumb since he was born. MJ had been shipped from nanny to private boarding school, then another boarding school and another when he got kicked out for fighting, but he was never wanted under this roof—his grandfather’s roof—this fucking mansion of a house where his grandfather would never even have had to see his face if he didn’t want to. MJ’s stays had been limited to short visits during summer and winter breaks.


  And Maddie had always been there. The house manager’s daughter. Four years older and wiser. Four years more experienced—a college girl when he was in high school. It was Maddie who had taken his virginity and his heart. It was Maddie who had destroyed his trust and ruined him for any other girl.


  MJ’s eyes roamed her face and down her body. The body that used to belong to him. His palms tingled with flesh memories of holding her breasts in his hands. The image of her naked was seared into his mind like it had been branded there. The way he made her sigh. The way he made her moan and whimper his name. His mouth watered, knowing exactly how she would taste, her lips, her skin, her… he had to stop himself. She wasn’t his. She’d broken her promise. She’d left him.


  “Where are you going?” Maddie asked him. “Can I come along?”


  “My life is none of your business.” MJ shot her a stony glare. “Why are you even here?” He threw up a hand to stop her from answering. “You know what? Never mind. I don’t even care.”


  He shoved the key into the ignition and fired up the engine. When she didn’t step back from the car, he glanced up at her to find her staring down at him. He tried to look away, but couldn’t. She’d always had a way of seeing inside him to the pain and hurt. She could always make it go away, and damn it, he needed her to. So he kept his eyes glued to hers like she was a fucking life-line until he felt something shift and crack inside him.


  Fucking Maddie.


  “You’re not doing this to me again.” He put the car in reverse knowing, it was too late, his words were a lie.


  


  Maddie slowly strolled into the backyard. She hated hurting MJ. The hurt in his eyes, mixed with anger and something close to loathing… it was more than she could bear.


  She wrapped her arms around her stomach and took a few deep breaths to calm her nerves. She should’ve found somewhere else to go.


  Maddie laughed silently to herself. She’d asked MJ if he was running away, but she was the one doing the running. She fingered the diamond ring under her shirt hanging on the chain around her neck and felt the familiar sting of anxiety shoot up from her stomach to her throat. Talan had been so understanding when she told him she needed time to think. She wasn’t sure she deserved it.


  The night he gave her the ring, the city skyline in the sunset took Maddie’s breath away. Across the table from her, Talan’s hazel eyes didn’t leave her face. His expression held so much love and sincerity. She had a feeling she knew what the special night was about, why he brought her to Coach Insignia all the way up on the seventy-second floor of the Renaissance Center. A romantic, sunset dinner at the most expensive restaurant in town could only mean one thing.


  They’d finished their dinners, and Maddie’s dessert sat half-eaten on the plate in front of her. She couldn’t eat one more bite.


  She knew it was now or never.


  Then the waiter approached their table with a bottle of chilled champagne and two flutes.


  Maddie swallowed. Hard. Was this really happening?


  She wasn’t ready to be married. She wasn’t ready to be with Talan for the rest of her life. Was she?


  Purposely avoiding looking at Talan, Maddie watched the waiter walk away.


  “Maddie?” Talan said.


  She turned to him. He balanced a black ring box in the palm of his hand. She held her breath and studied his warm face, a sprinkle of freckles across his nose, amber flecks in his eyes, auburn hair to match the sunset outside the windows.


  Talan was everything a woman wanted.


  He was everything Maddie should want.


  So, why was she so afraid?


  He opened the box. A beautiful, platinum diamond ring sat on the cushion. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”


  It felt like a porcupine crawled through her stomach. Yes. No. Her mind whirled. “I—I want to say yes, but I need some time to think.”


  Talan sat the ring box on the table and nodded, discouraged. “You don’t want to be with me?”


  “No! I do want to be with you.” Maddie reached across and took his hand. “We haven’t even been together a year yet. What’s the rush?”


  Talan frowned and rubbed his forehead. “No rush. It just felt like the right time.”


  Maddie’s heart sank. How could she do this to him? She loved Talan and it wasn’t like she’d never thought of marrying him over the last few months. They were clearly heading in that direction.


  “This was a total surprise,” she said. “I just need to think about it, that’s all. Okay?”


  Talan took a deep breath. “Maddie, maybe we need to take a break. Keep the ring and think about it.” He opened her hand and sat the ring box on her palm.


  It was heavier than she’d imagined it would be. “A break?”


  She could tell he was disappointed and maybe even a little angry, but he wanted to break up?


  “I love you, Maddie. Whatever you decide, it won’t change that. But, I can’t make you want to marry me. Take some time away from me to figure out how you feel. Do whatever you need to do to make your decision. When you’re ready to be with me or let me go, tell me.”


  It had only been a couple days. The emotions the memory spurred in Maddie were still so strong, they knocked the breath out of her. She had no idea how to make this decision.


  Maddie had wandered inside her father’s apartment over the garage while reliving the night Talan proposed. Now, she paced the floor in her dad’s living room. He should’ve been home from the big house by now. It wasn’t that she was worried. She knew where he was, but she wanted him here. He was too old to be staying out so late. She wished he didn’t need this job. The last person she wanted him working for was Enzo Rocha, the Old Man, as she and MJ liked to call him. But her dad had come to think of the Old Man as a good friend over the years he’d worked for him. She just hoped her dad hadn’t mentioned the fact that she was back.


  The Old Man had run her off a year and a half ago, but this time it was different. She was here for a good reason. A reason that had nothing to do with MJ.


  Maddie sat on the end of the couch and dug her chain out from under her shirt. Her ring really was beautiful, a full carat emerald cut diamond set in a platinum band. It sparkled and shot rainbows up onto the ceiling.


  She knew Talan would be at home, sitting up in bed with his electronic tablet wearing his black-framed glasses, no shirt and pajama pants. He’d have ESPN on the TV, but he wouldn’t be paying any attention to it.


  Contentment settled over her thinking about how warm it would be snuggled next to him. How he’d still smell faintly of cologne and play with her hair.


  She’d been so lucky to meet Talan. After graduating from Michigan State and coming home to Sandy Springs for what she thought was forever, only to be run off by Enzo Roach, she was devastated when she moved back to East Lansing. She and Talan hadn’t started dating right away. She told him about MJ, about how she’d had to break up with him, although she didn’t dare tell Talan—or anyone—why she left Sandy Springs.


  They became great friends first, then slowly, their relationship developed into more. He was perfect. Loving and loyal, caring, hard-working. She never had to worry about the ground shifting under her feet with him. He was stable and their relationship was what good marriages were based on.


  Maddie curled up on the couch with her head on the armrest. She even liked Talan’s family, and from what she knew from her married friends, that never happened.


  Clearly, there were more pros than cons when it came to her decision. Any sane woman would jump at the chance to marry a man like Talan. So, what was she doing wasting time back in Sandy Springs, Georgia, at the Rocha Estate?


  Don’t answer that question, she told herself. It was of the rhetorical variety that had plagued her mind on repeat for the past year and a half. Every question came down to the same, one-word, one-name answer.


  MJ.
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  He hit the door of the Third Base Lounge with both hands, making it bounce back off the wall as he stepped inside. His first priority was a drink or five, then he’d move on to a distraction. Glancing around, he didn’t see the female distraction he’d been getting around to knowing better. Carnally better. Too bad. Tonight would’ve been a night for her to remember.


  He was glad Paul was behind the bar tonight and not the new guy Coach had hired who tried to card MJ two nights ago. He settled in on a bar stool and ordered a double of Jack. This was home and Coach Harting, the owner, was as close to a father as he’d ever had. MJ had grown up eating peanuts and watching cartoons with Maddie in the bar’s back office while Coach balanced his books.


  Coach Harting had coached every summer Little League team MJ had ever been on and sponsored them with Third Base Lounge jerseys. He was the reason MJ made it onto the GSU baseball team at all after Maddie left.


  Those first few months after she’d left, MJ had been a mess. He got drunk and passed out every night, dropped most of his classes his first semester, and started fighting with anyone who wouldn’t back down. Coach wouldn’t give up on him though, said MJ had too much talent to let a woman destroy his dreams. Coach met with the GSU baseball coach and personally vouched for MJ, said he’d kick MJ’s ass if he didn’t shape up. Somehow, the GSU coach believed him and let him on the team.


  Now Coach owed MJ an ass whooping.


  MJ took the shot glass from the bartender. “Keep these coming.” He tossed the fiery whiskey down his throat and slammed the glass down onto the bar.


  “Bad day?” Paul asked, whisking the empty away and replacing it with another.


  MJ rolled his head back and forth from shoulder to shoulder. The Jack warmed his stomach and dulled his senses. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.”


  Paul braced his hands against the bar. “A chick?”


  MJ took a deep sip of his double shot, nodding. “Kicked me square in the balls.” He swallowed and winced. No need to mention his daddy issues. That situation was too fucked up to even try to explain.


  Paul dropped his hands. “Sorry, man.”


  “Yeah. Whatever. We haven’t been together for over a year anyway.”


  Paul leaned in, resting his forearms on the bar. “Wait. You mean Maddie? Is she back?”


  MJ exhaled sharply through his nose and downed the rest of his shot.


  That was all the answer Paul needed. He gave MJ a friendly punch to the arm and shook his head before striding to the other end of the bar where he was being flagged down for a beer.


  Someone ran into MJ from behind, jolting him sideways on his stool. Instantly enraged, he swung his fist around, connecting with the back of the guy’s head. It was one of the idiots playing pool. “Watch yourself.”


  The guy grabbed the front of MJ’s shirt and threw him back into his stool where he lost his balance and fell off onto his ass on the floor. “Want to try that again?”


  Drunk and stumbling, it took a second for MJ to get onto his feet and start swinging. The dull, dark pounding in his head was a tribal drum beat spurring his anger. The man became every guy he’d ever imagined Maddie with in Michigan and MJ threw every punch harder than the last, determined to take back what was his. He wouldn’t be denied any longer. MJ slammed his fist into the side of the man’s head, making him shuffle sideways against the bar. MJ rushed forward, eager to finish this asshole.


  With another punch to the man’s gut, the man became MJ’s father, and a surge of animosity crackled under MJ’s skin. He would be heard. Seen. Acknowledged. His fists jabbed hard and fast against the man’s face and abdomen. The cracks of fist against skin urged MJ on again and again. Thanks to his trusty friend, Jack Daniel’s, he didn’t even feel the hits he took.


  A pair of hands grabbed him from behind, and as he was being dragged backward, he saw Paul had a hand on the other guy’s chest pushing him back.


  “You’ve got way to much piss and vinegar in you, Son,” Coach said from behind him. “Let’s get you back to the office and sobered up.”


  Looking up into Coach’s face, etched with disappointment, MJ wished he’d make good on his promise and kick his ass. He deserved it.
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