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      This book is dedicated to the good people of Stonington, Maine – specifically, Lance Bradshaw, Thomas Jones, and Kelly Kolysher. I hope I did you justice and that you will one day welcome me back into your warm embrace.
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Shaw

      “Simi, where the fuck am I?” I growled into my cellphone.

      “I don’t know, asshole,” would’ve been an acceptable comeback, given my level of rudeness, but my ever-professional virtual assistant kept her cool. “You’re traveling south on Upper Falls Road.”

      You’re, a contraction from a voice-recognition program. Wasn’t technology nifty? Nifty, but not a whole lot of help. Left to figure it out on my own, I had to draw only slightly conceivable conclusions. The best I could tell, the flight I’d taken to Bangor, Maine, had somehow veered off course and into the Bermuda Triangle, which I was now convinced was a wormhole to an alternate universe where interstates hadn’t yet been invented. That or all of this had been an elaborate scheme that my arch nemesis/part-time lover, Cassidy Whalen, had come up with in order to lure me away to a place where she could continue her torture routine and then eat my liver before dumping my body where no one could find it.

      Truthfully, I’d be okay with the slightly creepy murder because being forced to endure that look of pity on her face every day for the foreseeable future was a fate worse than death.

      I dropped my phone in the nook next to the gearshift, none too gently, thanks to my mounting frustration. I was exhausted, running on fumes after a ten-and-a-half-hour flight and nearing a two-hour drive. My stomach was gnawing at me from the inside, which I suspected was simply for the sole purpose of going in search of food on its own, since I’d placated it only with airplane peanuts.

      Simi dinged, either to warn me to take it easier on her delicate structure or to issue a reminder to bust a right onto yet another state route on my journey through God’s country. Thirty-six more miles on winding roads to the island that laid claim to a small fishing village called Stonington. Cassidy’s stomping ground. What in the world was I thinking when I’d decided to hop that flight? Oh, right… I’d wanted to give her a piece of my mind. But right now, I wanted a piece of chicken to put in my belly.

      Making a left into the parking lot of a gas station, I parked the compact rental car I’d been forced into when no other option had been available and got out. The cartoon chicken on the sign in the window shouldn’t have made me salivate, but it did. Maybe I was on the verge of delirium because gas station chicken wasn’t a smart decision. I’d pay for it later.

      The kid behind the counter was patient as I decided between chicken chicken, chicken tenders, or chicken nuggets. As he gathered my tenders and potato wedges, I thought I’d double-check that Simi knew what she was talking about, though I might have used a hushed voice to make sure she couldn’t hear me doing so. The last thing I needed was for her to get an attitude about me not trusting her. Women could be so testy. Even virtual women.

      “Hey… Dale,” I started, reading his nametag. “Is it normal for there to be a lot of back roads around here instead of interstates?”

      Chicken Dale half-laughed. I guess he got that question a lot. “Yep. Where are you going?”

      “Uh, Stonington,” I said, taking my boxed meal.

      He drew his head back like what I’d said was unusual. “Stonington?”

      “Yeah. Why, am I going in the wrong direction? I knew it,” I said, adding a curse under my breath.

      “No, you’re going in the right direction. It’s just that no one goes to Stonington unless they’re a local.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      He laughed again. “Depends on who you ask.”

      “Great,” I said with a sarcastic smile. “Thanks, man.” I took my box, noticing the grease stains already soaking through. “I’m not going to die from eating this, am I?”

      His shrug and expression said it could go either way. I’d make it, or I wouldn’t. Oh, well. We all had to go sometime.

      After paying for my heart attack in a box and bottled water, I got back on the road. At least what was supposed to pass for a road, anyway. The winding, unpainted pavement was bad enough, but the bumps along the way reminded me of being a kid in a shopping cart passing over a grooved sidewalk, the vibration from each notch making my ahhhh sound like a symphony of vocal acrobats. I might have even tried it out to prove a point, since there was no one else around to see me making an ass of myself. Until my phone rang, that is.

      “Hello?” I cleared my throat, trying not to sound so much like a bullfrog was lodged in it. “Ben?”

      “Yo, boss man!” came his far too exuberant response. “How’s Maine?”

      “So far, so shitty. What’d you find for me?”

      “Well, there are only two places to choose from and one is booked, if you can believe that, but I did score you a nice room at the Whalen House.”

      For some reason a massive migraine decided to strike like a lightning bolt from out of nowhere. “Wait. Did you just say Whalen?”

      “Yep. And it’s exactly what you think.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “Lair of the ice queen, herself. Cassidy’s parents own the joint. Per the four-and-a-half-star review, it’s a quaint little bed-and-breakfast with a family atmosphere and all the amenities of home. You should fit right in.”

      I would’ve growled at him if I’d had the energy. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit.” At least he was honest with me. Unlike Cassidy.

      “There’s no other choice?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m firing you when I get back.”

      “Sure thing, boss. In the meantime, I’m pushing Denver’s contract through to make everything real nice and legal.”

      Denver “Rocket Man” Rockford was where all of this had started. Cassidy Whalen and I had been in competition to represent the most coveted quarterback in the league and earn a slice of his pie, along with a partnership at Striker Sports Entertainment. I’d won. On a technicality. Denver had offered the contract to Cassidy first, but she’d turned it down and insisted he give it to me. All after she’d found out I wasn’t the rich playboy I’d let everyone believe I was. If she hadn’t been so goddamn nosy, so judgmental, so determined to pick me apart like I was a toad spread-eagle on a metal tray, I wouldn’t be in a stupid tin can on a fucked-up road heading to a place no one else has ever even heard of.

      I shoved my hand inside the greasy box, regretting it instantly when I found the scalding wedges, which must have been pulled from the vat of oil right as I’d walked into the gas station. “Son of a bitch!”

      “Okay… I can hold it, if you want me to. But I’ve gotta ask. Are you actually changing your mind about scoring the biggest deal of your life?” I’d almost forgotten Ben was on the phone. Maybe I hadn’t been far off the mark with the delirium thing.

      “Is that even a real question? Of course not. I just burned myself,” I said, sucking on the wounded finger.

      “Funny, I didn’t feel a thing. Ba-dum-bum-ching!” He was a hairsbreadth away from being replaced by Simi.

      “Grow up, Ben,” I said, taking charge and acting like a real boss. “Book the room, get the contract on Wade’s desk, and get me on a flight out of here first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “You got it. But, uh,” he hedged.

      “Spit it out.” I was quickly losing what little patience I had left.

      “Just a heads-up, there’s a nasty bit of weather forecasted for Maine over the next few days. Best be prepared for a longer stay, mate.”

      “Then you better make sure you get me out of here before it does because I have zero intention of sticking around any longer than I have to, so call me with the details once you’ve got them.” With that, I hung up and tried to get my greasy grub on again.

      Having zero intention of sticking around any longer than I had to was exactly right, but it wasn’t like I had a reason to be here in the first place. Christ, what the fuck was I doing in friggin’ Maine? See, Cassidy Whalen had this way about her that got into my head and made me act like a stark raving mad lunatic. Because of that woman, I’d done things I’d never do. Like seduce a co-worker in order to win a contract. Or at least, I’d tried to seduce her. It had backfired. Sort of. But at least I’d gotten my rocks off a time or two in the process, so consolation prize and all. Thing was, I didn’t do second place well, and my consolation prize had skipped town and taken her delectable little pussy with her. I wasn’t okay with that.

      Shit. Why wasn’t I okay with that? Over the years, I’d built up a wall to keep the crazy out, and bit by bit, she’d been chiseling away at it and making me feel things. I shivered, the horror of that thought prancing down my spine like a thousand tiny Cassidys doing their victory dances.

      Don’t get me wrong, the whole feeling things didn’t mean I’d fallen in love with her or anything. No, the things she made me feel were the same emotions I’d left behind the night I’d watched a man get his head blown off right in front of my eyes. I’d been just a kid, but living in Detroit is a game of survival I’d been forced to learn early on. Feelings equaled weakness. And it wasn’t like I had parents to shelter me from all that bullshit either. My folks couldn’t give a shit whether I lived or died. Hell, they probably would have preferred I’d died because at least then maybe they could collect some sort of check on me.

      With a frustrated growl, I shook the fucked-up situation with my parents out of my head because thoughts like those wouldn’t further my goals in life. They were behind me. That life was behind me. I’d been moving forward since the day I became a man at the ripe old age of nine. Having no mother to coddle you after you’d just witnessed a brutal, bloody murder sort of put things in perspective. No one was going to take care of that little boy but the man he was meant to be. And the only way anyone could ever hurt me was if I gave them the ammunition to do so.

      I’d worked hard to make my way in life. And I’d taken every opportunity I could to further my cause, but being handed a contract that had originally been offered to a fucking woman smarted. It was emasculating. Though I had no intention of backing down from the mother of all contracts, regardless of how I’d gotten it, the first thing I needed to do was reclaim my manhood. And at the moment, Cassidy Whalen was holding my balls in her purse. Once I got them back, I could put her and all the touchy-feely stuff behind me once and for all.

      Deer Isle–Sedgwick Bridge loomed before me like a four-hundred-foot iron sentry that would either grant access to my destination or turn into a rolling and twisting amusement park ride to dump me into the waters of Eggemoggin Reach below. Obviously, the amusement would not be mine. But as luck would have it, I crossed without issue. The steel suspension cables even stayed in place, and I was fairly certain the ominous laughter I’d thought I’d heard had been only my imagination having playtime with the natural creeks and groans of metal on metal. Christ, I needed some sleep before the boulders scattered about the landscape turned into rock people frolicking through blueberry fields.

      Rock people did not exist. Just like the bumps in the road were not made by genetically altered super mole spies with ninja reflexes sent to keep track of me, and the sandbar supporting the causeway to Deer Isle would not turn into quicksand to suck me down to Middle Earth. But my phone was ringing.

      “Shaw Matthews,” I answered, grateful for the distraction. My sleep-deprived brain needed to save the neurons still firing somewhere inside in order to help me keep my wits about me when I finally came face-to-face with the little piggy that had gone “wee, wee, wee,” all the way home. I had a thing or two to say to her, and I was perilously close to forgetting both thing one and thing two.

      “Hey, bro! Whatcha doing?” Chaz asked from the other end of the line.

      “I can’t be sure, but I think I’m driving through one of the seven gates to hell.” Actually, I was fairly certain, but my sleep deprivation probably meant my judgment was questionable. “What’s up, man?”

      “Just wanted to give you a heads-up to tell you that you might want to keep your head down.”

      What Chaz had just said made perfect sense to me, which was proof positive that I had, in fact, crossed over into an alternate universe. “Do tell,” I said, prepared for just about anything at this point.

      “The girls and Quinn are catching a flight to Maine to be with Cassidy. It’s supposed to be a surprise, so don’t say anything to her or Demi’s gonna put my nuts in a sling.”

      “Join the club,” I said, still picturing my own boys in Cassidy’s purse. I ignored his questioning response and instead opted to move the conversation along. “So why do I need to keep my head down?”

      “Because they know you’re already there.”

      Even so, it made no sense. Quinn had been the one to give me Cassidy’s flight information in the first place, telling me to go after her. Only because he thought there was something romantic going on, which he was wrong about, but still, it had gotten me the information. Oh, shit. They’d probably figured out I was the cause of their bestie’s quickie departure in the first place. Great. The last thing I needed was to have two pecking hens and a feminine-sympathizing cock to add to the little piggy I was already trying to hogtie and put back in the barn. What was I, Old fucking McDonald?

      “All right, man. Thanks for the warning.” I sighed. “With any luck, I’ll be gone before they get here. I’m leaving first thing in the morning.”

      “What are you doing there, anyway?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question.”

      “Well, that’s answer enough, isn’t it?”

      “What? I don’t follow.”

      “Dude, you jumped on a plane… Maine… girl…” His call had some serious breaks in the line.

      I pulled back to look at my phone, showing only one wavering bar. I must have been driving through a dead zone, but I put the phone back to my ear. “Chaz? Hey, man, you there?”

      The three beeps in my ear and “Call Failed” screen meant he wasn’t. Oh, well. I’d call him back later because if the ocean on the horizon was any indication – and I was pretty sure the compact car I was driving wasn’t going to Chitty Chitty Bang Bang into a boat – it looked like I’d reached my destination. Not that Simi had done her fucking job and told me so. Pfft, technology.

      Popping over the hill and following the main road down to the small village nestled below, I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the simplicity of it all. It was like stepping onto the set of a fictional town in a movie or a book. I never knew places like this actually existed, but there it was.

      The street corners were not home to Starbucks or McDonald’s. There were no Walmarts or Targets. No shopping malls or gas stations. Not even a traffic light. Main Street was home to a handful of boutiques, one locally owned and operated diner, a convenience store, and a singular bank. But the hustle and bustle was concentrated at a dock, the hub of it all. A dock loaded down with just about every make and model of truck ever produced in the good ol’ U. S. of A.

      Just past the Opera House – “Wait. They have a fucking Opera House?” I asked myself incredulously – I made a left off School Street and onto West Main, where a giant, weathered sign in need of a fresh coat of paint told me I’d finally reached my destination. I parked on the side of the road, turned off the ignition, and unfolded myself out of the little windup-toy car. How clowns got so many of themselves into one during their circus act, I’d never understand.

      Stepping out onto the sidewalk, I stretched and inhaled a deep breath of fresh air. Well, it wasn’t so much fresh as it was fishy and sodium based, but it was natural all the same. My lungs must have been too used to the carbon footprints left behind by big-city living because the resulting cough attack had me scared shitless that I’d never breathe again. Once the spasm was over, I took a look around to be sure no one had seen me, and was struck dumb by the scenery.

      Fishing boats moved in and out of the harbor, a flock of seagulls hot on their water trails. The sound of engines and horns, the call of the birds, and the stray shouts between fishermen as they passed one another was almost a lullaby compared to the harsh noise of the city. Islands of all sizes were scattered throughout the bay and beyond like a treasure map awaiting exploration. But most impressive was the horizon beyond. It was like a painter’s canvas of blue skies the color of a baby’s eyes, and streaks of sunlight penetrated marbled white clouds as if the fingers of a young god were playing with toy boats in a tepid bath.

      Cassidy Whalen had been born inside a postcard and had stepped right out of it like a two-dimensional character brought to three-dimensional life. Rarely had I ever taken note of the splendor of such things. Maybe that was because I’d always been in a hurry, thanks to the fast pace of city life, but something about this backdrop forced me to stop and take notice. Chick-ish moment aside, I was in awe.

      I took out my phone to call Ben to let him know I’d arrived and did a double take when I spotted the words NO SERVICE in the top corner where there should’ve been full bars.

      Holding my cellphone in the air, I did a three-sixty. “No service? Is that even possible with today’s technology?” I sighed in defeat and shoved my phone back into my pocket. Forget the postcard. I was in The Twilight Zone.

      Looking around again, I shook my head at how easily I’d been duped. Like Cassidy, the small town was beautiful and nonthreatening, a succubus luring its prey with a false sense of security, and then blammo! You were under her spell with no choice but to submit to her will until she sucked the essence from your soul and then discarded your rotting corpse. Luckily for me, I’d figured it out way before it was too late, which was a miracle in and of itself considering my level of exhaustion.

      Behind me, the Whalen House stood proud atop an incline that overlooked not just the harbor but the entire town. And I used the word “town” loosely. How fitting that it should be the place the great counselor, Cassidy Whalen, called home. Obviously, the high and mighty perch from which she passed judgment had been one she’d inherited at birth. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if I walked inside to find out her father was the town’s judge, jury, and executioner.

      If I’d been in my right mind, I would’ve turned around and made my way back to civilization. But again – thanks to the sleep deprivation – I’d traded out “right mind” for “one hallucination short of a padded cell” a long time ago. The one and only order of business at the moment was to make it inside and into a warm, comfortable bed to capitalize on some much-needed downtime for my brain. After that, I’d say my piece to the she-devil and then I’d make my hasty escape back to some normalcy in San Diego with my new and very lucrative partnership at Striker Sports Entertainment and an extraordinarily exceptional life.

      Yep, everything I’d worked so hard for was just sitting there waiting for me to come live the dream… As soon as I could get free of the nightmare.
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Cassidy

      Life was a funny thing. All those inspirational sayings about how we are in control of our own destiny, that we have the right to choose which direction we take during our journey to the end, were a crock of manure.

      Rarely had anyone born in my town ever left. If they did, they returned within a couple of years, max. The culture in Stonington was so unlike the culture anywhere else that the natives found it hard to exist outside of it. The rules were different; the way people thought was different. It was like being dropped in the middle of an ocean and being told to sink or swim. Without ever having the first swimming lesson.

      I’d done it. I’d taken control of my own future, and I’d gotten out of Stonington, Maine. And not only had I learned how to swim, but I’d grown fins and gills. Yet this town had managed to suck me right back in anyway. I was not the master of my own destiny; I was a slave to my fate. I’d left behind everything I’d worked so hard for, only to return to a place I’d fought so hard to leave. Like an overprotective mother, Stonington had a way of grabbing ahold of its children, smothering them with her breasts, and refusing to let them go. I was simply the headstrong daughter determined to forge her own way.

      The short trips I’d made home for visits in the past had been safe. Mostly because they were preplanned trips, with a definite date of departure that was nonnegotiable. This time that safeguard wasn’t in place. I had no idea how long I’d need to stay to see my ma and da through this crisis, but I was sure if Stonington had her way, I wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. It was a risk I had to take for my family. They were more important than any partnership or any client or any egotistical asshole with a giant chip on his shoulder who just happened to give cosmic orgasms.

      It was an emergency phone call during the biggest moment of my life that had sent me dashing across the country in a hurry to get to my hospitalized mother. When Da had picked me up from the airport, he’d assured me she was fine, but warned that she looked much worse than she actually was. He’d been right. Ma looked like she’d gone through a twelve-round bout with the heavyweight boxing champion of the world and had come out on the losing end. The broken bones and concussion she’d sustained only further substantiated my analogy.

      Despite the fact that I was sitting in a hospital – which always gave me the creeps – something felt off, unsettling. Every time I tried to pinpoint the cause of my uneasiness, Shaw Matthews’s stupid face kept popping up in my mind, compounding my restlessness. Perhaps it was because there’d been no closure there. Not that it should matter. It wasn’t like we were an item. Far from it. But I couldn’t help the confusion over my inability to define the freaking relationship that I think I had with him in the first place. It was just sex, right? And if that was the case, why did I feel the need to check in with him? Explain to him that I’d landed safely, fill him in on how my mother was, and give him some sort of guesstimate as to when I might return. Because I was the blooming idiot who’d found herself back in Nowhere, USA, with little to no hope of ever escaping to civilization again.

      “You all right, kiddo?” The gruff voice of my father suspended my internal ramblings and I glanced up to catch him studying me, concern furrowing his brow. My own gaze roamed over his familiar features and noted the many differences since my last visit. The old man’s red hair was thinner and his beard was in need of a trim, but his barrel chest and potbelly were the same as always. Ma had been keeping him well fed, as usual. When I didn’t answer, he looked at me with that weathered face. The squint to his eye had nothing to do with his curiosity and everything to do with his failing eyesight.

      “I’m fine, Da. Just a little tired.” On cue, a yawn snuck up on me and I stretched it out. “I see you’re still not wearing your glasses.”

      “Bah,” he scoffed, waving me off. “There’s no place for those damn things on a lobster boat. Proved that when the last pair fell right off my face and into the ocean where they belong.”

      “Fell off, or got tossed off?” He wasn’t fooling anyone.

      Da shrugged. “What difference does it make? Somewhere out in the deep blue, a real-life Incredible Mr. Limpet is patrolling the ocean and keeping our country safe from enemy attack. You’re welcome,” he said with a wink.

      I laughed because I couldn’t help it. Leave it to my da to make accidentally on purpose losing his glasses a patriotic contribution. Duff Whalen was set in his ways and was fighting growing old with every breath in his body. It was one of the reasons he was still fishing when he should’ve been retired. He swore it kept him young and healthy. Truthfully, he probably had a point, though I’d never tell him that in front of Ma.

      As if she could sense the conspiratorial thought – and she probably could – Ma stirred in her sleep, her eyes opening just enough for me to see the caterpillar green of her irises. I might have inherited the ginger hair and short temper from my father, but Ma was the benefactor of my eyes and willfulness. A willfulness that had landed her butt in the hospital with a broken leg, a couple of cracked ribs, and some scrapes and bruises. Thank God it hadn’t been worse.

      “Hey, sleepyhead. You okay?” I asked, sitting up to brush a graying lock of hair from her face.

      “Cassidy, you’re here.” Her smile was groggy, the prescribed painkillers forcing her to take a much-needed nap to help her body heal. It was a good thing, too, because otherwise Anna Whalen would’ve been out of that bed and walking the twenty-five miles back to Stonington to tend to her guests.

      “You know, if you wanted to see me, you could’ve just called and asked me to come. You didn’t have to go to this extreme.”

      Medicine-induced semicoma or not, it didn’t stop her from quirking a sarcastic brow. “Didn’t I?”

      Here we go. I sighed. “Ma, don’t start with the guilt trip, okay? You know how busy I am.”

      “Yes, I know. I really wish they hadn’t called you in the first place. I’m fine. You should go back to California before you’re missed. I wouldn’t want my little accident to be the cause of some major catastrophe, like one of your fancy clients not having his favorite bottled water on the set of a commercial shoot for some athlete’s foot something or other.”

      Jesus, she really knew how to lay it on thick, but I wasn’t going to let her avoid a much-deserved interrogation by pointing out all my shortcomings as a daughter. “Oh, you’re fine?” I challenged. “So you’re in the hospital because…?”

      “Because you two are a bunch of overprotective hens who can’t tell that these doctors are only trying to milk my insurance company out of more money than they’ve any right to. Can I go home now?”

      I laughed with a shake of my head. “That would be a big, fat no.”

      “Well, why not?”

      “Because you have an issue with your blood pressure, which you knew before you decided to go on a little adventure. Said issue is what caused the dizziness that led to the fall in the first place. And as a result, the doctors want to keep you here another night.”

      The information didn’t sit well with my mother. Not that I’d expected it would. “I’m not staying here another night. I have guests to attend to.” She started to pull the covers back as if she was going to get out of bed, but I stopped her.

      “Oh, no you don’t. Abby’s taking care of them just fine without you there, and I’m going to relieve her in a bit. Right after I make the doc explain why the medication he gave you for your blood pressure hasn’t been working.”

      Ma’s gaze dropped to the covers and she occupied her hands by smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles in the sheets. If I hadn’t already sensed her guilt, Da’s reaction would’ve been a dead giveaway. He could always read her like a book.

      “Damn stubborn woman. You haven’t been taking your medicine, have you?” He threw his hands into the air as if he already knew the answer.

      My mother shrugged. “Not as often as I should.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      She looked ashamed, an apologetic glance at my father preceding her words. “Because we can’t afford all the medication we have to take between us and still be able to keep the bed-and-breakfast running.”

      “Oh my God. Are you kidding me right now?” I asked, flabbergasted. Turning toward my father, I asked, “Did you know anything about this?”

      His face drew up in disgust. “Hell no! Do you think I would’ve let that happen if I did?”

      It hadn’t been my intention to insult my father, but I had. “I’m sorry. Of course I know you wouldn’t.” I whipped my head around and focused my attention where it belonged. “Ma, why didn’t you say something?”

      “Because I didn’t want anyone to know. It’s my fault. This stupid recession has affected the tourism in Stonington and we need to keep the house open because it’s not just a source of income; it’s the roof over our own heads. So I cut some corners. I figured if I took my medicine every other day, it wouldn’t matter so much and I could stretch out the prescriptions until things got better.”

      “Oh, you figured that, did ya?” Da grumbled from his chair. His face was flushed, the top of his ears a ripe tomato red, and I worried that his own blood pressure was peaking at a dangerous level.

      “Should I ask if you’ve been taking your medicine, too, Da?”

      My father brushed off the question with a casual wave of his hand, ignoring me and staring down his wife instead. “You also figured you’d climb up on the ladder, didn’t ya? Look where that landed ya.”

      Ma huffed. “Well, someone had to clean out the gutters.”

      “And I told you I’d do it when I got home, woman.” Da’s face was beginning to tinge red with his insistence.

      “Mmhmm… Just like you fixed the antenna? People aren’t going to want to stay at a bed-and-breakfast that can’t even offer them good reception on the television set.”

      “Why can’t you just admit that you climbed up there because you wanted to be able to watch your stories? That’s exactly the reason you wouldn’t wait. Damn near killed yourself over it.”

      I closed my eyes, knowing what Da said was true, but hoping it wasn’t. “Ma, please tell me that’s not why you did it.” Not that she needed to. She was obsessed with her soap operas. Stonington was one giant, real-life soap opera of its own, sans the cameras, lighting, and sound equipment. And I wouldn’t put it past some of its residents to have some, if not all, of that setup to keep tabs on their neighbors.

      Ma turned toward me, and the bruise to her cheek made me cringe. If anything had happened to her… 

      With a sigh of concession she said, “Well, you know… two birds, one stone and all.”

      “Ah, jeez, Ma. I can’t believe you!”

      My exasperated chastisement was cut off when a new voice joined the conversation from the door to the room. “What’s that saying about the pot calling the kettle black?”

      I knew that voice. It was the sort of deep and gravelly with a smoky undertone that couldn’t be faked or replicated, and its calm strength had given me comfort when I’d most needed it throughout my life. I closed my eyes to gather my wits about me before I opened them again and turned toward the sound.

      He stood in the doorway, leaning against the jamb with his hands tucked into the front pockets of a pair of faded jeans that knew his body better than he knew it himself. His legs were crossed at the ankles, scuffed logger boots showing the wear and tear of a job that had defined his life. A navy blue button-down was left open to reveal the black T-shirt he wore beneath, clinging to pecs developed by years of lobstering, not time spent in the gym. And the crinkles at the corners of his eyes were etched there by nearly three decades of sun exposure and genuine smiles.

      “Casey…” The last syllable of his name sounded like the air being let out of a tire, only the tire was my lungs, and I was completely breathless. My heart raced, punching at my already-constricted chest like it wanted desperately to break free and run into his arms.

      Casey’s left cheek lifted with the corner of his mouth for a lopsided grin, which he topped off with a wink that made my breath catch. “Where you been all my life, darlin’?”

      Jesus, there was something about Casey Michaels that always made me go weak in the knees and get all girly. It was an involuntary reaction no other man had ever been able to evoke from me. I didn’t hate it, but I couldn’t say I liked it, either. It was fine, maybe even cute when we were kids, but as a grown woman, I preferred to feel like I had at least a modicum of control over my own body’s reaction to a person’s presence.

      If the way my feet sent me flying across the room and into his arms before my thoughts could fully process what was happening was any indication, it was clear that control was something I lacked.

      Casey caught me – because he always would – and I buried my face in his neck, breathing him in. That familiar aroma of salty air, motor oil, and hard work was a combination that couldn’t be bottled, but would always be home. I was safe, though I was confused as to why knowing that was such a relief. What did I need safety from?

      The question I asked him was muffled thanks to the tight hold I still had on him and my refusal to let go for fear he’d disappear if I did.

      Casey laughed and nudged me back a little. “I have no idea what you just said, but my answer is yes, darlin’. It’ll always be yes.”

      “You will? You’ll have my babies?” My voice was laced with a fake hopefulness that Casey would undoubtedly understand, because he got me like no one else ever would.

      My oldest and dearest friend, who just happened to also be the man of my dreams whom I’d chosen to leave behind in favor of a career, looked away with a wince. “Damn, it’s gonna hurt when I try to push them out,” he said, almost contemplatively, before he turned back to me, his mind made up. “But you’re worth it.”

      We both laughed, as did Ma and Da.

      “Seeing you two together and still acting silly is making me feel so much better already,” Ma said, sitting up.

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Nice try, old woman.”

      Ma gasped. “Casey, don’t let her be so mean to her mother,” she said, pouting.

      Casey threw his hands up into the air as he crossed the room to her. “You know she’s just going to do the opposite of what I say, Anna. I figured that out our freshman year when I tried to talk her out of trying out for the football team. She was too hardheaded to listen.”

      Leaning down, he kissed Ma on the cheek as she said, “Not hardheaded enough. She got knocked unconscious during the first practice. Served her right for not acting like a lady. I blame you, Duff,” she said, pointing at her husband. “Always roughhousing her and treating her like the son you never had.”

      “What did you want me to do about it, woman? She liked football better than dolls and tea parties. And that was just fine by me. Look at her now. My girl is representing the best of the best, and can get me any autograph I want.” Da gave me a nod of his head as if to say he was proud of me. I knew he was. Neither of my parents ever missed an opportunity to tell me so.

      I groaned, tired of being in the spotlight. “Enough about that. What are you doing here, Casey?”

      “You’re my favorite girl, Cass. Where else would I be?”

      Every girl in town wanted Casey Michaels, and I was his favorite. That kind of untouchable status tended to make a girl feel special. But we were no longer together, so I didn’t want to send mixed signals.

      “Ah, that’s sweet, but you could’ve seen me in town when they release Ma in a couple of days.” Because of that whole “not wanting to send mixed signals” thing, I couldn’t tell him that I was glad he was there then and now. There was something to be said for knowing your safe harbor was within reach when a chaotic ocean was tossing around your insides like a boat headed for a rocky shore. Thank you very much, Shaw Matthews.

      Da jumped in, pulling me back to the business at hand. “You’re not staying here another night. The boy’s here to take you home.”

      “To San Diego?” I was confused, and pretty sure I hadn’t purchased a round-trip ticket. I’d been prepared for the worst case, so had everyone else, but Ma was a tough cookie. Still, she’d be out of commission for quite some time and I’d need to stick around to help out for a while.

      “You can only have one home, and San Diego ain’t it, kiddo.” Da strained to get up, the chair creaking right along with his own aging bones. “Stonington is. Always has been, always will be.

      “I’m perfectly capable of staying here and taking care of my wife, but my patience is too thin to be waiting on a bunch of strangers hand and foot and cleaning up after them. So you go do that, and I’ll bring her home when she’s able. Or when they kick us out because she’s nagging too much.”

      “Duff Whalen!” Ma scolded him.

      “See? It’s already started,” he said.

      I didn’t feel right about leaving Ma in such a vulnerable state, but I knew Abby would need the relief. It was my duty as the daughter to step in and take control until Ma was back on her feet, and I wouldn’t let them down. Besides, it wouldn’t do a bit of good to argue with the old man. Truthfully, I was too exhausted to anyway.

      Casey took my chin between his fingers and stooped to eye level. “You look tired,” he said, still able to read my mind as if our brains had been connected by cables. And then he gave me a conspiratorial smile that said he knew I was in need of rescue even though I’d been back only a short time. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

      I returned his smile. Because he was my knight in shining armor. Because he always put others before himself. Because he was my Casey. Because he wasn’t Shaw Matthews.

       

      The short forty-minute drive to Stonington seemed like twice that. Maybe it was because with each mile that brought us closer, the further we seemed to warp back in time. For me anyway. Stonington was my past. Casey Michaels was my past. Yet there he sat to my left, a vacant distance between us, like someone else was occupying the space and keeping us apart. My own emotions started to warp through time as well, those timeworn but familiar feelings and habits threatening to resurface. The old Cassidy would’ve reached across the space that separated us to take his hand. She probably would’ve even scooted across the seat to snuggle into his side and drape his arm across her shoulders. It would’ve been easy to do. As easy as breathing and just as natural. Sort of like slipping back into a favorite pair of faded jeans and an oversized sweatshirt after a long and stressful day. And God was I ever tempted to do it.

      But I wasn’t that Cassidy anymore. The Cassidy I’d become felt the tension in the air, and it was so uncomfortable that it was almost claustrophobic, as if I was sharing a confined space with a stranger. How was that possible when this stranger knew me better than anyone else ever would?

      Casey and I had grown up with each other. Our parents were the best of friends. They had done everything together. We had done everything together. From childhood playmates that laughed, cried, and fought – not only for but also because of each other – to teenage lovers who explored everything else together. He knew my most intimate secrets and I knew his darkest fears. Our lives were more intertwined than the knotted roots of a century-old oak tree, and the bond every bit as strong.

      A prickling of awareness danced across my skin. I knew he was staring at me, but for some reason I was paralyzed at the neck, unable to do anything but look straight ahead. Maybe it was a defense mechanism, a trick of the brain for my own good; one meant to keep me grounded and looking forward instead of back. After all, Casey was Stonington’s secret weapon.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s wrong, or do I need to tickle it out of you?” Casey reached across the space I’d been unable to breach to lightly poke me in the ribs.

      I flinched with a playful giggle, more for his benefit than mine. It was just like my childhood boyfriend to use silly antics to lighten the mood and defuse what was quickly shaping up to be an awkward situation.

      “Stop.” I smiled and batted his hand away. “What do you mean what’s wrong? Isn’t it obvious? Ma’s in the hospital.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m worried about her.”

      “Bullshit,” was his simple response.

      “What, bullshit?”

      “You saw for yourself that she’s fine.”

      “She hasn’t been taking her medicine. It bothers me that they haven’t had the money for it and didn’t ask me for help.”

      “Cass, have you really been gone so long that you’ve forgotten how proud islanders can be? Come on, darlin’, you’re one of us, and probably the most stubborn. What would you have done if you were your ma?”

      While it was true he had a point, it didn’t mean I had to like it. “I would’ve tried to figure it out on my own, too, I guess.”

      “Oh, I know you would have,” he said with a confident grin, and then the grin fell as his brows furrowed and he looked at me, then the road, and back to me again. “Something else is wrong. What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      For some reason, the question immediately brought back the memory of Shaw’s face the last time I’d seen him. Which was in an empty apartment he’d kept for pretenses only. I’d confronted him on his secret life, a life I’d made it my business to expose only to end up feeling terrible for having reopened a wound he’d tried to keep closed. For all his posturing, he had been nothing more than a fraud. He’d made everyone believe he was something he wasn’t: a self-made man with enough money to show off, unprecedented influence, and a celebrity list of friends and clients that made him nearly as famous as they were.

      In reality, Shaw Matthews was an underprivileged kid who’d been forced to survive the unsympathetic streets of Seven Mile in the heart of Motor City, USA. And he’d never known the love of a parent. It was sad and pathetic, through no fault of his own. And I’d passed judgment on him, assuming things I’d had no right to assume. I didn’t know anything about the man I had shared my body with – repeatedly – but never my heart. And while I was busy fucking him on almost every available surface, my parents had been enduring a financial struggle I’d known nothing about.

      Oh, how the self-righteous will fall. 

      “Stop being so hard on yourself,” Casey said, again reading my thoughts. Which had me wondering how much he could see. If he knew about all the things I’d done to Shaw, all the things I’d let Shaw do to me, it would break his heart.

      I tilted my head and looked at him, trying to see if I could get a read on whether or not he was involved with anyone. But Casey was a master of disguise, quick with a distraction if he thought someone was trying to figure out something about him that he wasn’t ready to let him or her know. His go-to diversion for me was yet another one of his famous winks, the one that made all the island girls swoon. That and his sexy smile were a lethal combination to any human with a vagina. Maybe it wasn’t just humans.

      “Is that the smile you use to make all those she-lobsters throw themselves into your traps?” It had been a running theory among the locals that Casey’s success at lobstering was due to his flirtatious nature with crustaceans of the female variety.

      Casey’s head fell back with a hearty laugh. “You’re back in town for all of a day, and you’re already making jokes, huh? What’s the matter? You jealous?”

      “Not in the least. You might want to watch out for that crusher claw, though. Pretty sure it would be murder on the genitals. Unless you’re into that sort of thing.”

      We both got a good chuckle out of that, and it felt damn good. Normal. For the first time since I’d landed, I was carefree again. That was my Casey. He was the only person who’d ever been able to successfully pull off the “simmer down, miss” with me. And he made it look so easy when even I knew it wasn’t.

      “Maybe you should take one back to California, sneak into your boy’s, Shaw’s, place when he’s sleeping, and slip it under the covers with him. With any luck, he sleeps in the nude. That’ll teach him to mess with you, huh?”

      And just like that, my happy bubble burst – right in my face – leaving me feeling sticky and uncomfortable. No matter how I tried to block that man from my thoughts, I couldn’t escape. Even Casey, whom I considered my safe haven, was speaking his name and causing all sorts of doubts to rise to the surface. What was he doing in my absence? Who was he doing? Probably a couple of beach babes with collagen-filled lips, hot pink fingernails, and bleach-blond hair on a yacht he spent a year’s salary on just so he’d look good to anyone who might be watching. The pompous, superficial bastard.

      “Damn, darlin’. What did he do to you?”

      I turned back around to find Casey staring at my white-knuckled fists balled up in my lap. Embarrassed by my reaction, I released the hold and placed my palms down on the seat instead.

      “I’m sorry. It’s nothing.”

      “That didn’t look like nothing to me.”

      “Shaw got the partnership,” I admitted. It wasn’t the full truth, but close enough for me not to feel guilty. “I guess I’m a little resentful of it.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry to hear that. I know how much you wanted it.”

      Yeah, I’d wanted it pretty bad. According to Shaw, I’d wanted it bad enough to sleep my way to the top. Though that wasn’t at all what had happened, nor was it ever my intention to do so. I had done something much worse. I’d slept with Shaw. Multiple times. And whether I wanted to admit it or not, I’d started to care about him. Maybe a little too much.

      God, how could I be so stupid? 

      I must have said that last part out loud because Casey reached over and took my hand, sending jolts of warmth to my very core. “You’re the smartest person I know, Cass. Whatever happened, I’m sure it wasn’t anything you could see coming or you would’ve cut it off at the pass. You’re crafty like that.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the truth, that Denver Rockford had chosen me to be his agent and that I’d won the partnership, but couldn’t accept the win because of the call for me to come back to Stonington. Even though it wasn’t something within Casey’s control, I knew he would still count it as a failure on his part. He always had and always would feel responsible for me.

      I rested my head against the cold glass of the window. God, I was tired.

      “There’s more. Talk to me, babe.”

      My head bobbed back and forth with the bumps in the road. “It’s just… It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “I hate to break it to you, darlin’, but it sure sounds like it does.”

      We started the descent into downtown Stonington and nostalgia took over. Nostalgia and claustrophobia. “No, it doesn’t. Shaw Matthews is no longer an issue in my life. I have more important things to worry about, like getting Ma better so I can just go home.”

      “Same ol’ Cassidy. Always running away.” Casey gave a lighthearted laugh, but I felt the weight of his comment. 

      “I didn’t run away,” I mumbled, because I really didn’t want to have the same conversation we’d already had, like, a million times.

      Sensing my mood, Casey suddenly changed the subject. Thank God. “So we have a celebrity in town,” he told me with a giant starstruck grin. I’d never pegged Casey Thomas for a fan girl.

      A snort of “yeah right” escaped me. “Funny. Celebrities vacation in places like Aspen or Bora Bora, not Maine.”

      “They do when they’re an author looking to get away to finish a book that just happens to revolve around a sexy lobster fisherman looking for love,” he said with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      “Oh, yeah? Well, she’s definitely in the wrong place for that,” I said, and laughed.

      “Hey!” Casey chastised, only slightly offended. “I can be sexy.” He flexed his pecs Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson style, and all I could do was shake my head and laugh again.

      That was my Casey. God, I’d missed him.
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