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Between Martha’s Vineyard and Nantucket rests Bayberry Island, home to a bronze mermaid statue that promises to grant true love to anyone who asks with an open heart . . .

Every instinct tells Police Chief Clancy Flynn that his island’s claim to fame is nothing but a silly tourist attraction. Still, he can’t help wondering if his lifetime of bad romances – starting with the pretty tourist who broke his twelve-year-old heart – can be traced back to a childhood prank involving that very statue . . .

Then one day the pretty tourist comes barrelling back into Bayberry – all grown-up and on the run with her niece. Though Evelyn McGuinness is wanted for kidnapping, she tries to persuade Clancy that there’s more to the story. Now the by-the-book police chief must make the toughest decision of his life: to take Evelyn into custody – or into his arms . . .


In loving memory of my mother,
Beverly J. Flick Lewis, 1928–2013.



All the world is made of faith, and trust, and pixie dust.

—J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan




Eighteen years ago . . .

“How’s it comin’, boys?”

Clancy Flynn ignored the police chief and pretended to focus on his cruel and unusual punishment. Old Pollard didn’t really care how much bird shit they’d scraped off the mermaid statue since sunrise. He came to Fountain Square only to snicker and make sure they had suffered enough to “learn their lesson.”

Pollard didn’t have much else to do. Being a small-town police chief must be kind of lame. It probably got old walking around thinking you’re such a badass, protecting the mean streets of Bayberry Island, Massachusetts, from the evil of spray-painted cuss words.

When Clancy grew up, he was going to have a wicked awesome job. A real job. The kind you could get on the mainland.

“It’s going great, Chief!” Chip Bradford was Clancy’s best friend, even though he could be a brown-noser sometimes. “I got dibs on the neck up, including all her hair!”

“We’re making progress, sir.” Mickey Flaherty put his head down and scrubbed the statue’s barely covered boobage, like it was the most fascinating thing in the world.

“Looks like you got the good stuff, Flaherty.” Pollard chuckled.

“Yep, I did—everything from the neck to the sweet spot.”

“And how about you, Clancy? Did you know there are two thousand, four hundred and twenty-four individual scales in that mermaid tail?”

I do now.

“The mayor asked how you’re doing this fine morning.”

I just bet he did.

“What should I tell him?”

Clancy held his toothbrush thoughtfully in midair. “You can tell my father that I believe this experience has already made me a better human being.”

Pollard let go with a laugh so loud it scared the birds from the bushes. That was the worst part of the situation. All the adults thought it was hilarious. His dad had laughed his ass off when he heard that the three of them were arrested for spray painting the back of Wilbury Drug & Dime and sentenced to a week of prefestival community service. He especially enjoyed hearing that the slave labor would include scrubbing every inch of the mermaid fountain with toothbrushes and a bucket of Ivory soap bubbles.

“Keep up the good work, gentlemen.”

They waited until Pollard was beyond hearing range. Mickey was the first to say something. “I hate this island. I can’t wait to graduate and get off this stupid fuckin’ rock and never come back.”

“It’s not that bad.” Chip always saw the best in everything, which sometimes annoyed the hell out of Clancy. “Besides, you haven’t even started tenth grade yet, so you should probably chill out and make the most of the time you have here.”

Mickey didn’t appreciate the positive crap either. “Yeah, well, this week has totally sucked balls, in case you weren’t paying attention, Chipper Chippity-Chip-Chip.”

“Don’t call me that or I’ll crack you upside your dome.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

Clancy rolled his eyes. “Cut it out, assholes. The truth is we broke the law and we should pay the consequences.”

Mickey laughed. “Oh, yeah? Who are you, the Prince of Bayberry Island?”

“We spray painted Wilbury’s back wall, so we had to paint over it. That part makes sense. But you’re right. The rest of this has been complete bullshit.”

“I guess,” Mickey said.

“At least all the stuff we did made the island look nice,” Chip said.

“What are you, Martha-Chippin-Stewart?”

“Shut up, Mickey.” Chip wasn’t giving up on his quest to put a positive spin on their week from hell. “Think about it. All the flower beds are mulched and grass is mowed. The boardwalk is scrubbed and the tourist center is painted and the dune fences are repaired. And this is our last job, right? After we clean the mermaid statue, we’ll be done.”

“God, I hate this stupid mermaid.”

Mickey’s and Chip’s toothbrushes went quiet. Clancy felt his friends staring at him, so he looked up. “What’s the problem?”

“You shouldn’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“Because!” Chip’s eyeballs bugged out. “That could be bad luck. She might hear you.”

Clancy cracked up. “You’re kidding, right? Because there’s no way you actually believe this statue has magic powers to grant true love.”

“I just don’t think you should risk it,” Chip muttered.

“Please tell us you’re joking around, dude.” Mickey pointed his toothbrush toward Chip’s face. “ ’Cause if you’re being serious, that means you are more of a pussy than I thought you were. You’re a pussy who believes in fairy tales.”

“Stop it!” Chip looked like he was about to cry. “I don’t know what I believe, okay, but the legend is important and it means a lot to a lot of people on this island, and we’re, like, climbing all over her right now. I don’t think this is the time to piss her off. She could put a curse on us or something.”

Clancy laughed so hard he almost knocked the soap bucket off the scaffolding. “You can’t piss off a pile of metal, okay?”

“She’s made of bronze.”

Mickey smacked himself in the forehead. “Bronze is a metal, you doof.”

Chip’s face was turning really red, and it wasn’t because the morning sun was heating up. “Actually, Einstein, bronze is an alloy of several metals—most commonly brass, tin, and zinc. What I am saying is that everyone should just stop bad-mouthing her. Please.”

Not much cleaning was getting done by that point, so Clancy decided to have some serious fun with this.

“Oh, great mermaid!” He dropped his toothbrush into the calm water of the fountain basin and put a hand over his heart. “I come to you, dear magic maiden, with an open, honest heart. I seek something true and special.” Clancy took the mermaid’s slippery, smooth hand in both of his, and touched his lips to her cool knuckles.

“If you’re not serious, you’d better stop right now.”

“Ignore Chip.” Mickey smiled. “Go for it.”

“Great mermaid, I come to you to ask for my first piece of ass. Please make sure her ta-tas are as nice as yours.” Clancy tweaked a strand of the mermaid’s long hair in the general nipple area.

“Oh, man. This isn’t good.” Chip began to climb off the ladder.

Clancy raised his voice and made it even more sing-songy and dramatic. “But you can forget the love part, oh beautiful one! I don’t believe in love. But I sure would appreciate that piece of ass if you can fit it into your busy schedule!”

Thunder rumbled off in the distance, which was weird because the sky had been clear.

“Uh, hey, dude.” Mickey frowned and glanced around nervously. “Maybe Chip is right and you should, you know, shut the fuck up now.”

Clancy just laughed, spurred on to greater heights of rudeness. “Oh, chick of the sea, babe of the waves! We can be real with each other, right? You and I know you’re a total made-up lie—just a way for people to make a buck around here. You’ve got nothing to do with love, and all these freaks in costumes who come to celebrate you every summer with their open hearts and open wallets are complete dumbasses!”

A gasp rose from where Chip stood on the brick walkway below. “How can you even say stuff like that? You’re a Flynn!”

“I am. So that means you can trust me when I tell you—the whole mermaid legend is a complete load of crap.”

“You’re on your own, dude.” Mickey began climbing down, too. “Later.”

“What’s the matter?” Clancy howled with laughter. “Oh come on! You guys can’t be for real! The mermaid legend has both of you whipped? Are you kidding?”

Thunder growled again, closer this time. Clancy’s buddies tossed their toothbrushes onto the brick and bolted. Clancy busted out laughing again. “Gee, was it something I said?”

Since raging against the machine wasn’t much fun without an audience, he decided to get down, go home, and grab some breakfast. He noticed that the mermaid’s cool and smooth hand was still clutched in his own.

That’s when it got weird.

A faint female laugh rose up around him, like a wispy fog. He definitely heard it, but he also felt it. The sound tickled his skin and moved through his muscle and bone like a shiver, which was totally insane, because it was already above eighty.

Clancy raised his eyes to the mermaid’s face. She was gazing out to sea, as she’d been doing since 1888 when his nutso great-great-grandfather built the fountain in honor of his wife, who he swore was a mermaid. But if her eyes hadn’t moved, then why did it feel like she was staring right through him?

Suddenly, the wind picked up and rain began to pour. Clancy hauled ass down the ladder, got the hell out of there, and promised himself he’d never go back.


Chapter One

The insanity didn’t officially begin for another twenty-four hours, but Police Chief Clancy Flynn knew the tourists didn’t give a damn about the particulars. The half-dressed throng was already in full-on party mode. There was no avoiding it. This was Bayberry Island on the third Friday of August, and that meant that tomorrow would kick off the annual Mermaid Festival, the Mardi Gras of New England.

For Clancy, it was going to be the longest week of the year.

“Excuse me, Officer.”

And here we go. “How can I help you, ma’am?”

“Ooooh, aren’t you adorable? I love your little navy blue shorts! Why don’t more policemen wear shorts? You have such nice legs from all that walking and frisking you have to do.” She wagged an eyebrow. “You can call me Florence.”

Clancy glanced down at the bejeweled and age-spotted hand now stroking his bare forearm. After four years as a Boston cop and thirty-two Mermaid Festivals—one for each year of his life—nothing along the spectrum of human behavior shocked him anymore. Not even Florence was particularly disturbing, even with her bottle red hair, neon cat’s-eye sunglasses, sequined jumpsuit, and the fairy wings glued to the back of her sneakers.

“Sure, Florence. What can I do for you?”

“We were just wondering where the fountain is. You know, the mermaid statue. The legend. You see”—she gazed over the tops of her cat’s-eye shades and fluttered her fake lashes—“we’re here to find luuuuuuv.” Florence and her entourage of similarly dressed older women giggled and hooted. “So do you know where she is?”

Yeah. He knew. Clancy was a Flynn, and his family would be forever linked to the bronze bimbo in Fountain Square, no matter how much he wished it weren’t so.

“Of course, ladies.” Clancy pointed down Main Street. “Two blocks that way is Fountain Square. You can’t miss it.”

Florence popped up on her tippy toes to look down the street and lost her balance, falling against Clancy. He returned her to an upright position.

“Where did you say it was, Officer?”

Clancy closed his eyes for an instant, imagining his happy place, that sweet spot of September, when the weather was still delightful and the pace of life returned to near normal. He smiled politely at the women. “Two blocks thataway. You’ll see a big mermaid fountain right smack in the middle of the square, water spraying all over the place. The area is surrounded by banners and balloons. And lots of people. Plus, there’s a real big sign.”

Florence patted Clancy’s chest with the flat of her palm. “You know, hearing you put it like that I feel kinda silly. Would you like to come with us?”

“Thank you, but I’ll have to pass.”

Florence shrugged. “Let’s go, girls!” And off they went.

As Clancy watched the ladies walk arm in arm down the crowded street, he wondered what all these tourists would think if they knew the truth—that for nearly two decades, Police Chief Clancy Flynn hadn’t been within twenty feet of the mermaid, which took some effort, since she was the island’s only claim to fame, the engine of its entire economy, and the reason he had a twice-monthly paycheck. But his peace of mind was worth it.

Clancy’s police radio crackled to life. It was Chip, his second-in-command.

“Flynn, here.”

“Chief, we got about a dozen juveniles swimming past the rocks off Moondance Beach, a possible 10-51. Deon and I are taking the boat out. Over.”

“Copy,” Clancy said. “Any injuries?”

“Unknown. Lena called it in as a trespassing.”

“10-4. Keep me posted. Flynn Out.”

Underage drinking was always a problem throughout the tourist season, but during festival week it became a crisis. As police chief, Clancy felt personally responsible for the safety of every visitor to his island, especially kids. But sometimes it felt like festival-week tourists were trying awfully hard to get themselves killed. Not only were those kids probably drinking, they’d picked an area designated a no-swim zone because of its wicked riptide. To make matters worse, they were on Adelena Silva’s private property, and nobody had to remind Clancy how much Bayberry’s only celebrity despised trespassers.

Right on schedule, the long, monotone horn of the Nantucket passenger ferry announced its approach. For Clancy, the sound of the arriving boat was just background noise, part of life on Bayberry Island, like the roar of the sea, the rush of wind, and the cry of seabirds. But the rumble of the engine and bellow of the horn were enough to scare some of the tourists, who clasped hands over their ears as the boardwalk began to vibrate. Clancy made his way through the crowds toward the public dock, where he would perform a duty he’d done three times already that day and would do twice more before nightfall. Clancy made a point of greeting every passenger ferry that arrived during festival week, unless a dire emergency kept him away and his father, Mayor Frasier Flynn, stood in for him. Clancy wanted visitors to know they were welcome, but also that the Bayberry Island Police Department took its duty seriously. As he’d learned walking the beat in Boston, a little eye contact and a firm handshake were the most effective tools in crime prevention.

Clancy leaned his back against the public dock railing, hooking the heel of his shoe on the bottom metal rung. As always, he returned the friendly salute from Old John, the Nantucket Ferry conductor, who stood his post at the aluminum gangway. It took a good five minutes for the captain to complete his docking procedure and for Old John to open the gate for passengers.

Clancy couldn’t help but smile as the latest batch of tourists descended. Barbie, his ex-wife, once asked him why he seemed to be in a bad mood during festival week. “Everyone seems so happy just to be here,” she’d pointed out. “Can’t you be happy for them?”

He was happy for them. He understood that everyone deserved a little time to cut loose and have fun, but it was his job to keep them safe while they were doing it. As it turned out, the foul mood Barbie noted wasn’t due to the demands of his job at all—it was from living with her.

Clancy watched the tourists flow single file down the gangway and onto the dock. This was his favorite part of festival week, truth be told. He got a kick out of the kids, how their eyes grew huge at the sight of the colorful banners, balloons, street vendors, and costumes. It never took long before they began to squirm and jump up and down and the boldest ones tried to make a solo run for Main Street.

Though Clancy had been through this cycle every year of his life, it was impossible not to share in the delight he saw in most every visitor’s face. For many of them, this was their annual getaway, the event they’d planned and saved for during the other fifty-one weeks of the year. And though there were no prizes awarded for costumes worn by ferry passengers, about half of the new arrivals made their grand entrance already dressed to impress.

Clancy blinked in surprise at a man who wore the purest display of gender confusion he’d ever seen. The dude’s left side was all mermaid, with a shell bikini top, smooth skin, fake eyelashes and flowing hair, while his right side was all merman, complete with a hairy chest, tattoos, and one hell of a five-o’clock shadow. Clancy had to give him extra points for self-expression.

“Hello. Welcome to Bayberry Island.” Clancy tipped his chin, smiled, and shook hands with the merperson and a string of tourists who followed behind. “Hello. Have fun. Welcome.”

He chatted with a few people, took pictures with a few more, and recognized many that had been coming to the festival for decades. Among them were Willa and Chet Chester, an older couple who had been regular guests at his family’s bed-and-breakfast for decades. They happened to be lifelong nudists as well, founders of a parallel version of festival week for those who preferred to party in the buff. The nudist colony on the far side of the island did it up right. They had an opening ceremony, a parade, reenactments of the mermaid legend, plays, food, music, a craft fair, and a clambake—all of it done sans clothing.

“Chief Flynn!” Willa hugged him tight and delivered a damp kiss near his left ear.

Chet shook his hand firmly. “Nice to see you, son,” he said.

“Mr. Chester, always a pleasure.”

Willa slapped both her hands on Clancy’s upper arms and squeezed tight, smiling up at him. “Now, my dear, when are we going to get you to come out and celebrate with us? Hmm?”

This was Willa’s usual routine. Starting the summer Clancy turned eighteen, she began attempting to recruit him into the “lifestyle.” It had never much appealed to him. He was the kind of guy who preferred to carefully choose who he wanted to see naked and then do so in a one-on-one kind of format. Hanging out with a hundred or so sunburned nudists draped in mermaid and sea captain accessories wasn’t his thing. Never would be.

“Oh, Willa.” He grinned at her. “You know I get out to Colony Beach at least a few times every festival week.”

She waved her hand to dismiss his teasing reply. “Only when there’s a problem. I’m talking about taking some time to come out and see how we do things, just relax and let everything go.”

Like his boxers, no doubt.

“Festival week is crazy busy for me, Willa. You know that. But I appreciate the invite, as always.”

She wagged her finger. “You don’t know what you’re missing, Clancy. Well, we should be off. Checking in right away. We can’t wait to see all the renovations at the Safe Haven. How excited you all must be with all the changes on the island this year.”

“Absolutely. Be safe, now.”

Clancy resumed his glad-handing, hearing himself repeat his mantra: “Welcome to Bayberry Island . . . have fun and be safe . . . let me know if there’s anything I can assist you with . . . two blocks that way . . . you can’t miss it. . . .” All while he mulled over Willa’s last comment. She was right. Everything had changed on Bayberry since this time last year. It began when Clancy’s sister, Rowan, fell in love with a Boston blue blood with plans to inject loads of cash into the local economy. As good as all that was, seeing how Rowan and Ashton Louis Wallace III made each other happy was even better. In fact, he’d never seen two people more in love.

“Welcome . . . two blocks down . . . great costume . . . have fun. . . .”

Love.

The irony didn’t escape Clancy. Day-to-day life on Bayberry Island revolved around the “mystical power of love,” as his mother called it. Yet here he was, a naysayer, a nonbeliever. He didn’t make a big deal about it, but everyone who knew him knew that he and “love” weren’t exactly on speaking terms.

“Hello . . . enjoy yourselves . . . just two blocks that way . . . really? . . . all the way from Minnesota?”

It was simply a fact: the mermaid stuck it to him. It happened on the last day of festival week eighteen years ago, when Clancy stood right here on this dock, in tears, watching the most wonderful, funny, smart, and pretty girl he’d ever met board the ferry with her family. She promised to stay in touch but she never wrote. So much time had passed that he’d forgotten her name—Emma or Emily maybe—but he sure remembered how he felt about her. The only thing he had from that week was a Polaroid of the two of them dancing at the Mermaid Ball, but he hadn’t looked at it in probably ten years. Maybe his mom stashed it somewhere in the attic.

“Yes, ma’am, the kickoff ceremony and parade is tomorrow . . . just two blocks that way . . . enjoy yourselves . . . welcome. . . .”

Of course, Clancy would never tell another soul that he blamed his bad love juju on a slab of bronze. That was just between him and the stone-cold harpy of Fountain Square.

The afternoon ferry must have been filled to maximum capacity, because the bodies continued to spill from the passenger cabin. In the middle of the throng, one woman sparked Clancy’s curiosity. She was tall and slim, wearing hiking shorts, a fitted tee, and big sunglasses, chunks of blond bangs sticking out from under a shapeless canvas sun hat. She held the hand of a fidgety little boy in a pirate costume.

Clancy straightened, squinting into the afternoon sun. Something about her body language didn’t sit right with him. Her face was pulled tight in worry. Her smile seemed forced. And she jerked her head from side to side, as if checking the surroundings.

After studying her for a moment longer, Clancy decided the woman didn’t pose any physical danger to others, but her energy was most definitely off. Despite her nervousness, he noticed the elegant way she moved. The set of her shoulders was straight and her back was strong. The long and defined muscles of her legs allowed her to progress down the gangway as elegantly as a dancer.

She fascinated him, though he couldn’t pinpoint what it was he found so intriguing. One thing was for certain—she wasn’t a regular visitor. Clancy would have remembered a woman with such a pretty face, funky hair, and spectacular legs. He studied her as she stepped off the gangway onto the dock.

So strange . . . a gentle wave of awareness lifted him up and set him back down, carried him out, and pulled him back in. The sensation felt like a tap on the shoulder and sounded like a whisper in his ear.

Look closer.

Nope. He didn’t know her. But he wanted to. Clancy realized he’d already started walking in her direction. The undertow was too strong to resist.

For what felt like the thousandth time that day, Evelyn McGuinness questioned her sanity. She had to be certifiably crazy to attempt something like this. Her niece’s welfare was the most important thing in the world, of course, but she wasn’t stupid. Evelyn knew it was unlikely she could outsmart a powerful Massachusetts congressman with connections all over the country. No matter how far, how fast, or how carefully she ran, this was one race she could easily lose.

But she had to try. She’d given her word.

Evelyn squeezed Christina’s warm and sticky little hand. “You ready to play our game?” She made sure she kept the strain out of her voice as she helped her niece off the ferry.

Christina nodded, looking up with wide brown eyes. “Yep.”

“Good. Now, who am I?”

“You’re Aunt Cricket, silly.” Christina giggled with delight as she stomped on the metal gangway, making a racket.

“And who are you?”

“I’m a little boy named Chris! I’m four and I’m a pirate boy! I’m Pirate Jellybean!” She stomped again, tugging on the bandanna she wore on top of her close-cropped hair.

“Yes, you are!”

Evelyn pasted on a smile, hoping she could stop the hot rush of fear spreading from her belly into her chest and throat. She reminded herself that she had a strategy, and following it would dramatically improve her chances. She would attack this ordeal the way she’d done with each of the thirty-seven marathons she’d completed, relying on her physical strength and mental clarity to reach the finish line. It was all about pacing. Focus. About taking one step and then another, one breath and then another. And just as in a race, she couldn’t afford to be distracted by what others were doing or obsess about how many miles she still had to go.

So what if the whole world thought she was a kidnapper?

“Can I have ice cream?”

“Sure, sweetie. Once we get settled in the motel.”

“No! I want it now!”

Evelyn scooped her niece into her arms, kissing her warm cheek just below her eye patch, ignoring the beginning of a temper tantrum. So far during this ordeal, Christina had been surprisingly low-key, taking all the confusion and surprises in stride. Evelyn was immensely grateful that the preschooler hadn’t drawn any extra attention to them by throwing a fit, since news of the “abduction” was probably already on TV.

In fact, her niece had sailed through all of it—the unplanned after-school pickup, a strange motel room by the interstate, the drastic change in Evelyn’s appearance and her own haircut. Christina was cheerful through much of the car ride from Maine to the Logan Airport parking lot, then slept on the train and bus to the Cape. And she’d been happy and excited on the ferry to Bayberry. But as of right that moment, Christina had clearly hit the wall. She was heading into full meltdown mode, just minutes from safety.

Evelyn knew distraction was her only hope, and she nearly laughed with relief when a young woman in a sparkly mermaid costume met them at the end of the gangway, handing Christina a purple mermaid-shaped lollipop. “Are pirates allowed to have candy?” the girl asked.

“Of course!” Evelyn smiled. “That was very sweet. Thanks.”

“Sure. Have fun!”

Once they were on the dock, Evelyn took a minute to get organized. She lowered Christina to her feet and unwrapped the candy, gave it to her niece, and tossed the cellophane wrapper in a nearby trash can. Then she hoisted the large duffel over her shoulder and grabbed Christina’s hand. She began to walk. According to the map of Bayberry Island she’d printed out at the public library computer, the Sand Dollar Motel was four blocks from the dock. It was funny how it had seemed like miles when she’d been here as a kid. Now, if only she could keep Christina calm during the walk through town, then she could get her something to eat and put her to bed early. And then maybe Evelyn could breathe.

Please, please, she thought to herself. Whoever’s looking down on us—God, Amanda, Mama, the Mermaid, or anyone at all—please give us a lucky break.

Christina began to whine. Then, even with her lips tight around the lollipop, she began to cry, shoulders heaving and body trembling. It wasn’t long before Evelyn saw beet red splotches form on her niece’s cheeks and throat. It was going to be a bad one, and she couldn’t blame her. She felt like having a meltdown, too.

Evelyn scooped Christina into her arms once more and clasped her tight against her left hip. She kept walking.

Pure hell. That’s what this exhausted little girl had been through in the last two months, beginning with the death of her mother. Any healing that had taken place since Amanda died was destroyed the day a Boston lawyer showed up at the farm with his client’s petition for paternity and full custody. Since then, life had been a blur of magistrate hearings, lawyers, stress, tears, and heated discussions, all of it baffling to Christina. The poor little kid was even dragged off to play paper dolls with a man she’d never met before.

That’s when temper tantrums became the norm.

“It’s OK, baby.” Evelyn glanced around the crowd to make sure no one looked at them with suspicion. Thank God, nobody seemed to notice them. It was just a stroke of luck—the Mermaid Festival on Bayberry Island was nothing but one long and wild costume party, and she and Christina could mask their appearance any way they wished and still blend right in.

It would buy them time. A week, to be exact. That’s how long Evelyn had to figure out their next move.

“I . . . I want . . .” Christina sobbed and hiccupped so hard that the lollipop had become a choking hazard. When Evelyn pulled it from her lips, the sobbing only worsened.

“Just a few more minutes, sweetie. I promise.” She pressed her nose into the crook of Christina’s warm neck, inhaling the scent of the little person she loved more than anyone or anything in the world. “Put your head on my shoulder. It’s going to be all right.”

That’s when Evelyn felt it. A prickly shock of alarm went through her body and she knew that someone had locked sights on her. As casually as possible, she glanced around, making sure she’d produced an all-purpose tourist smile as she searched for the source of her unease.

She saw him. The cop was standing ramrod straight, his right thumb hooked into a leather belt that held his gun. His dark gaze homed in on her. Luckily, the crowd blocked his view for a second, enough time for her to turn, duck, and keep walking. But she could feel him right behind her.

Dammit.

Christina continued to cry, then balled up one of her fists and hit Evelyn on her opposite shoulder.

Please . . . Evelyn’s mind began to spin. Was it already over? Was this cop going to arrest her? Had she already failed Amanda? Christina? Pop-Pop Charlie? Had she already disappointed everyone she had ever loved?

“Welcome to Bayberry Island.”

Evelyn turned toward the male voice, pretending she’d been caught off guard. Of course she did a piss-poor job of it. She was a sports therapist and fitness and nutrition blogger—not an actress. “Hello. Thank you.” She adjusted Christina’s weight on her hip. “It’s been a long day,” she said with an apologetic shrug.

The officer nodded.

“Is the fountain this way?” She pointed down Main Street, figuring he had to see right through her charade. If he was going to arrest her, she just wished he’d do it now and save everyone’s time. Why didn’t he just get it over with?

The police officer tipped his head and regarded her with a puzzled expression. But then his brow relaxed, and he unleashed a smile so warm it stole Evelyn’s breath.

The noise of the crowd faded away. The dock seemed to vaporize under Evelyn’s feet. Her heart did a back flip in her chest as the tingling shock wave of recognition hit her.

Those midnight blue eyes. That straight, white grin. The dark curly hair. She knew this man—well, once, briefly, a very long time ago she’d known him as a boy. Evelyn let her eyes roam to his name tag: CHIEF CLANCY FLYNN.

It took every bit of her remaining strength to stay standing.


Chapter Two

“I already told the sheriff everything I know.” The old man sighed, looking like he barely had enough energy to shake his head. “Evelyn left to pick up Christina from Montessori school yesterday like she always does, but they never came home. I have no idea where she is. I’m just as confused as everyone else.”

From where Richard Wahlman stood just outside the kitchen door, he could see Charlie McGuinness wipe his weathered face with a wide farmer’s hand. The old guy’s eyes were rimmed red and watery. Richard almost felt sorry that the FBI had to interrogate him in his own home like this. Almost.

If his four terms in the U.S. House had taught him anything, it was that no human being was one hundred percent honorable—not his fellow caucus members, not his devoted staff, and not his wife. That said, Richard had a hunch that old Charlie McGuinness was telling the truth. The shell-shocked look on his face revealed that his daughter hadn’t shared her kidnapping plans with him. Richard had to hand it to Amanda’s older sister, Evelyn. She’d been smart not to involve her father in a crime that would surely result in a lengthy federal prison sentence for everyone involved.

Richard smiled to himself, sliding his hands into the pockets of his suit trousers. He knew the federal government didn’t look kindly upon a noncustodial family member taking a child across state lines. The FBI’s presence in Charlie McGuinness’s kitchen was proof of that. And things could get a lot worse for the McGuinness family if the case landed in the lap of one of the many federal judges Richard knew personally. Evelyn had made a boneheaded move. If she’d done it without involving her father, she’d done him a huge favor.

“Was Miss McGuinness in a relationship? Was she seeing anyone?”

Charlie didn’t bother to hide his disgust at the FBI agent’s question. “None of my business. She was with the same fella for six years, but they broke up last fall. I don’t stick my nose in my daughter’s personal life, as a rule.”

“His name?” Clearly, FBI Special Agent in Charge Teresa Apodaca wasn’t a warm-and-fuzzy kind of gal. “You know, Mr. McGuinness, we are here as a courtesy to Congressman Wahlman, but we can easily move this conversation to the Boston field office.”

The old guy’s face flushed with anger. “You’re some kind of hotshot federal investigator, aren’t ya? Since I already pay your salary with my tax dollars, I’m sure as hell not going to do your job for ya, too.”

Richard smiled at the old Mainer’s approach to being interrogated. He liked him, mostly because he was an anomaly. Richard didn’t spend much time with the likes of Charlie McGuinness, a guy who had no taste for bullshit. In fact, the opposite was true. Every waking second of Richard’s life was spent in the company of men and women who swam in an ocean of bullshit and sunned themselves on bullshit beach, all while ordering fruity bullshit cocktails from a waitstaff composed of the general public.

No wonder he’d had a fucking heart attack at the age of fifty-four! He was utterly sick of it. All of it.

He just wanted his kid.

Richard took several slow and deep breaths in an attempt to keep his pulse steady and his blood pressure down. He needed to think of something else. Relax. Since this was the first time he’d been allowed inside the McGuinness place, he decided to take advantage of the opportunity, and look around a bit. It certainly wasn’t chic, but the only home his daughter had ever known was sturdy and comfortable. The floors were worn wide-plank pine. Its thick plaster walls were covered with faded wallpaper and its kitchen was right out of Leave It to Beaver.

As Richard had recently learned, the farm had been passed down the generations to Charlie, and both McGuinness girls had been raised here. When Amanda left DC, she came back to her childhood home. And when Evelyn discovered her sister was pregnant, she sold her Augusta condo and moved in again, too. So that’s how the place became the headquarters of the multigenerational McGuinness family.

Richard remembered when his driver had brought him here for the first time a month earlier. It had been a gloomy summer day, the sky heavy with impending rain, but the two-hundred-year-old farmhouse and its surroundings were picture-postcard perfection. The farm lane cut through rolling acres of fields and was framed in a low stone wall. Far off to the right, Richard had been able to see where the land curled up against a large mirror-calm lake.

His driver had parked directly in front of the house. Richard had stepped out of the backseat and evaluated the sprawling yellow clapboard saltbox with dormer windows and white trim. A cedar shake barn was attached directly to the side of the house for easy access during what he knew could be brutal winters here.

He’d decided that if Christina had received half as much attention as this old farm had, then his daughter had been lovingly cared for.

But on that first visit and every visit since, the McGuinnesses refused to open the front door to him. Any contact he’d had with Christina had taken place in a sterile playroom within the offices of the county’s Child Protective Services. The only reason Richard stood inside today was because the FBI had granted him access.

“Excuse me.” He pushed aside the cluster of agents in the farmhouse kitchen, and moved into the light. He pulled out a chair and took a seat across the table from Charlie McGuinness, studying the man in the diffuse glow of the old ceiling light fixture. After a moment of quiet thought, Richard said, “Well, this is a helluvah situation, isn’t it, Charlie?”

The man said nothing.

“You know I have the child’s interests at heart, correct? I only want what’s best for her.”

The old farmer lowered his chin and glared at Richard, his upper lip twitching just a bit. “Funny thing is, Mr. Wahlberg—”

“It’s Wahlman. Richard Wahlman.”

He ignored the correction. “You see, we don’t refer to Christina as ‘the child’ in this house. We call her Chris or Chrissy and sometimes we call her Jellybean. But nobody calls her ‘the child.’ Do ya know why that is, Mr. Wahlberg?”

Richard felt himself smile. This guy didn’t give a damn who was seated across the kitchen table from him, which was admirable. Irritating, but admirable. He decided to humor him.

“I had no idea Christina existed until one of my aides showed me Amanda’s obituary. You are well aware of that. It breaks my heart that my daughter is nearly four years old and I’m just now getting to know her.”

Charlie tipped his head to the side. “She’s not your anything. Neither was her mother.”

Richard blinked reflexively, but he let the jab go. He had no idea how much Amanda had shared with her family about her years on the Hill, though it was now obvious to everyone that her contributions had gone far beyond scheduling.

“That’s where you’re wrong, Mr. McGuinness.” Richard leveled his gaze at Amanda’s father but kept his voice kind. “Christina is my flesh and blood. She’s my daughter. The DNA evidence is irrefutable. That doesn’t make her any less your grandchild, certainly, and I am amenable to you having visitation privileges, but the court has already decided this matter. I am her biological father. I have sole custody. Your eldest daughter may have stolen her from me, but rest assured I will stop at nothing to find her.”

The old farmer tapped his fingertips on the scrubbed oak tabletop and shook his head. “See, nobody knows how ya did it, but ya cheated us in that court, pure and simple. I don’t know how you can live with yourself.”

Richard felt his pulse race, which did worry him, but he could handle Charlie. “You missed the custody hearing, Mr. McGuinness. Court records show you received notice of the date and time, yet you and Evelyn didn’t bother to show up. Of course, the judge saw that as an indication that the girl wasn’t particularly important to you, and granted me custody by default. Only you know the reasons why you failed to—”

“You and ya people can go to hell.” Charlie shot an angry glare toward Richard’s chief of staff and attorney, who stood off in the dining room. “Ayuh, you’re nothing but a bunch of liars and thieves perfectly happy to stomp all over a little girl’s heart. Ya people have no shame.”

“Where are Evelyn and Christina?” That came from Apodaca. “This is your last opportunity. If you don’t answer, you could face obstruction charges.”

Charlie shook his head at her. “I don’t know where the hell they are. But if I did”—he glanced up into the light, blinking back tears—“I wouldn’t tell ya. Sorry, now, but that’s the God’s truth. Go ahead and arrest me.”

Richard was weighing his response when everyone’s attention turned to the front staircase. Half a dozen FBI evidence techs tromped down the stairs with their search warrant bounty—several boxes of books and documents and what was obviously Evelyn’s laptop and printer.

Charlie tilted up his chin defiantly. “Won’t find much in that thing but her sports therapy appointments up in Augusta and the recipes and running diary and whatever she calls those stories she writes on the computer.”

“Blogs,” Apodaca snapped.

“Ayuh, that’s right. Blogs. Cricket gets on her high horse sometimes about healthy eating and training for marathons. ‘Feed the speed,’ she likes to say. Even though some of it is strange stuff, she has lots of followers, apparently. I remember this one time, she made a dish for Jellybean that—” Charlie stopped himself. His chin trembled. He was clearly on the verge of tears. When he’d regained his composure, Charlie slapped his palms on the table and pushed himself to a stand, hiking up his worn blue jeans.

He spoke evenly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need a hot shower and a hot meal and unless you ladies and gentlemen would like to join me for both those things, I need to ask you to kindly leave.”

The Special Agent in Charge placed her card on the worn wood table. “We expect that you’ll remain in town.”

Charlie McGuinness let go with a belly laugh. “I expect I will, too, miss. I was born in this town sixty-nine years ago, and they’ll bury me next to the beautiful Ginny Dickinson McGuinness one day, not a mile down the road.”

“You know what I mean,” the agent said. “We’ll be in touch.”

Richard remained seated as the federal agents filed through the hall and out the front door. Once the crowd dispersed, he could see that his attorney and chief of staff remained in the dining room. Richard motioned for them to leave as well. “I’ll catch up with you,” he said, producing a reassuring nod.

M.J. Krawecki and Walt Henson produced twin scowls. Richard knew they were being extra cautious about the physical demands of his schedule these days. It had been only ten weeks since his bypass surgery, and news of Amanda’s death—and that she left behind a four-year-old child—had been a shock. The existence of one tiny little dark-eyed girl had been like a bomb going off in the middle of his recovery, his marriage, and his reelection campaign.

Walt did as Richard asked and reluctantly headed for the door, but M.J. stood in place, propping a fist on her hip and widening her stance like a gunslinger in a spaghetti Western. It almost made Richard laugh.

M.J. possessed a set of balls ten times bigger than his own. That’s why he hired her when he was minority leader in the Massachusetts Senate and brought her along when elected to the U.S. House. But recently, there had been an unpleasant rift in their partnership. She wanted to make this paternity mess disappear—she’d do anything to avoid a scandal that would jeopardize his political future. Richard wanted only his daughter, and he was willing to risk everything to get her.

M.J. didn’t understand, of course. How could she? She was in her late thirties. Married to her job. Ambitious. No kids. And in perfect health. Someone like that couldn’t grasp how precarious life really was, or how a child could change a mortal man’s priorities.

“Go on ahead, M.J. I’ll be there shortly.”

She wasn’t happy about it, but she stepped outside, closing the heavy wooden door behind her. Richard knew he’d have to give the M.J. situation some thought once he and Christina were settled into their new routine as a family. The truth was that his chief of staff had defied him. He asked her to rig the custody ruling and she refused. He hadn’t dared involve the squeaky-clean Walt in this sort of thing; the man would never condone it. This meant Richard had to take care of the matter himself.

M.J.’s snub put Richard in an uncomfortable position. Plausible deniability was always trickier when there was no middleman to take the fall, so there he was, his ass swinging in the breeze.

Richard had offered the local clerk a higher-paying post at the federal court of appeals down the road in Portland. In exchange, the clerk had changed the custody hearing date and didn’t notify the McGuinnesses, though computer records showed she had. It had worked. All the judge had seen was that the grandfather and aunt never showed up to challenge Richard’s petition for custody. He had won by default.

Richard now looked down at his hands folded on the McGuinnesses’ kitchen table. Those hands had been dirty a long while now. A man couldn’t hold elected office for more than twenty-five years without finessing the rules now and again. But that didn’t prevent him from feeling a sickened twinge in his gut every time he thought about what he’d done up here in Maine. He’d won his daughter under false pretense. What did that say about the kind of man he was, the kind of father he would be?

The house had gone quiet. Charlie hadn’t moved, but Richard could tell he was itching to speak. He turned his attention to the old farmer.

“Leave.”

Richard smiled kindly. “I was hoping I might take you up on that offer of a hot meal. It would give us a chance to talk in private.”

Charlie laughed again, and though the laugh was laced with bitterness, something about the sound reminded Richard of Amanda. There was once a time when he’d felt a sense of accomplishment every time he made the pretty, smart, and dangerously young Amanda McGuinness laugh.

“You know, Charlie, this heart attack and surgery thing has really made me take a hard look at my life, and I’ve got to say, I wish things had been different with Amanda. I wish she’d told me she was pregnant.”

The old guy got up, the kitchen chair scraping across the wood floor. He began tidying up at the sink, his back to Richard.

“You see, I now understand that I’ve wanted a child all my adult life. I want to leave a flesh-and-blood legacy on this earth. But I willingly gave up the dream for public service.”

Well, okay—that was stretching it. Richard had knowingly traded the idea of fatherhood for money. It wasn’t his wife’s fault. Tamara had made it clear from the beginning that she was unable to have children and had no interest in them. So when he married her, he released the idea of children and embraced the wealth and influence of his wife’s family.

Richard cleared his throat. “I do think that perhaps everything would be different today if I had known about Christina from the start. Maybe I would have been with my daughter every day. Maybe Amanda and I would be in a relationship. Maybe she wouldn’t have been in the path of that drunk driver.”

Charlie spun around. He spoke slowly and distinctly. “You are a lying, crooked, heartless bastard. You threatened my precious Amanda, and for that I will never forgive you. I don’t care who you are—you will never be welcome here.”

“Mr. McGuinness—”

“My idealistic daughter was in love with you, and you threw her away like a piece of garbage. You didn’t want Christina back then, but now that you’ve had health problems you suddenly decide to come steal her from us?” Charlie raised his right arm and pointed to the door, his hand shaking. “Let yourself out, Congressman.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Charlie. Why can’t we—?”

“Don’t make me get my Winchester.”

“Have we met before?”

Evelyn swallowed hard at Clancy Flynn’s question, but managed to answer. “I don’t think so.” She forced herself to sound as cheerful as possible, all the while thinking don’t figure it out, please don’t figure it out. . . . “I’m Cricket Dickinson, and this very tired little man needs a nap. This is our first festival.”

He nodded calmly, but didn’t look particularly convinced.

“I want ice cream!” Christina began to struggle in Evelyn’s grasp.

“You know, we should probably get going. Someone is a little cranky after our trip. We’ve come a long way. We live in Indiana.”

“Sure. Of course. Enjoy your stay.”

That’s when Christina suddenly decided her curiosity about the police officer outweighed her meltdown plans. She swung her head around, frowned at him, and pointed. “Who you?”

Clancy laughed, and the warm sound sent Evelyn back in time. She was hit with the remembered smell of salt water and sunscreen, the hot sun on her skin, and the taste of Clancy’s lips on hers. She remembered that astonishing rush of her first love, how being with him had made her feel fully alive, tethered tight to life while soaring above it.

Of course she’d known Clancy Flynn was an island boy. But in her rush to get Christina to safety, it had never even occurred to her that he might still live here or that he would even remember her, let alone be chief of police! After all, it had been eighteen years. He’d never even written her back, so she couldn’t have meant anything special to him.

He smiled at Christina. “I am Police Chief Clancy Flynn, at your service. And who are you?”

Evelyn stiffened, afraid that Christina would answer that question truthfully. How stupid of her to stand there in a fog like that, preoccupied with memories! She couldn’t afford to lose her focus. “This is—”

“I’m a pirate boy!” Christina called out, wiggling to be let down. She stood on the boardwalk and looked up at him with big eyes. “I am Pirate Jellybean! Are you a policemans?”

Clancy leaned toward Christina, grinning. “I am.” Kindness softened his dark blue gaze, and gentleness warmed his voice.

“Good, ’cause at school they say if I need help I can go see a policemans and he would help me. I want to be one of the policemans when I grow up.”

Clancy glanced briefly at Evelyn, his expression bright with amusement. “You know, that sounds like an excellent plan. Maybe you could come visit the police station while you’re on Bayberry Island.”

Evelyn couldn’t help but think that invitation was as much for her as it was Christina. “Thanks!” She hated how nervous she sounded, but she had to get out of there. “We should probably let you get back to work. Thank you very much, Officer.”

She propped Christina on her hip once more, adjusted the bag’s shoulder strap, and walked away. One foot in front of the other. Four blocks to go. Evelyn kept moving, not looking back, not glancing around, not giving Clancy Flynn another second to try to put the puzzle together.

Thank God she was wearing the sunglasses and hat.

Evelyn told herself she could do this. Everything would be all right. She would find a way.


Eighteen years ago . . .

“Would you hurry up? Everybody’s waiting!”

Evie resisted, digging heels into the sand and trying to yank her arm free from her sister’s grip. Amanda might have been two years younger and four inches shorter, but she was strong. And stubborn. “I still don’t think we should go. Mom said—”

“Mom said that Evelyn McGuinness needs to loosen up and not be such a pansy-ass. Mom said you only live once so you’d better have all the fun you possibly can while you’re on vacation because you may never get back here again!”

Evie was shocked. “She didn’t say that, did she?”

“Oh, my God. You’re completely clueless.” Amanda grabbed her by the crook of the elbow and started running. Evie jogged along, still not convinced.

“You know that ‘no swimming’ areas exist for a reason, right? Sometimes there’s a strong undertow or a rip current, and other times there are rocks you can’t see and if the waves throw you against them—”

“But those boys were so cute! C’mon! If we don’t hurry we won’t know where everybody went!”

“So, wait. Where did you meet these kids? We just got here about an hour ago.”

“You are so out of it, Evie. Didn’t you see that group hanging out on the boardwalk when we waited for our taxi?”

She tried to remember. “No.”

“Okay, well, that’s because you’re a complete airhead and boys don’t matter to you. I think something’s wrong with your hormones.”

“Uh, no, my hormones are perfectly fine. Something’s wrong with you. You’re like a senior trapped in a seventh-grader’s body.”

“Thanks.” Amanda thought that was a compliment. “So do you want to know how I got this invitation or not?”

“Doesn’t matter to me. I’m not even listening to you anymore.”

“Great. Well, there were about six boys and two girls. I think some of the guys live here year-round. So anyway, one guy asked me if we wanted to go swimming with them later somewhere really cool. I said yes, and he slipped me a piece of paper with ‘Eagle Nest Point’ on it.”

Evie tried to slow down, but Amanda wouldn’t let her. “Wait. Where was I when all this was going on? Didn’t that boy know you were just twelve?”

Amanda groaned with exasperation. “You were busy helping to load the suitcases in the trunk, and if you tell anybody I’m only twelve I will make your life miserable.”

Evie laughed because, honestly, Amanda already did that. “So how old are you supposed to be, then? I’m fourteen, and we’re obviously not twins, but there’s no way you’re going to be older than me.”

“Make me thirteen, then.”

Evie couldn’t believe how stupid this conversation was. “I hate to tell you this, but thirteen doesn’t sound much older than twelve.”

“Well, at least it has the ‘teen’ part in it.”

She had a point. “Okay, so how do you know where this Eagle Nest place is?”

“I asked the motel owner.”

Evie looked sideways at her little sister. “When did you do that?”

“When I went to the vending machines for ice.”

She just shook her head. “How did you even turn out this way? How is it that you and I can be in the exact same place at the exact same time and you always find a way to get in trouble?”

“Simple!” She pulled Evie to get her to run faster. “You see it as trouble. I see it as fun!”

They arrived at a metal fence. A crooked and rusty NO TRESPASSING sign hung by a single screw. Evie knew instantly that this was a bad idea. “We could get arrested,” she said.

“Or, we could die of boredom.”

They hopped over the fence and climbed up a dune dotted with sea grass, goldenrod, and a whole lot of bayberry plants. Duh—that was probably how the island got its name. Once at the top, they saw about a dozen kids hanging around a big piece of driftwood. Some were smoking. Some seemed uneasy, wrapped up in their towels and staring out at the water. This was obviously something that went on here every summer—the locals checked out the tourists and decided which ones would be fun to get in trouble.
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