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Chapter One


 

Didn’t you tell me you were trying to get in touch with Nate Shaw?”
         

Morgan Dane stared at Francine Tanner, who looked as if she’d been running. She was breathing heavily, and blotches of red dotted her freckled cheeks. Morgan was one of only a few residents on Cavanaugh Island who didn’t call Francine by her nickname, Red. She’d been born with bright, straight, orange-red hair. Over the years her tresses had darkened to auburn and softened into curls, but the nickname stuck. Today, Francine had ironed her hair flat, its blunt-cut strands brushing her lightly tanned, bared shoulders. Her floral-print sleeveless sundress, nipped at the waist, flared around her long legs. Morgan and the redhead had befriended each other in high school, when they found themselves in the same classes. Whenever they had an exam, they alternated between studying at Morgan’s house, in the Creek, and Francine’s, in the Cove. Even after leaving the island to attend college, they’d managed to stay in touch.

“Yes, I did. Why?” Morgan asked.

“I just saw him.”

“Where is he?”

Francine leaned closer. “He’s sitting five rows behind you.”

Morgan stood up. “Would you mind holding my seat? And don’t let anyone sit in the chair with my hat. I’m holding it for David Sullivan.”

Once Francine agreed, Morgan turned, scanning the crowd that had gathered under the large white tent for the man whom she’d called not once but twice, asking that he call her back. She spotted him sitting next to his younger brother. Taking determined steps, she approached Nathaniel Shaw, watching his impassive expression as she closed the distance between them. Twenty years had passed since Morgan had last come face-to-face with Nate, but time had been exceptionally kind to him.

His shoulders were broader, muscled, and there was a liberal sprinkling of premature gray in his cropped black hair. Nate wore the customary Cavanaugh Island wedding attire: slacks, shirt open at the collar, and lightweight jacket.

He rose to his feet when she stood less than a foot away. He was taller than she’d remembered, too. She extended her hand. “I don’t know if you remember me, but—”

He took her hand, holding it for several seconds. “Of course I remember you, Mo.”

Morgan wanted to scream at him. If he remembered her, then why hadn’t he returned her calls? “Is it possible for you to put aside some time for us to talk about a project I’m involved with?” She lowered her voice, then took several steps away from the crowd. He followed her so they wouldn’t be overheard by those staring at them.

“What type of project?”

“If you’d returned my calls, then you’d know.” The retort came out sharper than she’d wanted, and she watched his eyebrows lift a fraction. Morgan had been a month shy of her fourteenth birthday when Nate left Haven Creek to attend college on the West Coast. No one, not even Francine, knew she’d had a crush on the tall, good-looking honor student. At the end of each school year she’d expected him to return to the Creek, but to her disappointment he’d opted to live in California. She’d heard that his father wanted him to come back after he’d graduated to help with the family’s furniture-making business, and Nate’s decision not to return had caused a rift between father and son lasting almost two decades.
         

“Did you leave a message?” he asked.

She stared up into clear brown eyes, wondering what was going on behind them. “Yes. I left a message on your voice mail at the shop. In fact, I left two messages.”

A slight smile lifted the corners of Nate’s mouth. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t get the messages. Either my father erased them or there’s something wrong with the phone. When do you want to talk?”

“Anytime that’s convenient for you, Nate.”

“Are you going to the reception?”

She smiled, exhibiting a matched set of dimples in her cheeks. “Yes.”

“We can meet there and talk.”

“Are you familiar with the layout of Angels Landing?”

He returned her smile with a mysterious one of his own. “I’ve been there a few times.”

“If that’s the case, then meet me at the duck pond at three. Are you wearing a watch?”

“No watch, but I have this.” Reaching into the breast pocket of his jacket, Nate palmed a cell phone. “I’ll program you in on my cell for three.”

Morgan nodded. “Thank you, Nate.”

“You’re welcome, Mo.”

She walked back to where she’d left Francine. “Thanks.”

Francine gave her a wide-eyed stare. “Well? Aren’t you going to tell me what happened?”

“I’ll tell you after I talk to him.”

Resting her hands at her waist, Francine narrowed her emerald-green eyes. “Now I know you didn’t just dis your favorite girl.”

“I don’t want to say anything, because I might jinx myself.”

Francine leaned close enough for their shoulders to touch. “Remember I’m the one who has visions.”

Morgan felt a chill wash over her body despite the warm temperatures. “Stop it, Francine. You know talk about spirits scares me.”

“One of these days I’m going to tell you your future.” She hugged Morgan. “Let me hurry and get back before my mama sends out a hunting party. After all, we were contracted to do the hair and makeup for the wedding party.”

Morgan watched Francine until she disappeared from her line of vision. Her friend’s mother owned the Beauty Box, and it was Mrs. Tanner who’d suggested that Morgan cut off her braids in favor of a short, natural style. She’d worn the braids for more than three years. Although both styles were low-maintenance, Morgan realized the shorter style was nearly maintenance-free. Her new look was in keeping with the other change going on in her life. She’d recently opened her own architecture and design company.

When the awning over the small shop, bearing the legend M. DANE ARCHITECTURE AND INTERIOR DESIGN, was unfurled, people began buzzing about why she’d resigned her position with Ellison and Murphy. One of the partners at the Haven Creek firm had referred to Morgan as a young upstart. When her interview with the editor of the Sanctuary Chronicle revealed that she’d been commissioned by Kara Newell to oversee the restoration of Angels Landing Plantation, a property that had been designated a National Historic Landmark, a few of her former coworkers had called her disloyal, a traitor, and much too inexperienced to take on any restoration project, whether large or small. Their words had hurt her beyond belief.
         

At thirty-two, Morgan felt as if her life were perfect, as perfect as the day’s weather was for a Lowcountry beachfront wedding: brilliant sunshine, fluffy white clouds, and a cool breeze blowing off the Atlantic. It also appeared as if all of Cavanaugh Island had turned out to witness the marriage of their sheriff to a young woman with ties to the island’s most prominent family. As she looked around, she noticed there were very few empty chairs set up under the enormous white tent.

Morgan wasn’t the only one who’d decided to arrive early to get a seat close enough to see and hear the ceremony. Most of the island’s permanent residents did not want to believe Taylor Patton had fathered a child, but that conclusion was inevitable once it became known that he’d left his entire estate to Kara Newell, his daughter. The gossip escalated once Kara had managed to snag Sheriff Jeffrey Hamilton, who happened to be one of Cavanaugh Island’s most eligible bachelors. Morgan knew some folks had come to the wedding because of curiosity, but most were there to celebrate the joining of two families whose roots were intertwined with the history of the island.

“I figured none of dem Pattons would show up, but they be here in droves.”

She smiled when she recognized the voice of her parents’ neighbor sitting behind her. Hester Owens was an incurable gossip, known to repeat things she’d overheard while managing to put a spin on the news, making it her own.

Hester’s sister, also sitting behind Morgan, spoke up. “Well, Hester, they cain’t stay mad at that young gal. After all, she is one of dem. She so much like Teddy that it’s downright scary, and that’s why I don’t know why Harlan fix he mout to claim she ain’t one of dem.”

Morgan liked eavesdropping on the older folks, not so much to listen to their conversations as to listen to their occasional lapses into the language spoken for centuries by Sea Island Gullahs.

Gertie, Hester’s sister, continued, “She may look like Teddy, but folks say she ain’t mean like her grandmomma.”

“You right ’bout dat,” Hester agreed.

Morgan wanted to turn around and agree with Hester’s sister, too. Her grandfather had taken photographs of Theodora Patton, and the resemblance between Kara and her paternal grandmother was uncanny.

A shadow fell over Morgan, and she glanced up to find David Sullivan. She smiled at the impeccably dressed attorney. He fit aptly into the category of tall, dark, and handsome, and there was no doubt that he and Jeff were related. Both had the same warm brown eyes and cleft chin. “You made it.”

David sat, leaned over, and pressed a light kiss on her cheek. “Finally. There was a fender bender on the causeway.” He turned around when someone tapped his shoulder, then smiled and nodded at the elderly woman. “How are you, Miss Hester?”

Hester squinted behind the lenses of her rimless glasses. “How come you not in the wedding? After all, you and Corrine’s grandbaby boy are cousins.” Corrine Hamilton was the groom’s grandmother and David’s great-aunt.

Morgan shook her head when David mumbled something about Jeff wanting a military-themed wedding, and even though she wasn’t a gambler she was willing to bet that, before the sun set that evening, there would be talk that she and David were seeing each other.

Once the Newell-Hamilton nuptials were announced, David had called to ask her if she was attending the wedding with a date. She hadn’t hesitated when she said no, quickly informing him that she would meet him there. David had asked her out before, but Morgan had no intention of becoming a substitute for the woman who’d ended a long-term relationship with him because he hadn’t been able to commit. It wasn’t that Morgan didn’t find the attorney attractive, because he was; however, she wasn’t about to become David’s Miss Right Now.

“You cut your hair,” he said in her ear. “I like it.”

She flashed a gentle smile. “Thank you.”

Settling back, David crossed one leg over the opposite knee. “I asked you a question last week, and you said you’d wait until you saw me to give me an answer.”

Morgan gave him a sidelong glance. Many women her age were looking for a single, attractive, intelligent, and professional man to go out with, and here she was ready to turn him down. “I can’t go out with you, David, and you know it. We’re friends. Besides, I know you still love Petra; you’ve even called me by her name a couple of times.”

David met her eyes. “I guess it’s going to take time for me to get over her.”

She patted his hand. “Five years is a long time to see someone exclusively, so I understand what you’re going through.”

Reversing their hands, he squeezed her fingers. “You’re a good friend, Morgan. If you need anything, I want you to call me. And that includes legal advice.”

Morgan nodded. She liked David, but not in a romantic way. “It looks as if everyone on the island is here,” she said, shifting the topic of conversation away from them.

David glanced around the tent. “You’re right. There’s hardly an empty seat.”

Two minutes later, prerecorded music flowed from the speakers attached to the poles in the tent, and those standing around talking to one another craned their necks looking for empty seats.

  


It’d been a little more than six months since Nathaniel returned to Haven Creek, but sitting under the tent brought back memories of his childhood, when he’d accompany his parents to Cavanaugh Island weddings. He didn’t have to know who was getting married. It was just the excitement of seeing everyone dressed in their Sunday best for the beachfront ceremony and then going to the reception that would follow, where he’d eat until his belly felt as if it would explode. That was before his mother took sick, complaining of pains in her stomach. She grew thinner with each passing day, until she barely weighed eighty pounds when she finally passed away.

There had been an open invitation to everyone from Jeff and Kara for their wedding, but Kara had broken tradition when she invited the entire island to come to the reception, which was to be held at Angels Landing. Nate had come because of Jeff. After his shift ended, the sheriff would stop by and they would share a cold beer while reminiscing about the old days. No one was more surprised than Nate when Jeff announced he was getting married. Times had changed and Nate had changed. Twenty years was a long time to be away from his family, friends, and all that was familiar.

“Hey, Nate, where have you been hiding yourself? I was expecting you to come by the club.”

Rising slightly, he gave one of the partners in the Happy Hour, a local nightclub, a rough embrace. “I’ve been busy putting up a barn.” The building that Shaw Woodworking had occupied for decades was not only too small for Nate and his father, especially when they were working on large pieces, but also needed major repairs.

Jesse Grant landed a soft punch on Nate’s shoulder. “Tell your old man to give you time off for good behavior. Look, man, I’d love to stay and talk, but I have to give my cousin a message from her mother. Come by either Friday or Saturday. That’s when we have live music.”

“I’ll think about it,” Nate said, smiling.

“I’ll be looking for you, bro,” Jesse said over his shoulder as he made his way toward the front of the tent.

Nate had no intention of going to a club. Not even one as innocuous as the Happy Hour. The past four years of his life had been a merry-go-round of clubs, and he’d had his fill of ear-shattering music, flashing lights, and people with plastic smiles and surgically enhanced bodies who were either too high or too drunk to remember what they’d said or done the night before.

He retook his seat, watching Jesse as he said hello to Morgan. Nate’s eyebrows lifted slightly. When he’d left the Creek to attend college, she had been a shy, long-legged, wide-eyed, awkward girl. Not only had she grown up, she’d also filled out. She laughed at something Jesse said, dimples winking in her flawless dark brown face.

Nate found himself transfixed with the fluidity of her hands when she gestured and the graceful lines of her body, outlined in the fitted tangerine sheath she was wearing. He couldn’t imagine why she’d called him or what she wanted to talk to him about. However, he would find out in another three hours.

“Are you really going to the Happy Hour?” Bryce asked his brother.

Nate looked at Bryce, noticing a shimmer of excitement in his large hazel eyes. “No.”

“Come on, Nate. You have to go at least once.”

Resting an arm over the back of his brother’s chair, he shook his head. “If I’ve seen one club, I’ve seen them all. And even if I did go, I’m not taking you with me. You have a curfew, remember?”

Bryce sat up straight. “We could get there around eight and leave in time for me to get home by midnight.”

Nate shook his head. “Sorry. I’m not biting.”

His twenty-two-year-old brother couldn’t seem to stay out of trouble. It’d begun when Bryce went to high school on the mainland. He dabbled in drugs, got arrested for drunk driving, and the year before was arrested for disorderly conduct. In lieu of jail, he was placed on probation for two years. Bryce was required to call the Department of Probation in Charleston every night from his home phone before midnight. He was prohibited from leaving the island, and was subject to unannounced home visits from his probation officer. Nate blamed himself for not being there for his brother when he needed him most, but now that he was back to stay he knew things would be different. Their father’s hypertension had put him at high risk for a stroke, and he had asked Nate to look after Bryce.

Bryce folded his arms over his chest, stretched out his legs, and crossed his feet at the ankles. “Don’t you know how to have fun? You get up before dawn and work on that damn barn all day and half the night. You’re not Noah building an ark because the Lord told you that he’s going to send a flood to destroy—” His words were choked off when Nate’s fingers tightened around his hand.

“Watch your mouth, Bryce,” Nate whispered hoarsely. “You’ve been giving Dad a rough time, but it stops now.” He increased the pressure on his brother’s hand. “Since I’ve been back I’ve turned a blind eye to your smart-ass mouth. The barn will be finished in a couple of weeks, and that’s when you’ll start getting up at dawn to work with me. No more sleeping late and sitting around all day watching television. And when you speak to your mother and father, it will be with respect or I’ll call your probation officer and have him violate you.” Nate released Bryce’s hand. “What’s it going to be, bro? Are you willing to work with me, or would you prefer the accommodations at the county jail?”
         

Bryce gritted his teeth. “Do I have a choice?”

“Sure you do. Some guys prefer three hots and a cot to an honest day’s work. Now, are you going to pick door number one or door number two?”

A beat passed, then Bryce mumbled, “I’ll work with you.”

Smiling, he patted the younger man’s cheek. “See, that was easy.”

Nate didn’t like playing the bully when he’d always been Bryce’s hero. Three thousand miles and twenty years made maintaining the bond with his sister and brother difficult. He called, wrote, and never forgot their birthdays, or his niece’s and nephew’s, and yet, despite his efforts, he had still grown distant from them. His relationship with his father and stepmother took longer to resolve, and it was the first time since Lucas married Odessa that Nate felt they were truly a family unit. It had taken time, space, and maturity to realize he couldn’t change the past. His father’s affair with his wife’s nurse as Nate’s mother lay dying had haunted him for years. Rumors and gossip were as intrinsic to the people who lived on Cavanaugh Island as their Lowcountry cuisine. He’d believed it was simply talk until he saw his father and Odessa in bed together once his mother was admitted to a mainland hospice.

Fifteen-year-old Nate took Manda Shaw’s death hard; he intensely resented the woman who, three months later, had taken her place when she married Lucas. He rejected her and her claim that she was now his stepmother.

After a lengthy stint in California, he’d returned to Haven Creek a week before Thanksgiving, channeling all his nervous energy into his work. Bryce was right when he said Nate spent all his waking hours building the barn. Not only was it therapeutic, but when it was completed it would provide a place for him to live without depending on the generosity of his sister and brother-in-law, who’d permitted him to stay in their guest room.

Nate was snapped out of his thoughts when the wedding planner and her staff began motioning for everyone to take their seats. Nate checked his cell phone. It was eleven fifty-five. The ceremony was slated for twelve noon, followed by a cocktail hour at one and a buffet dinner at two.

The chamber music changed to a processional, and everyone turned to watch as two marines in their dress blues escorted Kara’s mother and Jeff’s grandmother to their assigned seats. The best man wore his dress blue uniform, and Kara’s maid of honor was resplendent in a cornflower-blue halter-style A-line gown. She walked with the best man down the white carpet to the place where Reverend Malcolm Crawford stood next to Jeff, who was also wearing dress blues. The music changed again, this time to the familiar strains of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March.” The assembly stood, turned, and stared when Kara appeared on the arm of her father.

Nate’s eyes met Morgan’s when she turned in his direction. A smile played at the corners of her mouth before it grew wider, her dimples deepening until they were the size of thumbprints. Unconsciously, he returned her smile, then shifted his attention to what was touted as the wedding of the season.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Two


As he was driving to the reception, Nate followed the signs pointing the way to valet parking. Within minutes of the exchange of vows and rings, he and Bryce had left the beachfront wedding ceremony to avoid a traffic jam. There were more posted signs, these to indicate the location of comfort stations.
         

When Morgan had asked Nate if he was familiar with the layout of the property that had given the town its name, he hadn’t lied to her. Today the historic house was surrounded by yellow tape to keep out intruders and the curious. Nate was ten when he came to the rose-colored Greek Revival–style antebellum limestone mansion with his father for the very first time. It’d been Theodora Patton who’d asked Lucas Shaw to replace the worn rosewood-and-mahogany decorative inlaid border on the living and dining room parquet floors. At that age Nate had been awestruck by the sheer size and furnishings of the largest house on Cavanaugh Island. He’d stood there gawking until his father instructed him to sit and watch what he was about to do.

He spent that summer and the next eight as an apprentice to the man who had a reputation as the most skilled furniture maker in the Lowcountry. When he’d graduated high school it had been Nate’s intention, like that of so many other young men on the island wishing to escape its mundane, small-town existence, to enlist in the military. However, he’d promised his mother that he would attend college, and her deathbed plea superseded his most fervent yearning. He’d been offered a full scholarship, and despite his father’s adamant protests he left South Carolina for California.

Coming to a stop, he got out of the Sequoia, leaving his jacket on the second row of seats. Bryce did the same. The valet gave him a ticket, which Nate pocketed. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he gazed out at the expanse of landscaped property, his gaze taking in a carpet of green dotted with trees and well-tended shrubs. More vehicles were maneuvering into the parking area as he and Bryce walked along a stone path leading to a trio of tents.

They encountered a quartet of elderly men belonging to the local American Legion, each holding handfuls of bright red poppies and asking for donations to assist disabled and hospitalized veterans. “Good afternoon, son. Are you or have you been in the military?”

“No, sir, but I’ll definitely give you a contribution for me and my brother.” Reaching into his pocket, he gave the man a bill.

“Damn!” Bryce drawled as he looked around. “This reminds me of your wedding reception.”

He looked at Bryce and shook his head. He knew it hadn’t been easy for the twenty-two-year-old to find himself alienated from his friends as well as cut off from Charleston’s nightlife. It was the first time in nearly seven months that Bryce had been given permission from his probation officer to attend a social function.

“Everything does look nice,” Nate said noncommittally.

He didn’t want to agree with Bryce, because that would conjure up memories of his own wedding, which resembled an epic movie with a cast of thousands. Unfortunately, that day he hadn’t been so much a participant as a spectator at an event destined for failure. His gaze shifted to an enormous red-, white-, and blue-striped tent about the size of a traveling circus’s big top. Row upon row of tufted blue chairs were pushed up under round tables covered with alternating red and white tablecloths. It was Memorial Day weekend, and in keeping with the patriotic theme, vases of blue delphiniums and red and white sweet peas adorned the center of each table. There was a smaller tent from which wafted the most delicious aromas as the waitstaff circulated with trays of hors d’oeuvres and flutes of Champagne. A third tent was set up for the DJs, who played an upbeat tune that currently topped Billboard’s Radio Songs chart through speakers set up around the property. Couples were already gliding across the dance floor.
         

Bryce draped an arm over Nate’s shoulder. “Is it okay if I have a drink?”

Shifting slightly, he met Bryce’s eyes. There was no mistaking the fact that they were brothers. Both were tall and slender, and shared the same complexion, high cheekbones, and even features. The only exception was eye color. Bryce’s were a sparkling hazel; Nate’s a clear golden brown.

“Please try not to overdo it. Remember your actions have consequences.”

Bryce patted Nate’s back. “I told you I’m not going to jail.” He headed for the bar while Nate picked up a flute of Champagne off the tray of a passing waiter.

Nate didn’t want to quash Bryce’s fun, but on the other hand he didn’t want Bryce violating his parole, forcing him to serve out his sentence. A knowing smile tilted the corners of his mouth when he saw his brother reach into the pocket of his slacks for his driver’s license. It was apparent that Jeff had instructed the bartenders to card those they suspected were under the legal drinking age.

He’d just put the flute to his mouth when he saw Morgan with David, and wondered whether she and the attorney were a couple. He was still stunned by her transformation, but then a lot of people and things on Cavanaugh Island had changed during his absence. Although both he and Morgan lived in Haven Creek, Nate had only occasionally caught glimpses of her when she and Francine went on their early morning bike rides. But once, when he saw her walking into a shop in the Creek’s business district, he’d given her more than a cursory glance, thinking that she was an anomaly compared to the casually dressed young women who lived and/or worked on the island. Everything about her radiated big-city sophistication and reminded him of the fashionably dressed women who lived in some of the large cities he’d visited.

His gaze lingered on her long, shapely legs, rising up from a pair of strappy stilettos. Nate smiled. It was apparent that Morgan was very secure when it came to her height. The sexy heels put her close to the six-foot mark. He continued to stare at her while sipping the extra-dry Champagne.

“Would you like to try the crab cakes, sir?” Nate shifted his attention when a waiter handed him a cocktail napkin. He speared a miniature crab cake slider topped with a dollop of crème fraîche and chopped green onions, then placed it on the napkin. “I suggest you also try the spring rolls. They’re incredible.” The waiter handed Nate another napkin.

“Thank you.” Nate took a bite of the miniature spring roll, savoring the variety of spices on his tongue. If the appetizers were an indication of what the caterers had prepared for the buffet, then Jeff and Kara’s guests were in for a sumptuous feast.

The tents were quickly filling up, and Nate scanned the crowd for his family. He’d planned to attend the ceremony, offer his personal congratulations to the bride and groom, and then leave. But Morgan had piqued his interest when she said she wanted to talk to him about a project. The fact that she’d left him two voice mails indicated that whatever she wanted to discuss had to be important to her.

He lost track of time reuniting with friends and classmates he hadn’t seen in years, most chiding him for becoming a recluse since his return. Even the excuse that he was busy helping his father at the shop sounded hollow to his own ears. Nate’s number one priority had been making certain his brother stayed out of jail. His second priority had been monitoring his father’s health.

The elder Shaw’s hypertension had become a concern for his primary physician, and Dr. Asa Monroe had cautioned Lucas to drastically change his diet and shorten his work hours. When his father called to let Nate know that Bryce had been arrested and was facing jail time, he knew it was time to come back to Haven Creek. The decision to leave California had been an easy one. His marriage was over, leaving him the opportunity to return home and work the family business. Now that his father had cut back on his hours Nate found himself alone in the workshop several days a week, which he enjoyed. The hard work kept his mind off other things, such as his failed marriage.

A smile spread across his features when he saw a woman he’d dated briefly in high school. Their relationship never progressed beyond the platonic stage because she was a minister’s daughter, and the last thing he’d wanted was to incur the wrath of her fire-and-brimstone-preaching father by sleeping with her. Extending his arms, Nate wasn’t disappointed when she came into his embrace. Lowering his head, he dropped a kiss on her sandy-brown twists, which were pulled into a ponytail.

“Hey, beautiful,” he crooned.

Chauncey Bramble angled her head up at him, smiling. “You always know what to say to make a woman feel good.”

Taking her arm, Nate led her away from a group of older guests who were watching them like hawks. “Have I ever lied to you?”

Chauncey was voted prettiest girl in their graduating class and had been homecoming queen. He’d read that Chauncey had married her college sweetheart a month after he was drafted by the Atlanta Hawks. He and Chauncey were similar in that they both had married high-profile celebrities whose professional and personal lives became salacious fodder for television shows, magazines, and supermarket tabloids.
         

She stared over Nate’s shoulder. “No,” Chauncey said after a pregnant pause. Her eyes met his. “Where did I go wrong, Nate? I should’ve married you instead of Donnell.”

What he wanted to tell the still-attractive woman with the sprinkling of freckles dotting her upturned nose and high cheekbones and the sparkling dark brown eyes set in a face the color of golden raisins was that she didn’t have to stay with a man who constantly cheated on her and was now forced to pay child support to three different women.

“Even though we can’t change our pasts, we shouldn’t blame anyone but ourselves if we repeat past mistakes,” he said in a quiet tone.

Chauncey affected a wry smile. “You’re so right. And I repeat the same mistake more times than I can count whenever I forgive Donnell for his infidelity. When I heard about the first baby it hurt me to my heart. I was shocked with the second one, but I still forgave him. Once he told me about the third I was so numb that I wasn’t able to react.” Her expression changed, her features seemingly crumbling before his eyes. “I wish I could be more like you.”

Lines of confusion appeared between Nate’s eyes. “Be like me in what way?”

“I wish I had the strength to leave my husband the way you did when you found out your wife was having an affair.”

He gave her a comforting smile. “Things have a way of working out for the best.” Nate didn’t want to appear insensitive; however, he didn’t want to talk about his past. He spied the person he’d been looking for, giving him the out he needed. He kissed Chauncey again, this time on the cheek. “My father just arrived and I need to talk to him about something.”

Chauncey rested a hand on Nate’s shoulder. “My kids and I are spending the summer in the Creek, so maybe I’ll see you around.”

“I’m sure you will.”

Chauncey had mentioned the strength it took for Nate to leave his wife, but for him it had nothing to do with strength. Although he’d had trust issues, his love for Kim outweighed them. He’d known their marriage was over when he found out that his wife was having an affair with her manager. When he’d confronted Kim she glibly admitted to having several affairs during their engagement and throughout their marriage.
         

Nate wended his way through the guests who were claiming seats under the big tent now that the cocktail hour was winding down. The first thing he noticed was that his father was alone. “Hey, Dad. Where’s Odessa?” It was rare that anyone saw Lucas at a social event without his wife.

Lucas smiled at his elder son. “She’ll be along once she decides what she wants to wear. As long as I live I’ll never understand women. Why can’t they make up their minds when it comes to clothes?”

Nate returned the smile. “I don’t know, Dad. You’ve known them longer than I have,” he countered, giving his father a long, penetrating stare. Lucas pulled a handkerchief from his jacket pocket, blotting the moisture dotting his forehead. At five ten, the sixty-three-year-old Vietnam veteran had been a powerfully built man with large hands and muscled forearms, but had lost more than thirty pounds since he’d been placed on a restricted diet. He’d had to buy an entirely new wardrobe to accommodate the weight loss.

Again, the resemblance between the Shaw men was remarkable. Nate knew what he would look like in twenty-five years whenever he stared at his father. Those who lived in the Creek said you could always tell a Shaw man because all of them looked alike. Lucas had grayed prematurely and several months ago had decided to shave his head, which had prompted him to wear hats to protect his scalp against the sun’s harmful rays.

Taking off his brand-new Panama, Lucas wiped his head with a handkerchief. He’d pinned the commemorative poppy on his hatband. “How long you going to hang out here?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. Why?”

Lucas set the hat on his head at a jaunty angle. “I was wondering if you were going to drive Bryce home.”

“I’ll take him back, but first I have to meet Morgan at three.”

Lucas pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “Now I know I must be getting old. I forgot to tell you that she called and left a couple of messages wanting you to call her.”

Nate scanned the tent for Morgan, finding her surrounded by several men, as if she were holding court. The expression on her face spoke volumes. Either she was bored or bothered by all the attention. He also hadn’t missed the obvious stares directed at her from a group of young women watching the exchange.

“Yeah, I know. She let me know about it.”

Lucas followed his son’s gaze. “What does she want?”

“I don’t know.”

“You know she left Ellison and Murphy to open her own business.”

Nate nodded. He’d read about Morgan going into business and setting up M. Dane Architecture and Interior Design in Sanctuary Cove. “I saw the article in the Chronicle saying that she’s been commissioned to oversee the restoration of Angels Landing.”
         

“That’s a big job for a little girl.”

“Mo is hardly a little girl, Dad.”

A beat passed. “You’re right about that, son.” He snorted audibly. “I can’t stand it.”

“Can’t stand what, Dad?” Nate asked.

“Just look at those guys buzzing around her like flies on a carcass. Everyone knows they acted like she didn’t exist until after she fixed up her grandpa’s house and bought a new luxury truck. Her daddy told me she ain’t studdin’ none of dem,” Lucas drawled, lapsing into dialect.

Nate never liked the gossip that was so insidious in small towns, but this was one time he welcomed it. There was something about Morgan that more than piqued his curiosity. Although he wasn’t that much older than she was, he’d always thought of her as a little girl. She was a freshman in high school when he’d been a senior.

“Isn’t she dating Jeff’s cousin?”

Lucas grunted again. “If she is, then that’s news to me. I’d heard David was devastated when that girl he’d been seeing for a while left him high and dry just when he was about to ask her to marry him.”

“You win some and you lose some,” Nate said cynically.

“What about you, Nate?”

“What about me, Dad?” He knew his father hated when he answered his question with another question.

“Have you thought about getting married again?”

An uncomfortable silence ensued. “No.”

“You’re only thirty-seven, and much too young to spend the rest of your life alone. Don’t you want a family?”

“I have a family: you, Bryce, Sharon, and the kids.”

“Aren’t you lonely?”

Nate gave his father a direct stare. “Just because I’m alone doesn’t mean that I’m lonely.”

“That’s horseshit and you know it.”

If Nate was shocked at his father’s comeback he refused to show it. One thing he didn’t want to do was argue with him—and especially not with an audience present. In the past they’d had their dustups, but always behind closed doors. There had been a time when Nate believed the Shaws put the “dys” in dysfunction, but after leaving the Creek he’d discovered his family wasn’t that unique when it came to problems and secrets better left unspoken.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said softly.

“Avoiding the issue isn’t going to solve anything.”

A frown settled into Nate’s features. “Come on, Dad. Not today. I came here to celebrate Jeff’s wedding and have a little fun.”

“Speaking of fun, what you should do is hook up with Morgan. Not only is she pretty but she’s real smart. I admire her because she could’ve graduated college and moved away like so many of our younger folks. But she stayed, put down roots, and opened her own design firm.”

Nate chuckled softly. “Since when did you start matchmaking?”

Lucas managed to look embarrassed. “I’m not really matchmaking, son. It’s just that if you do decide to start going out again you won’t have to look very far for a good woman.”

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll be certain to keep that in mind.” What his father didn’t realize was that he wasn’t interested in hooking up with any woman—at least not on a permanent basis, because when it came to relationships he was batting zero. “Can we table this discussion for another time?”

Lucas ran a hand over his face. “Okay. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

Nate laughed. “Dad, I have plans tomorrow.”

“We’re not going to see you for Sunday dinner?”

“No. I’m going to use the rest of the weekend to finish roofing the barn.”

Lucas frowned. “That can wait, Nate.”

“They’re predicting rain next week, and you know I can’t work outdoors in the rain. I promise I’ll come over next Sunday.”

With the shop closed for the holiday weekend, he would have another two days not to get into it with his dad about his current marital status. Nate knew his father wanted him to get involved with a woman, but that decision would have to be his own. He’d spent half his life making his own decisions. Whether he succeeded or failed, only he had to live with the outcome.
         

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked Lucas.

“I can’t have what I’d like to drink,” the older man mumbled angrily.

Attractive lines fanned out around Nate’s eyes when he smiled. He knew his father liked to occasionally take a shot of bourbon after dinner followed by a cigar, but had given up both because his doctor had cautioned him about the health risks. He rested a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “If you get your blood pressure under control, then maybe you’ll be able to take a nip or two.”

Lucas’s expression brightened. “To tell you the truth, I really don’t miss it all that much.”

“That’s—” Whatever Nate was going to say was preempted when the volume on the music was lowered and the DJ announced the arrival of Mr. and Mrs. Jeffrey Hamilton. The sound of thunderous applause followed the announcement as Jeff, Kara, and the bridal party entered the main tent. “Come, Dad, let’s go and sit down.”

Lucas craned his neck, looking around him. “Where’s Bryce?”

“Don’t worry. He’s not going anywhere.” Nate escorted his father to a table that was quickly filling up with Haven Creek residents. “Put your hat on the chair next to yours for Odessa.”

“Where are you going to sit?” Lucas asked when he realized every seat at the table had been claimed.

He pointed to a nearby table. “I’ll be over there.”

Nate walked over to a table where a group of women wearing fancy hats were seated. They looked as if they were going to a royal wedding or the Kentucky Derby. He greeted those he knew by name and nodded to the others, giving them a friendly smile. With the exception of the sheriff’s clerk, all of them were over seventy. Some were widowed and a few had never married.

“Ladies, do you mind if I join you?”

His query elicited blushing and fluttering eyelids. “Please do, Nate,” crooned Winnie Powell. Jeff’s clerk had to tilt her head to meet his eyes because the brim of her hat obscured most of her face.

He saw his sister, brother-in-law, and niece and nephew sitting with his brother-in-law’s family two tables away from where he sat. There were a few empty chairs, but it was too late to change tables. Nate’s impassive expression did not change when Odessa entered the tent, searched the crowd, and then walked over and sat down next to Lucas. Looking as if she’d just stepped off the pages of a slick fashion magazine, she waved a white-gloved hand to Nate when their gazes met, he nodding in acknowledgment. His relationship with Odessa hadn’t been strained until she married his father, and, not wanting to exacerbate the situation, he felt that living with Sharon and her family would be less uncomfortable than living with Lucas—not only for him but for Lucas and Odessa as well.

Nate directed his attention to the woman sitting opposite him. She hadn’t changed in thirty years. Her snow-white bobbed hair, bright blue eyes, and Cupid’s bow lips were still the same. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Cunningham.”

The elderly woman squinted at him over her half-glasses. “Aren’t you Manda and Lucas’s boy?”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Weren’t you in my class?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nate repeated. “I was in your fourth grade class the year Adrienne McIntosh represented South Carolina in the National Spelling—” He didn’t get to finish his statement before a pair of scented arms looped around his neck at the same time a pair of soft lips grazed his cheek.

“Promise you’ll save me a dance, Nate,” a feminine voice whispered in his ear.

He recognized the sultry tone of the woman leaning in a little too close for propriety. As a teenager she’d earned the reputation as a flirt, and no doubt that hadn’t changed. Pendulous breasts rested on his shoulder as the perfume wafting from her body smothered him like a heavy blanket.

“Sure, Trina,” he said, even though he hadn’t planned on dancing with anyone. If he hadn’t have promised to meet Morgan he would’ve left right after the bride and groom personally greeted their guests. The women at the table glared at Trina as she walked away, her generous hips gyrating rhythmically in a too-tight dress that displayed her full, curvaceous body to its best advantage.

“What a brazen heifer,” Winnie spat out under her breath.

“She’s always been too loose for my tastes,” said Donna Shelton, a retired school librarian.

“You watch out for her, Nathaniel,” Mrs. Cunningham warned. “She’s already had a couple of husbands, a bunch of babies, and she’s been out trolling for husband number three.”

He smiled. “Thanks for the warning.”

Nate lowered his head, staring at the tablecloth. Nothing had changed. Whenever it was his mother’s turn to host the quilting bee, he and Sharon would sit at the top of the staircase and eavesdrop on the grown folks’ conversations. If Manda knew what her children were up to, she would’ve grounded them for the entire school year. Some of the talk he understood, but occasionally their discussions went directly over his head. Like when they’d whispered about a woman fixin’ her husband after she caught him tomcattin’. He knew what tomcatting meant, but not what they meant by fixing.
         

Once he’d entered adolescence, gossip wasn’t even a passing thought, because Nate found other things to hold his interest, especially cars and girls. Even though he wasn’t permitted to date until he turned sixteen, that still hadn’t stopped him from hanging out on the beach with his friends after he’d completed his chores. His life was simple and predictable. His parents’ mandate was: go to school, pass the courses, and help out in the shop. He and Lucas had struck a deal. Nate would get up early during the summer months and work in the shop for six hours. After that, he was free to do whatever he wanted.

Everything was perfect until he turned fifteen. Manda had complained of chronic fatigue along with back pain. This was followed by rapid weight loss and days when she’d been too tired to get out of bed. When Lucas finally convinced her to see a doctor, the diagnosis was devastating and life altering for the entire family. Manda had pancreatic carcinoma, and the cancer had metastasized to other organs. The oncologist predicted she wouldn’t survive a year.

Manda prepared her family for the inevitable, putting on a brave face for her son and daughter. But nothing could prepare Nate for losing his mother. Manda died, and the woman who’d been her nurse and childhood friend married Manda’s widowed husband three months later. Gossip was rampant that Odessa couldn’t wait for Manda’s body to get cold before she worked her wiles on the grieving widower. And when Bryce was born, everyone began counting on their fingers. Odessa claimed he’d come two months early, but Bryce’s birth weight indicated he was unquestionably full-term.

When it came time to attend college, Nate hadn’t wanted to leave Haven Creek. It meant leaving Sharon, who was two years his junior, and Bryce. His younger brother had just turned three and followed him everywhere. Nate had nicknamed him Shadow. Despite his hesitancy, though, Nate left to attend college. He needed the three thousand miles and a totally different lifestyle to mentally distance himself from his father, stepmother, and Cavanaugh Island.

“Nathaniel?”

His former teacher called his name, shattering his musings. “Yes, Mrs. Cunningham?”

“Are you sweet on some young girl?”

Leaning back in his chair, Nate smothered a curse. He didn’t want to believe she’d asked him something so personal—and in front of eight other women. “No, ma’am.”

Winnie placed her hand on Nate’s. “If that’s the case, then I’d like to introduce you to my younger sister, who lives in D.C. Lately she’s been going out with a bunch of losers. I keep warning her about online dating, but she claims she likes variety.”

Mrs. Cunningham shook her head. “Now, why would Nathaniel want a woman who sleeps around?”

A deep flush suffused Winnie’s face. “I didn’t say she sleeps around, Miss Alison.”

“Well, it sounds like she does, if she’s dating that many men,” Mrs. Cunningham retorted.

Nate pushed back his chair. “Excuse me, ladies, but I have to meet someone.”

It was apparent he’d made a mistake by sitting at a table with so many women. It was also obvious they saw him as someone they could dangle in front of their single female relatives. Well, he wanted no part of their hookup schemes. He’d never had a problem attracting a woman, and if he was interested in one he had no qualms about asking her out. Reaching into the pocket of his slacks, he took out his cell phone. He had another forty minutes before he was scheduled to meet Morgan. Glancing around, he spied her with her parents.

Taking determined steps, he approached the trio. “Good afternoon, Dr. Dane, Miss Gussie.”

“Good afternoon, Nate.” The elder Danes, both dentists, greeted him in unison. Everyone had taken to calling Morgan’s mother Miss Gussie to clarify which Dr. Dane they were referring to. It didn’t seem to bother Gussie that her patients referred to her husband Stephen as Dr. Dane.

His eyes met Morgan’s. “I know we’re supposed to meet at three, but is it possible for us to meet sooner?”

“Sure.” Morgan nodded to her parents. “Mama, Daddy, please excuse us.”

Cupping her elbow, Nate led her out of the tent and into the brilliant sunlight. “I’m sorry to intrude on you and your folks—”

“Don’t worry about it, Nate,” Morgan said softly. “I’ll see them tomorrow for Sunday dinner.”

Nate stared at Morgan’s small doll-like face under the upturned brim of her sunflower-yellow straw hat. It was no wonder men were drawn to her. Everything about her was stunning! He found her wide-set eyes, flawless dark brown complexion, delicate features, and dimpled smile mesmerizing.

“Is there a problem?” Morgan asked.

“Nothing monumental, except that I had to get away from the ladies at my table.”

She gave him a sidelong glance, her lips parting, dimples winking at him. “Were they trying to hook you up with their granddaughters?”

Nate stopped in midstride, causing Morgan to lose her balance. Reacting quickly, his hands spanning her waist, he held her steady. “How did you know?”

Still cradled in his embrace, her smile grew wider. “Nate Shaw,” she said in a soft voice. “Either you’ve been away too long or you don’t get out enough.”

Nate stared at Morgan’s mouth. Even her teeth were perfect, but he figured they would be, given that her mother was an oral surgeon and her father was an orthodontist. And he knew when she’d called him by his first and last name that it was a slight reprimand.

“Perhaps it’s both.”

She sobered. “You were sitting with the ladies that make up the recently formed Cavanaugh Island Beautification Committee. Their raison d’être is beautifying the Cove and Creek business districts and also some of the less than attractive homes in the Landing. But the word is they’re better suited to matchmaking. They began targeting any single person from twenty to forty after an op-ed piece appeared in the Chronicle about high school kids who leave home to go to college or into the military but opt not to come back here to live. Jeff was the exception when he came back after his grandmother’s heart attack. So when you decided to sit with them it was like walking into a minefield.”
         

“What about you, Mo? You’re still here.”

“And you came back,” she countered in a soft tone.

He nodded. “That’s because my family needed me.” A beat passed. “Have they ever tried hooking you up with someone?”

Morgan took a step backward, and he dropped his arms. “Too many times to count,” she admitted as they continued to walk.

“I suppose they’ll stop now that you’re with David.” Her gentle laughter floated in the air. “What’s so funny?” Nate asked.

“What’s funny is there’s nothing going on between David and me. We’re just friends.”

He had his answer. Morgan and David weren’t seeing each other, which made her fair game for the ladies who apparently were using their beautification activities as a smoke screen for a matchmaking or dating service. Nate didn’t understand why it’d been so important to know her relationship status, because if he were to have a relationship with Morgan—or any woman, for that matter—he feared it would be short-lived.

He thought about what Morgan said about leaving the island. He’d been one of those who’d left to attend college, but instead of returning to pick up the reins of Shaw Woodworking he’d decided to live in California. And it’d taken nearly twenty years for him to find his way back home.

In a way, his life had paralleled that of his friend Jeff, who’d left to attend college and then went into the Marine Corps. Jeff had come back to care for his grandmother, whereas Nate had returned to look after his brother and take over the family business. Unlike Jeff, though, Nate doubted he would remarry. He’d been there, done that, and wasn’t about to have his heart ripped apart again.

They were near the parking area when he said, “I want to stop and get my sunglasses.”

“And I have to go to my car and change my shoes,” Morgan added.

Nate glanced down at her narrow feet. Although they were sexy, the stiletto heels were not practical for walking on grassy surfaces. “It’s a wonder you can walk in those things.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice. I used to put on my mother’s heels and play dress-up, so when it came time to wear them I was already a pro.”

Resting a hand at the small of Morgan’s back, he steered her away from the cars maneuvering into the line for valet parking. “We’ll go to your car first, and then mine.” Now he knew what his father had been talking about when Morgan opened her tiny purse. She pressed a button on her key fob and remotely opened the hatch on a gleaming white Cadillac Escalade. It was a full-size luxury hybrid SUV with seating for eight.

“Nice ride,” he crooned. Nate found the smell of leather as intoxicating as that of raw wood.

Morgan beamed, as if he had complimented her baby. “Thank you.” She exchanged her stilettos for a pair of patterned Burberry flats. Her head came up, and she glanced at him staring down at her. “I’m ready,” she announced after closing the hatch.

Nate blinked, as if coming out of a trance. He felt like a voyeur because he’d found himself unable to stop staring at her legs. “Do you always keep boots in your truck?” Morgan had stored a pair of Doc Martens and a hard hat in the cargo area.

Morgan nodded. She slipped the strap of her purse over her shoulder. “I keep them around in case I have to go to a construction site.”

He protectively took her hands in his and noticed her fingers were cold as ice. “Are your hands always so cold?”

Morgan smiled up at him. “Cold hands, warm heart.”

Nate had no comeback for her quip, because he didn’t know Morgan as well as he knew her sisters, who were closer to his age. Besides, knowing her better would only lead to trouble. He wasn’t interested in getting involved with any woman in the Creek, the Cove, or the Landing. All the relationships he’d had in college and those that followed ended badly, but when he met Kim he’d believed his luck had changed. They dated for more than a year, then moved in together. Six months later they announced their engagement, and on the one-year anniversary of their first date they married in a typical high-profile celebrity Hollywood wedding, with helicopters buzzing overhead and paparazzi with telephoto lenses attempting to capture images of the private gathering.

It ended when Kim bragged publicly about her extramarital exploits. The revelation nearly destroyed him emotionally, and Nate was forced to examine himself, asking what he hadn’t done to keep her faithful. He discovered he’d done nothing wrong, but her affair further proved that he had issues with trust. He hadn’t trusted his father or his stepmother, or his former wife.

Nate managed to find his gunmetal-gray truck without too much difficulty. Unlike Morgan, he hadn’t brought a spare key and had to wait for the valet to open the Sequoia. He plucked the sunglasses off the console, placed them on the bridge of his nose, and then returned the key fob to the waiting valet.

“Now I’m ready,” Nate told Morgan, reaching for her hand again. “Why is it you never moved away again?” he asked after a comfortable silence.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Three


Morgan pondered Nate’s question as she attempted to form an answer that would sound credible not only to him but also herself. How could she tell this man that she’d carried a torch for him for years? That she’d returned hoping that he would, too? That even when she met other men she’d found herself comparing them to Nate?
         

She was thirteen when she experienced her first crush. It began at Perry’s. The small Charleston-based eatery was a popular hangout for local high school students. She’d gone to the mainland with her older sister to look for a dress for her eighth grade graduation, and when Rachel suggested stopping at Perry’s, Morgan could hardly contain her excitement.

Most of Cavanaugh’s grade school kids couldn’t wait to attend high school on the mainland, where hanging out at Perry’s was a rite of passage. There were designated sections in the restaurant for seniors, juniors, sophomores, and freshmen. And if a senior walked in and couldn’t find a seat, then a lowly freshman was obligated to forfeit his. Rachel said girls were the exception; they were never asked to give up their coveted seats for any male upperclassmen.

Morgan couldn’t believe the noise level: It appeared as if everyone were talking at once, even as music blared nonstop from a colorful jukebox. Her attention was drawn to Nate, who sat in a booth with her cousin Jesse. Although Haven Creek was the least populated of the towns on the island, and everyone there knew one another, children usually only interacted with those in their own age group. With Nate being four years her senior, Morgan rarely spoke to him.

But that afternoon was different. She and Rachel shared the booth with Jesse and Nate, and he asked her if she was looking forward to high school. The fact that he’d seemingly taken an interest in her had caused her heart to beat so fast that she felt light-headed. And because he was the first boy in the Creek who’d made her feel special, she’d fantasized about being in love with him.

He was so different from the junior high boys, who’d taken to calling her Olive Oyl. When she researched the name on the Internet, Morgan was devastated to see a tall, skinny animated character with long black hair rolled into a bun. Even after her body had filled out and the same boys who’d called her names asked her out, she’d rejected them because she wasn’t able to forget their cruel adolescent comments.

She was a sophomore in college when she had her first date, and it was during her junior year abroad that she engaged in what had become her first serious relationship. It had taken leaving the States and falling in love with a man who wasn’t an American for Morgan to acknowledge the full extent of her femininity.

She eased her hand from Nate’s when they reached a meadow where a stream flowed into a large pond. Flocks of ducks and swans had settled down under a copse of weeping willow trees to escape the afternoon heat. Morgan and Nate stood under an ancient oak draped in Spanish moss, which shielded them from the sun.

“I didn’t leave because I’ve never wanted to run away.”

Nate gave her a sidelong glance. “You think folks that leave Cavanaugh Island are running away?”

Morgan turned to face Nate, wishing she could see his eyes behind the dark lenses. “Not everyone. Just those who made it known they couldn’t wait to leave.”

His eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Didn’t you leave the state for college?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “Why, when you could’ve gone to Clemson? I happen to know they have a wonderful architecture program.”

She nodded, staring at a black swan flapping its raven wings as it rose majestically and landed on the water, creating widening ripples. Several gray ducklings followed the magnificent bird, swimming in a single column. “That’s true, but I’d always wanted to go to Howard University because it’s my parents’ alma mater. I enrolled there as an engineering student, then halfway through my second year I switched my major to architecture.”

Slipping his hands into the pockets of his slacks, Nate breathed out an audible sigh. “You went to D.C., but then you came back.”

Morgan smiled. “I was glad to be home because I’d spent my junior and half my senior year abroad. I left the Creek again to enroll in a graduate program at the Savannah College of Art and Design.”

“I’m sure you received quite a few job offers.”

“I did,” Morgan confirmed. “I had a visiting professor at SCAD who’d sent my portfolio to a San Francisco firm. I flew out there for an interview, and they rolled out the red carpet. The partners were willing to pay for me to relocate and advance me enough money to buy a condo. They were also offering a six-figure starting salary with perks that included a company car and expense account.”

“Why didn’t you take it?” Nate asked.

“They wanted me to design celebrity mansions, but my focus is historic preservation.”

“So you turned them down.” His query was a statement.

“Yes.”

“Did you ever regret your decision?”

She shook her head. “Not once. I was hired as an architectural assistant with Ellison and Murphy. What they paid me didn’t compare to what I would’ve earned in California, but sometimes it’s not all about money.”

Nate angled his head. “If it’s not money, then what is it about?”

Morgan gave him a direct stare. “It’s about staying connected to my family.”

“Staying connected nowadays is as easy as a keystroke,” he argued softly. “If it isn’t with a cell phone, then it’s e-mail, instant messages, texting, or even Skype.”

“Maybe I should’ve said I wanted to remain connected to my roots.” She chewed her lower lip. “I wasn’t homesick when I lived in Savannah because it’s the Lowcountry, and it’s only a two-hour drive between Savannah and Charleston.” Morgan saw a tiny rabbit scurry across the grass and disappear into a hole under a flowering bush. “I’m certain you remember the military recruiters at the high school targeting Cavanaugh Island boys because they knew from past experience that they could easily sign them up. The number of eligible bachelors dropped so drastically that girls from the island had to resort to online dating to find a man. And when they did find one willing to marry them, they, too, left.”

A hint of a smile played at the corners of Nate’s mouth. “Did you go online looking for a man?”

“No,” she replied much too quickly.

“Would you ever sign up for online dating?”

“I’m not that much of a risk taker. It would be my luck to hook up with a psychopath.”

Nate laughed softly. “And I’m certain there are a lot of them lurking behind too-good-to-be-true profiles.” He sobered. “Are you staying because you’re looking for a Cavanaugh Island husband?”

She emitted a nervous laugh. “I’m not looking for a husband. And I doubt if I would ever marry a man who grew up here.” Even if she’d forgiven most of the boys who’d teased and taunted her, she didn’t think she would ever forget coming home, holding back tears, and locking herself in her bedroom, where she cried until she had dry heaves.

Adolescence hadn’t been an easy time for Morgan. She’d towered over most boys from grade school to her last year in high school. It was a fact that girls matured earlier than their male counterparts, but for Morgan it took a while to develop the curves other girls flaunted when they were still in junior high.

She didn’t want to talk about herself because it conjured up the memories she’d locked away in the farthest recesses of her mind. She wanted to know more about Nate. He’d come back to Haven Creek around Thanksgiving and had kept to himself. When she and Francine went on their early morning bike rides, they rode past the structure that had housed Shaw Woodworking for nearly a century. When she did see Nate, he was working on the roof of the barn, which was still under construction.

“If you weren’t running away from Cavanaugh Island, then why didn’t you come back?” Morgan knew she’d caught him off guard with her query when she heard his intake of breath.

The seconds ticked by, and after a full minute Nate said, “At that time in my life, living in California suited my temperament.”

“Now that you’re back, do you plan to stay?”

Pulling his hands from his pockets, Nate folded his arms over his chest. “What’s this all about, Morgan? Why all the questions?”

Morgan knew that what she intended to propose to Nate would change his life as much as hers had changed when Kara Newell commissioned her to oversee the restoration of Angels Landing Plantation. “I just need to know if you plan to live here for the next three to five years.”

“What if I say no?”

“Then we have nothing to talk about,” Morgan said, turning and walking back the way they’d come.

Moving quickly, Nate caught her upper arm. “I give you an answer you don’t want to hear and you walk away,” he whispered in her ear. He dropped his hand and took a step until they were facing each other. “Did you ask me to meet you to talk about a project or did you need me to…”

“Need you to do what, Nate?” she asked when he didn’t finish his statement.

“Run interference between you and your male admirers?”

Her jaw dropped, no words coming from her gaping mouth. Then she laughed, the sound shattering the stillness of the afternoon. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“What am I to think?” he countered. “You claim you left two messages—”

“I did leave messages, but not to ask you to go out with me. I have as much interest in you romantically as I have in coming down with a case of poison ivy.”

“Damn, Mo. That’s cold.”

“I’m not saying I would never go out with you, but I try not to mix business with pleasure.”

Morgan hadn’t lied. She wasn’t that thirteen-year-old girl hoping, praying, fantasizing that Nate would fall in love with her and they would live happily ever after. Every year she’d wait for him to come back, to show him that she’d grown up. But when he didn’t, her feelings changed and she was resigned to the fact that there would never be anything more between them than friendship. When the news of his engagement to a supermodel was splashed across the pages of entertainment magazines, Morgan felt nothing, and it was then she knew she had matured not only physically but mentally as well.

She tilted her chin in a defiant gesture. “I’ve been commissioned to oversee the preservation of Angels Landing Plantation, and that includes the house and construction of outbuildings. Artisans from the Creek will be given priority over those in the Cove, the Landing, and the mainland. Shaw Woodworking is at the top of my list as a source for skilled carpenters to recreate the slave village. I would’ve spoken to your father, but I’ve heard that he’s semiretired.” Morgan knew that Nate was the best there was for this project and hoped he would accept the job.

  


If Nate had had one wish, it would be to retract his words. There was no doubt he’d come down with a lethal case of foot-in-mouth disease. He ran a hand over his head, cursing to himself. Perhaps he should’ve waited to hear her out before he opened his mouth.

“I’m sorry, Mo. I don’t know why I said that.”

She waved a hand in dismissal. “Forget about it.”

“I can’t. I was out of line.”

“If you’re apologizing, then I accept your apology. Now, can we get back to business?”

Pushing up his glasses, Nate pinched the bridge of his nose. Restoring a house to its original state was a monumental undertaking that would probably take years to complete. Attention to detail would be vital to ensuring authenticity. He wanted to turn down Morgan’s offer because he barely had time to complete the work Shaw Woodworking had already been commissioned to do. And there was still the barn, which he wanted to finish before the end of the summer. However, if he could get Bryce to assist him, then perhaps he could help Morgan with her project.

“I don’t know, Morgan. I’ll have to think about it.”

“I don’t want to pressure you, but I’m going to need your answer before the end of next week; otherwise I’ll have to contact someone else. I’ve projected three to five years to complete the entire restoration.”

He was taken aback by the sudden chill in her voice. It was apparent that Morgan was no shrinking violet. She had a business to run, and for every businessperson, time translated into money. “Can you give me a hint of what I’d be involved with if I decide to accept your offer?”

“You’ll have to come by my office and I’ll show you the schematic.”

“What’s the address?”

“It’s on Main Street off Moss Alley, two doors down from the Muffin Corner. You can find me there most nights.”

“What made you open an office in the Cove and not the Creek?”

Morgan laughed. “You must think I’m a traitor not to live and work in the Creek, but I didn’t want to be in direct competition with my former employers. It would be like rubbing salt in an open wound. They were shocked when I handed in my resignation, and mad as hell when they found out I’d opened an office in the Cove. I only have one client, yet they bad-mouth me every chance they get.”

“One client and a restoration project of historic proportions. There’s no doubt when this land is fully restored it will draw as much attention as Mansfield Plantation and Middleton Place.”

  


Morgan clasped her hands behind her back to keep from throwing her arms around Nate’s neck and kissing him. Nate hadn’t seen her plans for the restoration, yet he’d fully grasped her vision for the historic landmark house and land. She unclasped her hands. He’s got it! screamed the voice in her head.
         

“You’re really excited about this, aren’t you?” he asked.

She compressed her lips. “How do you know?”

“Your eyes, Mo. They give you away.”

“You have no idea how much this project means to me,” Morgan admitted. “It’s not about becoming my own boss as much as it is about saving a culture that makes me proud to say I’m Gullah.”

Nate smiled, exhibiting a mouth filled with straight white teeth. “I understand where you’re coming from. When I lived in California, people always made fun of my accent. I tried to explain that I was Gullah, but they looked at me as if I’d come from outer space.”

“We may have inflections, but definitely not accents. My roommate at Howard was from Chicago, and when she came home with me during spring break she couldn’t stop raving about the food and the lushness of the island. I believed she would’ve moved here after graduation if she wasn’t engaged to a boy who lived in Houston.” Morgan glanced at her watch. “I think we better get back. Thank you for hearing me out.” Reaching for her hand, Nate’s thumb caressed her knuckles, the calluses on the pad making her heart beat a little too quickly.

“I can’t give you an answer until I see your plans, and then I’ll have to talk it over with my father and brother.”

“The entire restoration is projected to take at least three years. So please keep that in mind when you talk to them.”

“Okay, I will.”

They walked back to the parking area, where Morgan put on her heels. When they reentered the tent she felt as if hundreds of eyes were watching her and Nate. It was then she realized they were still holding hands. “Let go of my hand,” she said between clenched teeth.

Nate took off his sunglasses. “Let them look, Mo. Even if we were standing ten feet away from each other they would make up something to beat their gums about.”

She smiled up at him, dimples flashing. “You’re right about that.”

Morgan knew that gossip was as essential to the island as genealogy. The inhabitants of Cavanaugh Island kept detailed family records in their Bibles because they didn’t want cousins marrying cousins. Nate dropped her hand and rested his at the small of her back. “Let’s find a table where we can sit together. Wait. I think I see one.”

“Yoo-hoo! Na-than-iel! I’m coming, baby!” His name came out in three distinct syllables as Trina, arms outstretched, bore down on them. Those who heard her call Nate’s name moved aside quickly, stepping out of the way like the Red Sea as it parted. Trina’s heaving, ample bosom challenged the dangerously low-cut décolletage in a dress that was definitely a size too small for her voluptuous body.
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