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Chapter One
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Wayne struck a match over the cinnamon candle and watched as the flame flickered, growing strong as it swallowed up the thick black stem. He glanced again at the far mirror, at the button-up shirt he’d stupidly donned with the dark jeans and the hair he had tried to handle with a little bit of gel.

It had been a long time since he cared what a woman thought about what he looked like.

Always so handsome, or so the world had always said about him. He’d never necessarily felt that way about himself. He had never had to. He’d had love, and then he had lost it. That had nothing at all to do with his looks or lack thereof.

It was six thirty, which meant that Elise would arrive in a half hour. Truthfully, since Elise had moved into the Bloomingfeld Bed and Breakfast and “given Wayne his house back,” the house had felt empty all over again. It had been that way in the year after his wife’s death—something to be expected, something missing—but slowly, Wayne had gotten used to it, “marking his territory” and making it his own or at least something he could stand after such a horrible reality.

It had only taken a little, slight, brief romance with someone special to remind him just how alone he really was in the world.

The timer blared on the stovetop. He turned quickly to slip his hand into the oven mitt, yank open the door, and remove the admittedly glorious-looking butter chicken. He waved the oven mitt over the top through the steam and beamed at what he had created.

I’ve still got it.

His wife had never been particularly domestic. He’d teased her about it, laughing as she’d burnt the toast, delivered him runny eggs, and somehow got worse, year after year, at mixing a cocktail. Wayne had decided a long time ago to take this as a challenge. Cooking? He’d mastered it. And he and his wife had reaped the rewards of that.

Of course, it had been a long time since he had cooked for anyone new.

He’d told himself to get over this one.

When he had first seen Elise Darby on the ferry over to the island (after he’d had to meet up with his wife’s mother, a really traumatic lunch meeting that had left him stripped down and nostalgic), he had thought, a beautiful woman, alone in the world. I wonder what went wrong to bring her here?

At this, he had demanded of himself why he’d thought anything had gone wrong with her. Obviously, people chose to be alone all the time. Some people preferred it.

Wayne had felt true love, had had constant companionship, had found his soul mate, and then she had been taken away. He guessed that was why he felt those who were alone hadn’t planned it. Maybe they’d just never known what true love was and didn’t know they were meant to keep looking for it.

Not that everyone had unlimited energy to keep looking.

Elise had found a way to step back into his life. She had appeared at The Grind with a bleeding leg and large, eager eyes. Wayne could have bantered with her for hours. With a quick joke, he could make her dizzy with laughter.

It was like he had cast a spell over her.

And she had over him, as well.

When she was around, he didn’t dwell on the past in the same way.

He felt hope or something kind of like it.

Wayne hustled to set the table as the chicken cooled a bit. He added garlic bread to the oven and grabbed an aged bottle of wine from the bottom of the cabinet. He second-guessed the way he had set the oven, then readjusted.

He felt like a teenager, preparing for his first date.

Fifteen minutes before seven, he leaned against the counter, yanked the cork out of the bottle of wine, and poured himself a glass. Let it breathe, a voice in the back of his head reminded him. He didn’t have time. He wanted to escape these rapid, whirlwind thoughts that raced through his mind.

Elise Darby. Why did he have to like this woman so much? She had brought with her chaos and nothing but trouble.

“If I had another daughter for you, Wayne...”

Dean had actually said those words to him two years before when Wayne and Dean had bonded after the death of Dean’s wife. Two widowers, out on the sailboat, living their single days beneath the sun.

Why hadn’t Dean ever mentioned his affair with Allison Darby?

Had he forced himself to forget?

Elise, I don’t want to be forward, but I haven’t felt this way about anyone in years.

My wife died three years ago.

I know the island is up in arms about what a playboy I can be—

But they all know it’s because I’ve been to hell and back again.

I’m prepared to change for you if you want to try this.

I think life is a strange, turbulent thing. I never know what will happen next.

Maybe that’s the best part of it.

At that moment, Wayne’s phone buzzed on the countertop.

The name that appeared across it was one he hadn’t seen in a long, long time.

He frowned at it for a good few seconds before he lifted a shaking hand and brought the phone to his ear.

“Cindy?”

“Wayne. Hey.” Cindy’s voice was unstable.

Had she maybe heard about her potential half sister? About her father’s affair?

“Hey, Cindy. It’s good to hear from you,” Wayne said. Even though I haven’t heard from you in years, and I wanted to rely on you. We should have been there for each other. You gave up on me. You dropped me.

“Wayne, I’m sorry to call you like this. I know... that there’s a lot to be said,” Cindy whispered. “But I just heard from him. I just heard from him for the first time in almost three years, and I don’t know what to do.”

Wayne swallowed the lump in his throat. He knew exactly who she was talking about.

“What did he say? Where is he? Is he okay?” Wayne asked. His words fell out of his lips in slow-motion.

“He didn’t say much. He just told me... that he’ll be home. Tonight,” Cindy said.

She burst into tears after that. Wayne’s heart hammered in his rib cage. He glanced at the clock on the oven. Elise was supposed to be here in seven minutes.

Why was this happening now?

“You know how he feels about his father,” Cindy continued. “When I told Fred about the call, he stormed out to go drink at the Pink Pony. I wanted to scream at him. Ask him where do you think Michael gets it, huh? But I didn’t have the heart.”

Tears swallowed her words again. Wayne closed his eyes tightly.

“When is he getting in?” Wayne finally asked.

“In the next few hours, I guess,” Cindy said between sobs. “Megan’s off the island this week, and I’m in this big house alone. I don’t want to go to Tracey or Alex with this...”

“Of course not,” Wayne said.

“So here I am. Asking you...”

Wayne shivered. “Okay. Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can, okay? Pour us both a glass of wine, and we’ll wait up for him.”

“Like the old times,” Cindy said softly.

“Yes. But he’s twenty-four now. He probably has a lot of stories to tell us. A lot of life he’s lived,” Wayne said, wanting to sound optimistic.

In truth, the fact that Michael was returning home like this wasn’t exactly a good sign. It meant something had gone wrong during his fanatical attempt to run away.

“Thank you, Wayne,” Cindy breathed. “I hope you’re right.”

When Wayne hung up, he blinked at the perfect spread on the table, the flickering candle, along with the beautiful butter chicken. He remembered that cute little dimple that formed in Elise’s right cheek, the way his heart floated into his throat when he saw her—the way he had imagined cuddling close to her in bed.

The way he had pictured them growing closer, growing older, making the kind of decisions you only made when you were forty-something and had seen enough of the world to know what mattered most.

But Michael mattered more, right then.

Hurriedly, Wayne grabbed his jacket and hustled toward the back door. Cindy’s house was up on Pontiac Trail Head, just a few houses from her father’s. Wayne knew the route well. After all, Cindy had been forever-best-friends with his wife.

Tara and Wayne had spent endless alcohol-fueled afternoons and frantic nights up at Cindy’s.

Cindy and Fred were in the back of almost all of Wayne’s memories of his early years with Tara.

Even at his wedding, Cindy had shoved him drunkenly against the wall and said, “If you ever hurt my best friend, I swear to God above, I’ll make sure you...” But she hadn’t been able to get through it. She had burst into laughter, so much so that tears had fallen from her eyes.

When Tara had found the two of them, both in outrageous giggle fits, Cindy had confessed, “I tried to threaten him, but he’s just so gosh darn in love with you. He looks like a little puppy dog! Have you ever tried to threaten a puppy dog? I haven’t, until now, and it nearly destroyed me.”

“Gee. Thanks!” Wayne had cried.

Tara had rolled her eyes at them. “I don’t know what I just got myself into. My best friend and my husband are in cahoots. The world may never recover.”

Wayne hustled up to the Pontiac Trail Head. All the while, he stared at his phone as it trickled from 7:00 in the evening to 7:03. Was Elise a punctual person? He didn’t know her enough to know. She had said that she was responsible and drama-free outside of the great state of Michigan. Obviously, the events of the recent weeks had made her the number-one biggest drama queen on all of Mackinac Island.

She was the source of so much gossip.

And now that she had been seen with Wayne so often, he’d been bundled up in that gossip, as well.

He tried his best to write up a text message.

There was so much he couldn’t fully explain.

He hadn’t even fully told her that his wife had died.

He hadn’t revealed so much of himself.

He had just been that flirty bachelor—the character he knew could woo a woman on command.

But with Elise, he wanted to be real.

Finally, outside of Cindy’s enormous house, he forced his thumbs to draw up some kind of pathetic response.

If Michael had ruined his chances with Elise, then so be it, he guessed.

Michael had to come first.

Even if he had been gone, without a single word, for nearly three years.
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Chapter Two


[image: image]




Elise arrived outside of Wayne’s house five minutes after seven. Ordinarily, she wasn’t late to anything—something that had always made her mother laugh. Allison Darby had been late to almost everything, her blond (then gray-ish) curls flowing out behind her as she walked into the café or restaurant or movie theater with a ready apology and, sometimes, an extra dessert to share.

We’re so similar yet so different, Elise, her mother had often said. We balance each other out. We are yin and yang.

Elise buzzed with the memory of what she had just learned. It felt a little bit like a nightmare.

According to her mother’s diary, Allison Darby had loved Dean Swartz enough to ask him to leave his wife, Mandy, and create a new life with her. The words had been so specific, expressing the fact that Allison could love his children. She was strong enough to be his second wife.

Plus, she was pregnant, and she wanted Dean to be in her and her baby’s life.

She had even said something about the whole “actress career” thing. That it had always been juvenile—that maybe she’d only wanted it because she’d never had another option.

But then, Dean had said that his youngest child, Alex, had cancer.

That they had to seek treatment in Chicago.

That he had to focus on his family and step back from the affair and whatever he felt for her.

And as a result—defeated, pregnant, and sad—Allison Darby had returned to California to raise her own California girl alone.

Elise stopped short before she lifted her knuckles to Wayne’s door. Mom did what she had to do to keep Dean’s family intact, alive, and well. She gave them space to become the richest family on Mackinac Island.

Now that I’ve returned, what am I doing to that memory? Am I tainting it?

Would Mom have wanted me to stay away? Just let the Swartz family live?

She knocked on Wayne’s door twice with her knuckles, then waited. The smell of chicken wafted through the cracked windows from outside the door. Her stomach gurgled with hunger. When Wayne had left the note on her door earlier that day, she had felt a jolt of electricity.

Would Wayne finally acknowledge whatever it was that brewed between them?

Would he finally be honest about all he hid from her?

Still, what Alex had said on the night of the fire hung in the back of Elise’s mind.

Should she prepare for this guy to break her heart?

Oh, but wasn’t she in the mood for something, anything to happen? If she returned to California with a broken heart, memories of a single night with her father, and knowledge of this other whole world, wouldn’t that be enough?

That was the trouble about life, wasn’t it? Once you tasted something, you wanted more and more of it. You were greedy, and the greed never ended.

Still, Wayne didn’t come to the door. She glanced from left to right, realizing she had forgotten a bottle of wine. Her mind was a whirlwind. She could hardly put two thoughts together.

Was Wayne tired of hearing about all this Somewhere in Time, Allison Darby, Dean Swartz stuff?

Probably my scavenger hunt to find my “true family” wasn’t as exciting as I thought it was.

“Wayne?” Elise called toward the cracked window. “I’m here!”

Elise exhaled and shifted her weight. Maybe he was out back tending to the horses? She lifted a hand to the doorknob and found it open—a frequent thing on Mackinac Island after tourist season came to a close, according to Wayne. She stepped into his beautiful foyer, slipping off her jacket and hanging it on the coatrack in the mudroom.

“Hello?”

The smell of dinner permeated through everything. It was a welcoming smell, the kind of thing that allowed Elise to imagine yes, this is my life. I’ve returned home from a long day of writing, and my love has cooked me dinner...

“Wayne?”

She stepped into the kitchen and blinked down at the beautifully decorated dinner table, with its glistening china plates, its two forks and knives, and a large tray of butter chicken still cooling on the stovetop. A candle flickered in the center of the table. After a quick sniff, Elise turned around to find a burning loaf of garlic bread in the oven.

The thing was charred at the top.

Elise grabbed an oven mitt and placed the tray of burnt bread next to the perfect butter chicken.

Maybe something had happened outside?

Elise rushed to the back door, where she spotted both Darla and Ghost. Darla’s curls fluttered in the evening breeze. Ghost shoved his head into a big vat of grain, removed it, and then chewed contemplatively.

Wayne was nowhere in sight.

But here was the dinner he had made for her. Here was the wine he’d already uncorked. Here was the life, perfectly displayed before her, the one she so craved.

But no Wayne.

Elise heaved a sigh and collapsed on one of the kitchen stools. It was nearly seven ten. She found her phone in the bottom of her purse. It revealed four new text messages: two from Penny, one from Bradley, and one from Wayne.

Penny’s were about the play.

Bradley’s was about car insurance—he wanted to switch it over to his name.

And Wayne’s?

Wayne: Elise, I’m so sorry to do this last minute. It’s really difficult to explain, but I have to reschedule our dinner. I’ll text you tomorrow. Maybe we can talk about it in more detail.

It felt a little like being punched in the stomach.

She stood there amongst the chicken and the black garlic bread and the airing wine and stared at the text message, which gave her absolutely no explanation.

Wayne will hurt you. He’s a bachelor, a player. He has his way with people and then gets rid of them.

This dinner could be for someone else now.

He might have met another woman today and decided she was more fitting.

Maybe they were at the Pink Pony right now. He was showing her the Rum Runners. They were laughing about something a whole lot simpler than my weird “family chaos” and “secret affair.”

Elise felt like an idiot. She started to text back—something about how okay it was, that sure, they could meet up again for a better explanation...

But almost as soon as she had typed it out, she deleted it.

She and Wayne didn’t owe each other anything.

He had offered dinner as a friend. Now, he had canceled it.

To top off her embarrassment, she now stood in his kitchen—actually simmering in her own imagination about some possibility of a life where she and Wayne were falling in love.

If this theory was correct, Wayne and whoever this new girl was could really burst through that door in a matter of minutes.

Or worse. Maybe they were in the bedroom and about to come out to get the garlic bread out of the oven...

Elise turned off the oven and blew out the candle, just in case. She then collected her things and rushed back out the door, grateful that Wayne wasn’t on the other side. Her heart hammered in her throat as she hustled back toward Main Street.

She didn’t want to be alone, and she couldn’t imagine where her mind might go if she headed back into her little bed and breakfast room. You’re old. All the excitement of your life is over. You’ve had your fun. Why did you think you could have anything else?

She headed down the street and ducked into a little waterside wine bar. She ordered a glass of Merlot and collapsed on a stool, her hands in fists under her chin. A sunset brewed itself across the horizon line, and an overly crisp breeze cut through the crack of a window. She shivered and sucked down her glass of wine a little too quickly.

When she blinked up again, she realized she had begun to cry.

“Oh, honey. What happened?”

She turned quickly to find Anna, the bride from the previous week, standing beside her.

It was a funny sensation. On the one hand, Elise was grateful to see someone she recognized. On the other hand, she hated to be caught.

“What are you doing here?” Elise asked, sniffling.

“Oh. I actually own this little wine bar,” Anna said with a little smile. “We’re closing up shop in about a week so that Roger and I can head off to our honeymoon. To be honest with you, I’ve never been so ready to see this island in my rearview.”

Elise’s smile waned. “I think I might feel the same.”

Anna gestured to a server behind her and said, “I’ll have the same as her.” The server arrived a moment later with a glass of wine and placed it delicately in front of Anna.

“Cheers,” Anna said.

Elise clinked her glass and took a sip.

“To be honest with you, I’m pretty surprised that you’re still here at all,” Anna said contemplatively.

“Me too, I guess,” Elise said. “I had only planned to be here a week. Things got a little complicated.”

“That’s the word on the street,” Anna said.

Elise scrunched her nose. “I’m sorry about all that drama at your reception. I didn’t know that Tracey was involved, and I... Well, I didn’t know Alex would show up like that.”

Anna waved her hand around. “Don’t worry about it.”

The women blinked at one another. Elise sipped her wine, feeling anxious. Maybe she would have rather been in her room alone, after all.

“Has he done something to you?” Anna asked.

Elise arched her brow. “Alex?”

“No.” Anna gave a light shrug. “I mean, Wayne.”

Anna and Wayne had had a brief relationship two years before. Wayne had alluded to the fact that he hadn’t been ready for it back then. He was grateful he had ended it, as it had allowed Anna to get together with Roger and find happiness in marriage.

Still, Elise knew women well enough to know that bad blood wasn’t cured so easily.

“Oh, I don’t know...” Elise finally replied.

She had always found it really difficult to lie. Tears sprung to her eyes.

Anna stretched her hand over Elise’s on the counter. “You shouldn’t worry yourself about him, you know.”

Elise turned her eyes toward the floor. “I don’t know. He’s...”

“He’s special. Yes, he is,” Anna said, finishing her thought. “But he’s also so complicated. He’s been through a lot. Maybe he hasn’t told you everything?”

Elise gave a lackluster shrug. “I haven’t known him that long. I don’t hold it against him that he hasn’t revealed everything.”

Anna nodded. “Sure. But I also think you should know that Wayne doesn’t have the capacity for honesty all the time. He doesn’t have the ability to see beyond himself and his mourning.”

Elise’s smile smeared totally off her face. She arched her brow with sudden annoyance. “I see.”

“I don’t want you to think that I’m talking bad about him,” Anna said hurriedly. “It’s just that, I see women like you with Wayne all the time, and I think... if only they knew? I don’t want anyone to waste their time the way I did.”

Elise’s heart felt conflicted. She sipped more of her wine and looked out across the water. “I’m not really from here, anyway,” she said as though that was enough of a thing to say. “It’s not like we have a budding relationship or anything. Maybe I was just hopeful.”

“Oh! Good. So it was just a fling for you,” Anna said.

“Something like that,” Elise said. She forced her voice to brighten. “I’m pretty newly divorced, so...”

“I see! So you’re trying to get your groove back and all that,” Anna said. Her eyes sparkled with humor.

Elise had never felt further from laughter in her life.

“He’s a good guy. I hope one day he gets over all the stuff he’s gone through,” Anna said.

“I hope so, too,” Elise breathed. “I can’t imagine it.”

Mostly because I still didn’t really understand it.

“Tracey and Alex were saying something about your mother and their family at my wedding, weren’t they?” Anna interjected then.

Elise wasn’t prepared to get into that. Not now.

But she did have an eager audience.

“Do you know anything about Alex being really sick when he was younger?” she asked.

Anna’s lips parted in shock. “That’s not really common knowledge.”

Elise shrugged. “Is it true, then?”

She wanted to be hard-edged with this woman who had apparently been so bored this evening that she’d wanted to press a final nail into the coffin of Elise and Wayne’s nonexistent relationship.

“Yes. Alex had cancer up to the age of ten or something. He fought it with several rounds of chemo. I think it’s made him an angry person, to be honest with you. It’s normally meant to be the other way around; at least, that’s what I always thought. That you were supposed to be grateful for the gift of life or whatever, but Alex lost a lot of his childhood. He spent years in the hospital. His mother usually went with him for these rounds, and Dean, Cindy, and Tracey stayed here while Dean made his millions,” Anna continued.

“I see,” Elise said.

Anna chuckled. “I just remembered. Alex said something about you coming to steal all their money. Is that what you’re up to? Or are you just trying to steal Wayne from all of us?”

Elise grabbed a twenty-dollar bill from her purse and slid it across the counter. Maybe the woman meant no harm, or maybe she did. But regardless of either possibility, Elise wanted to get as far away from her as she could.

“To be honest with you, Anna... I have zero interest in the Swartz wealth. Do you want to know why?” Elise felt volatile, like a snarky teenager ready with an insult.

“Um. Okay?”

“I made my own wealth. I sold screenplays all through my twenties and have worked on multiple TV shows. I own my house in Calabasas, Los Angeles, and even though I know this little island is teeming with beauty, charm, and goodwill and all that—I’m about up to here with the idea that I’ve come here as some kind of hurricane to ruin all of you.”

Elise grabbed her purse and stormed out the door. Minutes later, when she appeared in her bedroom, she blinked at the newly purchased suitcase, the swimsuit she had bought for that afternoon on the sailboat with Wayne, and the green dress that hung in the closet.

She cursed all of it.

Why was she still here? Why was she wearing an autumn jacket?

Allison had known better than to dip her feet into whatever disaster this was.

Elise’s curiosity had gotten the better of her.

Now, before she got too hurt or ruined too many lives, she was ready to distance herself from the whole affair.

It was time to look for flights back home.
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Chapter Three
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Cindy was full-on shaking when Wayne found her on the back porch. The woman was now forty-seven years old but didn’t look a day over forty, with glorious dark blond curls that wafted down her shoulders and almond-shaped blue eyes. Wayne hadn’t seen her in several weeks, and he realized with a jolt that she really did look a bit like Elise Darby.

All this time...

“Wayne...” Cindy breathed. She jumped up from her rocking chair and wrapped her arms around him. Her head fell against his chest.

For a moment, Wayne was transported back to Tara’s funeral. Was that the last time he had hugged Cindy like this?

When Cindy pulled her head back, she wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m sorry to call you like that. I didn’t know what to do.”

“No, I get it,” Wayne told her.

“I poured you a glass of whiskey,” Cindy said. “Wine seemed a little too...” She snapped her fingers, looking for the word.

“Celebratory?”

“Something like that.”

Wayne sat in the other rocking chair. The one Fred normally sat in. In other happier times, he and Tara had sat across from them, glasses of wine in hand, as they laughed through the night.

“I just can’t get my head around it,” Cindy continued, her eyes shadowed. “I haven’t heard a single thing from him since he left the island. I’ve thought about it all the time. Thought—what if he died somewhere, somewhere in Asia or something, and nobody knew how to contact me?”

Wayne’s shoulders were heavy. He stared into the amber liquid of his whiskey. “Michael’s a responsible kid. No matter what happens, he has you and Fred as parents. He can’t shake that.”

Cindy’s chuckle wasn’t a happy one. “You know as well as everyone that Michael looked at you and Tara more as parents than Fred and me. He spent so many evenings over at your house instead of ours.”

Wayne twitched at the memory.

“You know Tara loved that kid,” Wayne affirmed. “She couldn’t have children of her own, and when you gave birth to Michael...”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Cindy said. “I remember it all clear as day. Twenty-four years ago, me and Tara and baby Michael went everywhere together. Tara used to sew him little outfits to wear. She used to babysit him for hours at a time so I could get some shut-eye.”

“She made it pretty clear to me that if we were going to work, I had to make sure to include Michael in my understanding of who she was,” Wayne said.

“Just because she wasn’t related by blood, she was still that boy’s aunt,” Cindy breathed. “He trusted her much more than he ever trusted me. I think he always resented being from the Swartz family. He hated having that target on his back.”

Michael said that over and over again. He resented being rich. He wanted nothing to do with the Swartz money.

In some ways, his leaving was no surprise at all.

But his return? That was a huge shock.

Something was in the air this year. Maybe that very thing had dragged Elise Darby back to the island where her parents had met and fallen in love.

Maybe that very thing in the air had led Wayne to believe that for the first time in a very long time, he could find love again.

He glanced at his phone once again. Elise hadn’t texted him back.

Profound sorrow stirred in his stomach.

“I just can’t get my head around it,” Cindy whispered. “There’s no telling where he’s been, or what he’s been up to, or even why he left... I know Tara’s death really took something out of him. It took something out of all of us. But he was a sensitive guy.”

Wayne closed his eyes. In the months after Tara’s car accident off the island, Michael had tried several times to reach out to Wayne. Wayne had been a shell of his previous and now current self. He had hardly eaten anything, he’d had perpetual gray shadows under his eyes, and he’d allowed his dark hair to grow long, nearly to his shoulders. Making conversation with anyone had been a huge struggle, and he hadn’t exactly welcomed Michael.

Michael had thought of Tara as a second mother, yes.

But Michael had a mother.

And Wayne? He hadn’t had anyone.

Still, he hadn’t been able to escape the blame he’d put on himself after Michael had left the island with only a note—one that had read: Don’t look for me.

They had lost two people that year: Tara and Michael.

Now, they were getting one back, but they had no idea what state he was in or what he had gone through. It was then, sitting out on the porch, that Wayne realized he’d just half-assumed Tara and Michael were off somewhere together, joyful and without worry.

How stupid.

“I can’t believe Fred didn’t stay,” Cindy whispered toward her glass. “His own son...”

Wayne didn’t have words. He sipped his whiskey again and huffed.

“I’ve missed you, Cindy,” he told her.

It was Cindy’s turn not to respond for a long time. When she finally did, she said, “The reputation you’ve built for yourself on this island is really weird for me.”

This felt like the worst kind of attack.

Essentially, it meant: You have ruined Tara’s memory with your reckless bachelor ways.

“I didn’t know what else to do with myself,” Wayne whispered.

It seemed terribly cruel that she had just outright decided what he had done was wrong when she’d been allowed to continue as Fred’s wife and Megan’s mother.

Wayne’s heart felt stricken. It was almost as though he felt the knife going through right there as she spoke her words. He opened his lips to say something. But what could he possibly say to support all he had done? Even the idea of having met someone else was now all tied up in the issue of the Swartz family and all of their BS.

There was the screech of the back porch door. Wayne and Cindy turned their heads to find Michael Clemmens, aged twenty-four, with hair down to his shoulders, large caverns beneath his eyes, a stoop to his shoulders that seemed to represent just how hard the world had been to him, and a big backpack stretched across his back, presumably filled with everything he owned in the world.

He stood out on the porch and looked down at his mother and Wayne. His mouth made no move to smile. Slowly, he shifted the backpack down to the ground and loosened his shoulders slightly.

What the heck was there to say to someone you loved so much who’d abandoned you?

But a mother’s love was much more powerful than all that.

Cindy stood and tapped her glass of whiskey on the little coffee table. She walked toward him on shaky legs. Her hands found his upper biceps as her eyes looked into his hungrily.

“Oh, honey.” Those were the only words she could muster before she fell forward and wrapped her eldest child in a huge hug.

Wayne felt strange. He stood and placed his hands on his hips and shifted his weight. When Cindy fell back, she brushed a tear from her cheek and brightened her voice to ask, “I should get you something to eat! You’ve probably traveled a long way and are starving.”

Hurriedly, as though time was running out, Cindy entered the house and marched toward the kitchen.

This left Wayne and Michael in a bit of a stand-off.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Michael said.

These were the first words he’d spoken.

They nearly knocked Wayne to his knees. He couldn’t decide if they were meant to be cruel, if they were angry, or if they were hopeful.

“Your mom called me,” Wayne explained.

“So you’ve kept the band together, then,” Michael said. “You, Mom, Dad—best friends forever, right?”

Wayne swallowed the lump in his throat. “Not exactly.”

Michael turned his eyes toward the ground. Wayne shoved down his desire to rush forward and hug this man as tightly as he could.

The only kid I’ve ever been really close to—the son I never had. The son who abandoned me, or the son I abandoned when I couldn’t handle the world.

“You want to tell me where you were?” Wayne asked suddenly.

Now I just sound like my own grumpy old man.

Cindy reappeared with a turkey sandwich, its plate piled high with potato chips. In her other hand, she held a bottle of beer.

“Sit down, Michael,” she ordered.

Her voice simmered with motherly love.

Michael did as he was told. Sitting in the opposite chair, he grabbed the beer and the plate and looked at them both with huge, empty eyes.

Cindy watched him from the side, her hands clasped so tight it turned her knuckles white.

“Thanks, Mom,” Michael finally mustered as though he had long since forgotten the concept of gratefulness. He then took a big bite of the turkey sandwich.

Cindy sat again next to Wayne, watching her son, captivated. Wayne could have probably written down all her thoughts.

Why is my son so thin?

Where has he been?

What’s happened to him?

Does he hate me? Is that why he left?
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