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        WALK ME DOWN THE ISLE

        Book 6 in the Drake Isle Series

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s time for a Drake Isle wedding! But the bride and groom won’t be the only ones taking a leap of faith this summer....

      

        

      
        Sarah Santini is a born-and-raised island girl. She has no plans to leave Drake Isle and can’t wait to take a local teaching job after her best friend Polly’s summer wedding.

        Then she meets handsome, mysterious mainlander Liam Olson.

        Liam has no experience working on a fishing boat, but he’s signed on for the summer to escape an unbearable life back in Boston.

        Sparks fly when their paths cross, but then the flower girl disappears amid the wedding preparations, and it’s only a matter of time before suspicion turns to the mysterious mainlander.

      

      

      

      
        
        Can two star-crossed lovers from opposite sides of the sea save a little girl and the wedding of the year?

      

      

      

      
        
        Enjoy this sweet wedding novella in the Drake Isle series!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s nothing like Drake Isle at sunset, is there?”

      Sarah Santini shaded her eyes and turned to the woman beside her who’d spoken. The ferry slowed as it neared the harbor. Gold, pink and orange crested over a skyline she knew like the back of her hand. All the familiar storefronts. All the smells of summer, fresh fish and fried food and bonfires on the beach. “Actually, there’s no place like Drake Isle at all.”

      “Are you a native?”

      “I am. Born and raised.” Sarah rested one arm on the railing. The late June breeze caught her hair and tossed it, along with someone’s hat from the upper deck and a sandwich wrapper someone else had failed to secure. The wrapper danced along the deck, between tourists’ feet and beach bags and luggage, and just when she thought for sure it would find its way overboard, one of the stewards nabbed it and tossed it into the trash.

      The hat, on the other hand, skipped out of everyone’s reach, and as the ferry blew its horn to announce its arrival, the hat bounced up and over the railing and was gone. Sarah leaned over and watched for a minute as it bobbed on the water. It had the preppy letters of Boston College on the front and a gold sticker on one side. Definitely a mainlander’s.

      “You’re lucky,” the woman said as the crowd shuffled into place, ready to disembark the moment the ferry was secure at the pier. “Living here, I mean. I’ve been coming to the island for years, spend three or four weeks if I can, but it’s never enough. I keep thinking I should just move here, but I don’t think I could find a place that’s in my budget.”

      “It’s pretty tough now,” Sarah agreed. “Real estate prices are through the roof.” She stayed where she was, content to let the tourists push and shove their way onto shore. Ever since Misterion College had reopened, and two new housing developments had gone up on the rich side of the island, Drake Isle was The Place to vacation -- and to buy property if you could, though vacant lots and homes were harder and harder to come by these days. “Where do you stay?”

      “Oh, the Drake’s Heart Inn, right up on the hill.” The woman pointed at a large white home with a wrap-around porch and bright flower gardens. “I stumbled on it the first summer I was here. Now I wouldn’t stay anywhere else. ‘Course, I have to book it a year in advance. But it’s worth it.”

      “It’s a beautiful home. Tilly Drake and my mom are good friends. Tilly helped raise me, actually.”

      The woman’s face creased with a smile. “You really are lucky.”

      “I know. Tilly’s one of a kind.”

      The woman took another long look at Harbor Street. Lights were beginning to wink on in some of the restaurants, while families with kids and dogs milled around the beach. “It’s like a little piece of paradise, isn’t it? It feels like nothing bad could ever happen here.” She glanced over her shoulder, back toward the mainland twelve miles behind them. “I know that’s silly, but with everything that happened last week with that escaped prisoner, it feels nice to get away.”

      Sarah blinked. “What escaped prisoner?’

      “Oh, honey, you didn’t hear? Some felon broke out of the federal prison. He crawled up between two walls and poof!” The woman snapped her fingers. “He’s been on the run for almost a week now.” She shook her head. “With all the authorities chasing him, the dogs, the cameras people have everywhere, I don’t know how they haven’t found him yet.”

      Sarah shivered. “I was in the college library all week. I had no idea. That’s creepy.”

      “It is.” The woman’s gaze returned to the island. “Like I was saying, though, that’s part of why I love coming here. Drake Isle feels like an escape from the rest of the world.” She patted Sarah’s arm. “Welcome home.”

      “Thank you. Enjoy your stay.” The crowd thinned, and as the sun slid lower Sarah untied her hoodie from around her waist and pulled it over her head.

      Are you home? her mom texted. I heard the ferry come in.

      Yes. Just getting off now.

      Trey left his car outside the Anchor for you.

      Sarah tucked her hair behind her ears. Thanks. She still couldn’t believe her mom had married mainlander Trey Jeffries, the gorgeous, ultra-rich star of Billionaire Stripped. She couldn’t believe he’d stepped foot on the island at all, let alone decided to move here and pursue her mother with the relentlessness of a bulldog. Sarah adored Trey -- pretty much everyone did -- but it still felt funny to know her new stepdad owned two Teslas, a plane, and a half-dozen properties around the world. Trey had a social media following of over a million people and was still the most chill guy she’d ever known.

      “I wish I could meet someone like that,” she said aloud. She hoped for it, closed her eyes and wished on shooting stars for it, but she figured the chances of it actually happening were slim, especially if she rarely left the island. She ran her hand along the railing as she headed for the stairs down to the bottom deck. She’d had a total of three serious boyfriends in her life, and they’d all turned out to be jerks or duds or cheaters. Or a combination of all three.

      “Sarah Santini!” Skip McPherson, the grizzled, gray-haired man who’d captained the ferry for longer than Sarah had been alive, smiled when he saw her. “You’re home!”

      “Hi, Skip. Yeah, I’m home. I was taking a class on the mainland.”

      He wrinkled his features. “A class for what?”

      “Teaching. I took all the others at Misterion, but I had to go to the mainland for this one.”

      “Are ya in the wedding?”

      “Of course.” Polly Parker, Sarah’s mentor at the high school, was getting married next month, to another gorgeous guy who’d taken a detour onto Drake Isle and ended up staying. Quinn Nolan wasn’t a glib talker like Trey, and he wasn’t anything close to a billionaire, but he was solid and devoted, smart and devastatingly handsome.

      Skip tilted his head and studied her. “Can’t believe you’re old enough to be a teacher. I remember the day you were born, ya know. An’ the first day your mom brought you an’ Matthew on the ferry.”

      “I know.” Like every other place on Drake Isle, the ferry that trundled back and forth across the sea was as familiar to Sarah as the lines of her mother’s face or the sound of the wind across the dunes. “And yes, I want to be a teacher. At the elementary level, though. Not high school or middle school. I can’t deal with teenagers and their drama.”

      “Ah, there’s drama no matter how old ya are,” Skip said with a grin. He tugged his cap, and she went to hug him before she got off.

      But as she did someone ran into her from behind, and the next thing she knew they were all tripping and falling, their feet tangling because some impatient tourist couldn’t wait to disembark. Skip stumbled against the wall, and Sarah’s back twisted the wrong way as she caught herself.

      “Ow! Are you an idiot?” she said as she turned around. “Didn’t you see --” She stopped.

      The stranger who’d bumped into her was tall, with blond hair and dark blue eyes. He smelled of soap and sunblock, and a funny, fizzy feeling slipped through her.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. His concerned gaze shifted to Skip, who was holding one hand to his head. “I wasn’t looking.”

      “Well, you should’ve been.” Blood burned beneath Sarah’s cheekbones. “You could’ve hurt someone. Me, or the captain or…” She trailed off. No one else remained on the ferry.

      “Ah, I’m fine.” Skip waved off her concern. “I got one more run to the mainland before it gets dark, though. You two gotta disembark now, ‘less you’re planning on goin’ back over with me.”

      The stranger hadn’t moved. “Absolutely not.” He turned to Sarah. “Do you forgive me?”

      “For being in a rush?” She rubbed one hand against the dull ache in her lower back.  “I guess. Although I might have to see a chiropractor tomorrow. I think you knocked a vertebra out of place.”

      “Sorry.” He followed her off the boat, and though she didn’t look up at him again, didn’t encourage him, he stayed with her all the way to the sidewalk. “I wasn’t looking, like I said, because, well, wow. This place is beautiful. Like, beyond beautiful.” He shaded his eyes against the dying sunlight. “People told me it would be, but…”

      “You didn’t believe them?” She scanned the designer shirt and shorts he wore, the backpack over one shoulder, the black roller bag he pulled behind him. “Where are you from, that you’ve never been to Drake Isle?”

      “Some felon broke out of federal prison. He’s been on the run for almost a week now.”

      Sarah shook off the thought. Escaped prisoners didn’t look like preppy college graduates. And they didn’t stop to hold casual conversations with strangers on a ferry.

      He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Boston.”

      “Are you the one that lost the hat? The BC one?”

      “That was me.” His cheeks reddened as he looked around. “Think it came into shore?”

      “Probably not. It’s probably out there getting caught on a pelican’s beak or oozing dye chemicals into the water or something equally awful for the environment.”

      His mouth opened and shut. “See, now I’m wondering if you’re serious and you’re pissed at me, or you’re kidding around.”

      “I’m a science teacher. I don’t kid around about stuff like that. You shouldn’t have let it get away. It is bad for the environment.” She probably sounded like a walking public service announcement, but it was too late to take the words back.

      A long moment passed between them. “I’m Liam,” he finally said. “ I took a job here for the summer.”

      “Sarah. Where are you working?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “On a fishing boat.”

      “You came here to be a deckhand?” Her mouth dropped open before she could stop it. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. Why?”

      Because every single fisherman on Drake Isle is older, tougher, and gruffer than you are. Liam from Boston College looked like a strong wind would knock him over the day he went out. He wasn’t scrawny by any means, but he didn’t have the broad chest and arms of steel that men like Tomas Johnson and Bud Walters had. His skin would burn the first full day on the boat. He’d develop blisters on his palms that would take weeks to callous over. Mr. Boston College planned to set lines and scale cod and fight the waves all summer? I give him a week.

      “Well, good luck,” she said aloud.

      “I’m sensing some doubt,” he said as they continued to cross the pier. “You think I can’t do it?”

      She stopped when they reached Harbor Street. She could see Trey’s white Tesla parked snugly in front of the Anchor and the Mermaid. “I don’t know anything about you. Sure, maybe you can. It’s hard work, that’s all I’m saying.” She looked up at him, and that funny, fizzy feeling slipped through her again.

      “Maybe we can remedy that,” he said. “The not knowing each other part, I mean.” He backed away and lifted two fingers in a casual goodbye. “Hope I see you again soon, Sarah.” His smile faded, replaced by a fierce, stormy set of his jaw. “I know what you’re thinking, by the way. You’re giving me a week, maybe two, before I give up and go back to the mainland. But I won’t. I’m staying. Even if it kills me.”
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      “I’m staying. Even if it kills me.”

      Liam scanned Harbor Street. He shouldn’t have said those words to Sarah. They made him sound desperate or unbalanced. Or worse. But he’d been caught off guard by her beauty, her bright eyes, the freckles across her nose and the way her lips curved in the sun. You didn’t come here to meet anyone, he reminded himself. You came here to escape.

      He waited to cross the street as mopeds purred by. Sunburned swimmers ordered drinks from beach-side bars. Cars jockeyed for position in front of the shops and restaurants. He could smell fresh fish and fried dough with every breath, and behind them something fainter and sweeter, like lilacs or roses. The island hummed with life, and for the first time in over a month his shoulders slacked.

      Maybe things will be better here. That’s what he hoped for, anyway. That’s why he’d come.

      “It feels like you’re a thousand miles from the mainland,” his sister Annabelle told him before he left. “When you get to Drake Isle, you’ll know what I mean. I can’t explain it. But you won’t want to come home.”

      He shook his head now. How was it possible he’d spent his entire life in Boston and never once driven over the Marin Bridge or taken the ferry here? Drake Isle was less than twenty miles away no matter which path he took. But he knew the answer. His parents thought the island was either trite or overhyped, depending on the year. Either way it didn’t deserve their money, so they spent it dragging Liam and Annabelle to places like Paris and Aspen and Manhattan instead, where they could see and be seen, where people oohed and ahhed over their family legacy.

      “Can I help you find something?”

      A red-haired woman stopped in front of him, holding the hand of a little girl with the same red curls. “Sorry,” she added. “I didn’t mean to pry. You just looked a little lost.”

      You have no idea.

      Liam smiled with what he hoped looked like casual confidence. “I’m pretty sure I’m heading right there.” He pointed at the stone building on the block’s end.

      “The Anchor and the Mermaid?” She stroked the head of the baby boy strapped to her chest. “Good choice. You should get inside before happy hour kicks off, though. You’ll have a heck of a time getting a drink if you wait too long. I’m Emmy, by the way.”

      “Liam. I’m renting a room there for the summer. Up above, I mean. On the second floor. Although happy hour sounds good too.” He waited for her to ask a follow-up question -- Where are you from? Why are you here? -- but her baby began to fuss and wriggle.

      “She nodded. “The Anchor isn’t the quietest place to live, but it’s definitely convenient to downtown. Plus you’ll never be without good food and company. Ten minutes with Crazy Jake and you’ll feel like you’ve spent the last five years of your life on the island.”

      “Crazy Jake?”

      “The bartender. Everyone knows him and loves him.”

      “Then I’m glad he’s my landlord.”

      The little girl tugged at her mother’s skirt.“Mommy, I’m hungry.”

      “You just had a soft pretzel and lemonade. There’s no way you’re hungry.”

      “Then I have to pee.”

      Emmy shook her head.“I doubt that too, since I just asked you before we left the beach if you had to go. Anyway,” she said to Liam as they turned to go, “welcome to the island. I hope you love it here.”

      “Thanks.” He headed across the street as Emmy led her daughter down the sidewalk. They disappeared into the crowd and soon Liam was caught up in foot traffic too, waiting to find a gap so he could dart inside the bar and find someone who could point him in the right direction.

      Ask for Jake when you get there, said the confirmation text from his realtor.

      He stepped inside and scanned the bar, already full as Emmy had warned. Women with sun-streaked hair mingled with guys in volunteer firefighter garb. Families with toddlers sat next to young couples holding hands. A group of thirty-something men tossed darts in the back corner. A guy in dreadlocks tuned a guitar. And every single bar stool was occupied, save one. Liam headed directly for it.

      “Hey, buddy, somethin’ to drink?” A burly man with bleached hair slid a coaster across the bar.

      “Actually, I’m here for a room. I’m renting for the summer.” The jukebox snapped on as he fumbled for his phone and the confirmation.

      “Oh, sure. Stella told me you were comin’ in today. I’m Jake.” The bartender stuck out a hand in welcome. “Most people call me Crazy Jake, but it’s whatever ya like.”

      “Liam Olson.”

      “Well, Liam Olson, your room is through that door --” Crazy Jake pointed over his shoulder -- “past the restrooms and up the stairs. We got two rooms we rent for the season. Darren Harlan’s got the one facin’ the street, and you’ve got the other.” He reached under the bar and fished out a key. “Here you go. You need anything, just let me know.”

      “I appreciate it.” Liam took the key in a damp palm. I’m doing this. Really doing this.

      Up until this moment, even on the ferry ride over from the mainland, he wasn’t sure he would. Part of him thought he’d change his mind at the last minute, turn and go back. He’d never ventured outside his privileged life; he’d never told his parents he wanted something different than the path they expected for him. The Anchor and the Mermaid wasn’t like any bar he’d ever stepped foot inside. Small, dark, crowded, unfamiliar. Loud. Faintly smelling of sea water and salt. A world away from everything he’d always known.

      And exactly what he wanted and needed.

      Liam stepped through the door at the back of the bar. The hallway was narrow and smelled faintly of piss, but he found the stairs and climbed until he reached the second floor.

      Here goes nothing.

      The stairs opened onto another narrow hallway, with two regular-sized doors and a smaller one labeled Janitor. Private. He glanced at the door near the front of the building, which probably had a killer water view, then walked the few short yards to the door at the opposite end. He fit the key into the lock and turned. For a minute it stuck, but then the knob twisted in his hand, and the door opened into a wide, three-room apartment shot through with streaks of light.

      He stepped inside and took the one-minute tour of a combined kitchen and living room, decent-sized bathroom with separate shower and clawfoot tub, and a bedroom with two dressers, a closet and king-size bed. He wheeled his suitcase into the corner and sat down on the edge of the bed. His phone was almost dead, so he dug out his charger and found an outlet where he could plug it in. A stream of text messages filled the screen, from his mom and Annabelle, Tucker and Max and a couple other buddies. He didn’t open any of them.
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