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Chapter 1
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Caught between the stars and the sand,

Between a view of the sky and the sea,

I reach for the moon,

I cast its light in your eyes

So that forever after you will remember

How it was the first moment I loved you.

Not from there, but from here

Not from the top but from the bottom

Across the never-ending water you will find the treasure

I have bought for you, my heart.

I have buried it deep below

Every day you seek it

And every day you see it—

One day, my love, my only, it will be ours.

This beacon of love will guide us home

And forever, my sweet, shelter us from the storm.

***
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Sophie picked up her notepad and looked over the points she’d jotted earlier in the day. Her driver slowed the car to a crawl as rain poured down around them, dark and heavy, the thick, eggy kind of drops that thudded ominously against everything they hit and sounded as though they might turn to hail at any moment.

Reason for the murders?

Lights or voices or both?

Woman on the beach?

She doodled around the margins and added another thought at the bottom of her list: possible set-up? She wasn’t a sleuth, she wasn’t supposed to be and she knew it, but every time they arrived at a new location, she couldn’t help but feel a little Nancy Drew-like. I can’t just stand in front of the camera and talk about rumors, she’d told Lon more than once. I need to walk around, ask some questions at the local diner, find out for myself. People will trust me more if they think I’m not just in and out to shoot a half-hour TV episode.

The car lurched to the left, then bottomed out altogether as it came to a stop. Her files slid off the seat and onto the floor. So much for her list.

The driver glanced into his rear view mirror. “You okay?”

Sophie didn’t answer. Instead she pressed her nose to the glass and tried to read the sign at the edge of the road. Apparently they’d stopped just short of the town limits. Welcome to Lindsey Point. Home of—what did that say? She leaned forward and squinted, suddenly catching sight of a second sign, smaller and half-obscured by tall grass and weeds.

Except it wasn’t really a sign at all, more like one of those roadside memorials, a short white cross stuck into the ground, surrounded by a few bedraggled flowers and a soggy lump that might have been a stuffed animal a while ago. In the center of the cross was a square of wood with a date on it. Small, dark print. Sophie tried, but she couldn’t read it. Probably a kid, teenage driver texting or drinking or something. Or maybe a family, a parent and child, by the looks of the toy and the miniature size of the cross. Gooseflesh broke out on her arms. She’d criss-crossed the country a hundred times, seen handfuls of these crosses by the side of the road or wired to trees or fence posts, and still they spiked her curiosity. Marks of death and sadness. Impromptu altars. Fascinating.

After a long moment, her gaze moved back to the tall, formal sign, neatly lettered and rising a few feet above the cross. Welcome to Lindsey Point. Home of the Most Famous Lighthouse on the East Coast. Right. The lighthouse. The reason she was here.

“‘Most famous’?” Maine to Florida, over two thousand miles of coastline, and Lindsey Point, Connecticut, was making that kind of claim? Sophie’s smile crooked. At least the town didn’t suffer from a self-esteem issue.

Lightning blasted the sky and illuminated everything for a moment—spidery tree branches, a handful of lonely-looking houses, a stretch of cloud-scarred darkness that opened above the ocean. The car moved forward a few yards before it stopped again.

“Ah, miss?”

Sophie tore her gaze from the welcome sign and the cross and the trees and the mottled, angry sky. Oh, no. Oh, shit. About a quarter-mile up, an enormous tree had fallen across the road. The only road into this Godforsaken coastal town three hours from her Greenwich Village apartment.

“Looks like we might be here a while,” the driver said.

Blue spinning lights passed them as he spoke, and a pickup truck bumped along the shoulder, followed by a battered sedan. Mud spattered the cross and the sad stuffed animal.

“Can you see how far away we are?”

A few lights blinked through the trees, suggesting civilization. If they weren’t too far from town, she’d get out and walk. She needed the air.

He tapped the GPS screen. “Looks like about a half-mile from Main Street. Big bend in the road, and then we hit Lindsey Point proper. Your bed and breakfast is on the other side of town, though. And the lighthouse—”

“I didn’t mean the lighthouse.” The words tumbled out before she could stop them. Sophie Smartass, her friends in college had called her, and they weren’t far off. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“’S all right, ma’am.”

Ma’am. Terrific. A few minutes ago, certainly at the start of this trip, she’d been a miss. A decently dressed, single, thirty-two-year-old miss with designer shoes and a designer purse and the address of a Connecticut town she needed to get to. Now she was a haggard, tired ma’am.

“I’m sorry.” She could probably shove both Louis Vuitton shoes into her mouth if she tried, but even Sophie Smartass knew when enough was enough.

“Would you like me to call the inn?” he offered.

She shook her head. “I have the number. I will, if I need to. If we don’t move in a few minutes.” Her gaze moved to the cross once more, and she grabbed her notepad from the floor and drew the symbol on her list as a reminder for later. If she had any time, she’d do a little research. Might not be related to the lighthouse story, but she’d find out who had died there, all the same. Memory and mourning—they were rich topics, ripe around the edges, tough to touch, but when she did, she almost always found something worth digging into. Provided the people here were open to some digging.

She glanced at her watch. Almost seven. She hadn’t heard thunder in the last ten minutes or so, and the rain had pretty much stopped. She craned her neck. It couldn’t take long to drag a tree out of the way, could it? Wrap a chain around it, hook it up to some big truck, and floor the gas. Maybe by nine she’d be neck-deep in soft sheets, with her head on a feather pillow and this whole long day behind her.

Someone rapped on the driver’s window. “Hello?” The voice, flattened with a distinct New England accent, repeated itself. “Hello in there?” Only it sounded like ther-ah, with an extra syllable tacked on the end.

The driver lowered his window. “Yes?”

A giant face filled the window, with wide, red cheeks and a large mouth and cow-like brown eyes with lashes that looked like they belonged on a girl. Dark curls, too many of them, flopped onto the man’s face. He placed two enormous hands on the side of the car to lean farther in. Good God, he must be close to seven feet tall.

“Road’s blocked,” he said, as if they hadn't already seen the tree.

“For how long?” the driver asked.

The man shrugged, a motion involving a broad chest and enormous shoulders that moved out of Sophie’s view and then back again. “Not sure. Crew’s on its way. Just wanted to let you know.” With that, he disappeared.

“Hey!” Sophie rapped on the glass, but he walked away before she could get his attention.

She dropped back and folded her arms. Wonderful. She’d done enough shows in small towns to know the “crew” was likely made up of half-drunken volunteer firefighters and a retired schoolteacher or two and could take anywhere from five minutes to five hours to show up.

“Think there’s another road in?” she asked.

“Already checked. Don’t think so, not unless we want to go down to Bluffet Edge and drive around from the north. That’ll be a good hour out of the way.” Pause. “Unless that’s what you’d prefer, ma’am?”

Again with the ma’am. “Just Sophie. Please.”

“Anyway, I think they’re telling us something.” The driver gestured to the road ahead, where another emergency truck had pulled onto the shoulder. A man was waving his arms at them and mouthing something. “To turn around, looks like.”

“What? No.” She lowered her window and checked for rain. “No way. We’re a half-mile away. We’re not going all the way back to—” She tried to think of the last actual town, with lights and restaurants and hotels, they’d passed through. “We’re not turning around.” She opened her door, placed one foot on the ground, and almost fell onto her ass.

“Ma’am, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

But Sophie threw both arms onto the roof of the car to catch herself. “I’m all right.” She stopped to get her breath and her balance. “I’m going to walk up a little ways, see if I can find out what’s going on. I’ll come right back, I promise.”

“But—”

Sophie shut the door behind her. Lon would kill her if he knew she was tromping around in the dark, slipping and sliding and about to break an arm or an ankle. Your job is to stay beautiful and all in one piece, okay? Don’t go climbing around on rocks—the Badlands episode, not a good memory at all—or walk the high wire at the local fair—the Adirondacks power-outage debacle. Just stand where I tell you to stand and look gorgeous for the camera.

Sometimes she hated Lon.

At least the rain had stopped, though in places the mud sucked onto the bottom of her shoes and made the going slow. Stupid decision, she thought about ten strides in, but the air felt good on her face, better than being trapped in the claustrophobic backseat.

“Hey!” The man waving his arms pointed at her. “Stop walking! Right there. Stop!”

Sophie kept going.

At that, he dropped his arms and strode toward her, the giant from earlier. Actually, out here he wasn’t quite as huge as he’d seemed before. He wasn’t seven feet tall but closer to six and a half, and his mouth looked kinder, not like he wanted to swallow up the entire contents of a banquet table in one sitting. In fact, standing on the road, face to face with her, he seemed almost—

“Didn’t you see me?” He put one hand on her shoulder and pinned her in place. “Didn’t you see the truck up there? And the power lines?”

The truck? Yes. The power lines? No. But now that she looked, a heavy black cable blocked the road.

“You can’t just go walking around in your—” His gaze dropped to her shoes, expensive flats with gold and black zebra stripes that looked terrific on camera but a little out of place on a muddy country road.

She lifted her chin and dared him to say something cutting. Something sarcastic. She’d heard it all before.

“You should go back and wait in your car,” he finished gruffly. “It’s safer there.” He pushed the hair from his forehead, which did nothing to stop the rain from dripping down his face. His eyes, large and brown and curious, rested on hers a moment longer before he turned and walked away without another word.

“Hey, um, excuse me?”

He turned.

“What’s your name?” Make nice. Lon’s voice echoed in her head. If this guy was a local—and of course he was, what else would he be?—maybe he’d agree to sit down with her before the shoot, give her some inside info about the town. Introduce her to others who knew a thing or two about the lighthouse hauntings.

“What’s yours?”

Heat seared her cheeks. “I’m Sophie. Smithwaite.” She waited for recognition to cross his face. Surely he’d heard of her? She’d been the host of this travel show for over two years. It landed on Top Ten lists on a regular basis. She’d filmed three major ads in the last six months. And there was the feature article she’d done in Men’s Monthly last fall, tasteful and fully clothed, of course, but coy and flirtatious and sure to win them more single male viewers, according to Lon. This guy didn’t recognize her from any of those? At the very least, hadn’t he heard they were going to be shooting in Lindsey Point this week?

But his expression didn’t change. “Lucas Oakes,” he finally said. Nothing else. No words of welcome, no smile, not even another warning about staying safe in the storm. He just turned and walked away, leaving Sophie standing in the mud, tired, pissed off, and wishing more than anything she’d never heard of Lindsey Point or its damned haunted lighthouse.
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Chapter 2
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“’Bout time you got here.” Finn filled a beer mug and slid it across the bar.

“Had to help out over on County Route Ten. Line came down.”

“I heard.” Finn scrubbed the bar with a towel before flipping it over his shoulder and pouring himself a beer. “You see the TV crew?”

Lucas frowned over the top of his mug, his gaze on the television and the Red Sox score. “Huh?”

“That TV crew. The one doin’ the show about the lighthouse. They’re supposed to be gettin’ into town tonight.”

Lucas drained his mug and passed it over for a refill. “Oh. Don’t think so.” No news vans or anything. Just one clueless woman, a tourist of course, who had to get out and walk around all doe-eyed looking at the damage. He guessed he’d heard something about it last week, some New York City cable show filming out on the point, but he hadn’t paid much attention. People were always coming and going, visiting the lighthouse and setting up their tripods to take photos in front of the place where Petey Smith had leapt to his death after killing his wife.

“You sure?” Finn moved the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “Figured you woulda run into ’em. They’re staying at Beacon Inn downtown. Most of ’em, from what I hear.”

Lucas nodded. Made sense. Only hotel in town, only place to stay at all, besides the bed and breakfast Francine Thomas had set up a couple years ago out on Patchwork Lane. Francine’s place was closer to the lighthouse, actually, but farther from everything else. Bank, gas station, couple-a restaurants, and the school that housed grades kindergarten through twelfth grade all lined Lindsey Point’s Main Street. Out by the coast, there wasn’t much to see except a view of the ocean. He supposed tourists liked that, though.

“She’s cute, the host,” Finn went on. He pointed the remote at the television and changed channels until the opening sequence for Small Town Secrets rolled across the screen. “Oh, hey, here it is.” Cheesy music played as the camera moved in slow motion across a mountain range, a river, then a collection of houses squeezed together with kids playing outside. The screen froze on a waterfall and went dark after a second as the title of the show faded away, replaced by a face Lucas knew.

Or at least recognized.

He set down his mug and stared. “That’s her?”

Finn nodded. “A-yep. Cute, right? Told ya. Wonder if she’s married?”

Lucas didn’t know. He hadn’t checked her finger for a ring as he’d stood looking down at her. He’d only marveled at the idiocy of a woman who would not only get out of her car during a thunderstorm, but go walking down a muddy road in silly, impractical shoes. “I saw her.”

“I thought you said—”

“Didn’t know it was her. She was stuck waiting while we cleared the road.”

“No shit.” Finn’s eyes widened. “She look that good up close? In person?”

Lucas shrugged. “Dunno. I guess.” She hadn’t been wearing a pound of makeup like she was onscreen, and her hair had looked kind of messy, not all sprayed into place. Still, she had a cute body and green eyes that sparkled, even in the dark. He’d noticed as much before he turned away and got back to business.

“You guess?” Finn chuckled and glanced at the door as a group of men walked in. Four strangers, Lucas saw at once. They wore khakis and button-down shirts and expensive-looking light jackets that did nothing against the rain coming down outside. They took the stools lining the far end of the bar and nodded at Finn.

“How you all doin’ tonight?” He tossed down cocktail napkins and dug under the bar for a couple of menus. “Fryer’s open for another half hour, if you want something to eat.”

“You have anything that’s not fried?” one of them asked. He looked pale in the dim light of the bar, almost green, with eyes sunken into his face. Might have been seasickness, though Lucas couldn’t believe any of them would have been out on the water.

He shifted his attention back to the television, losing interest. Visitors came and went all the time, and even if these four were with that television show, didn’t matter much to him. They’d be gone in a week, the woman along with them.

“Nope. Day cook makes sandwiches and salads, but it’s just me tonight.” Finn crossed his arms and waited.

“Oh. Um, just three Amstel Lights, then. Lemon on the side. And one glass of ginger ale.”

“Sure.” Finn raised a brow at Lucas and took his time getting the beers and the lemon wedges. “You all from the television show? Filming our lighthouse?”

The guy on the end, heavy and gray-haired, nodded. “Know anything about it?”

“The lighthouse?” Another glance at Lucas, another raised brow. “Shit. Course I do. Depends on what you’re looking for, though. Everyone in town knows something about it. But you ask different people, you’ll get a different story.”

“C’mon now, we want to know about the murders. Right? The guy who killed his wife some fifty years ago and then jumped into the ocean and killed himself. And any ghosts that, you know, might still be hanging around the place.”

Finn folded his arms on the bar and chewed his toothpick. “Lighthouse hasn’t been open in ten years.”

“Since September of oh-one, right?” One guy pulled a sheaf of papers from his coat pocket. “Guy died that fall, huh? Last keeper of the place?” He stabbed one of the papers with a thick finger. “Read about it somewhere in here. Shame, huh?

Lucas wondered what kind of person held a conversation made up mostly of questions.

“But we got special permission to unlock the place, go inside,” the guy went on.

No question marks in that sentence. Amazing.

Finn turned away without answering. Behind him, in the space between the top shelf cognacs and the display of domestic beer bottles, hung three framed newspaper articles, in chronological order from left to right: one of the Baby on the Beach, one of the Cove Fire, and the last of the September Tragedy. No dust on the frames. No cracks in the glass or marks of any kind. Finn polished them almost every night.

Lucas counted the seconds. Usually it took less than a minute, once a newcomer noticed them. He’d gotten to forty-two when the guy on the second stool, bearded and thin, opened his mouth.

“Hey, what’s with those pictures?”

The vein in Finn’s temple pulsed. He replaced his worn-to-bits toothpick with a new one and doused a rag in soapy water.

The guy half-stood and leaned over the bar. “Did they all happen around here?”

“A-yep.” Finn began washing glasses. One dunk in the suds, a swipe of the rag, a few seconds under the clear spray of the faucet. He hung each with precision in the rack above him. Lucas had watched the routine a hundred times.

“Huh.” The guy sat back down. “What’s that last one?” He pointed at the photo of smoldering plane wreckage. Below the photo was a single row of pictures, six teenagers. Beneath the pictures, names and ages. “Is that from September eleventh?”

“Nope.” Finn hung the last glass into place. “Another beer for any-a ya?” His eyes glittered, black under the bar lights.

No one spoke.

“I’ll take one more.” The fourth guy, Spanish and spectacled and the only one who looked as though he might have a brain between his ears, pushed his empty bottle toward Finn. “And a basket of fries, if it isn’t too much trouble.”

“None at all.” Finn popped the top off another beer, passed it over, and disappeared into the kitchen. The air around the bar settled back into place.

“What the fuck was that about?” the bearded guy muttered to his friend. The friend shrugged.

Anyone who didn’t live here wouldn’t know and sure wouldn’t understand. Lucas's gaze flicked across the photos, all senior class pictures from Lindsey Point High except one.

Erinn Nunez.

Erinn’s cousin Sal.

Barbara Cummins, Frankie Thomasen, Tommy Perkins.

And Sarah O’Brien, the lone junior whose outstanding grades and award-winning essay had convinced the National Board to extend her an invitation to the annual conference as well.

Sarah.

Lucas’s chest tightened, and his Adam’s apple stuck in his throat. He should have known better than to look. Sarah. September. Shannon and sadness and sorry, so sorry. All the best and worst words in his vocabulary began with the same letter. What the hell was that, some kind of fucked-up karma?

He ducked his chin and kept his gaze on the bar. Francine had moved away from the town’s tragedy. Finn wanted to be in the thick of it, though he rarely wanted to talk about it. And Lucas fell somewhere in between. Given his own experiences, he guessed that made sense.

Finn emerged from the kitchen a few minutes later with an overflowing basket of fries. Grease gleamed under the lights. He set it in front of the men.

“Thanks.”

He nodded and handed over a stack of napkins. No one spoke for a few minutes.

“Here’s my card,” said the heavy-set guy through a mouthful of food. “We’ll be in town ’til Friday, maybe Saturday, filming over at the lighthouse. You think of anything you wanna add, or you wanna be interviewed, gimme a call.” He slid a business card across the bar.

Finn looked at the card and left it where it was.

Lucas finished his second beer and scraped his stool back from the bar. “Okay, man, I’ll see ya.”

“You leavin’ already?”

“Promised Allie Hanifer I’d help stain her deck first thing. And Mom needs a ride to the doctor in the afternoon. Dad doesn’t get off work ’til after four, so I told her I’d go.”

“Poker at Rich’s tomorrow night. Seven.”

“I’ll be there.” He stood and glanced over at the four strangers, still pulled up tight to the bar, fingers greasy from the fries. Their eyes looked everywhere but at his face, bouncing off his chest to the garish beer signs behind the bar to the pool table in the corner and back to his feet. He bet they’d never seen someone six-foot-seven who wasn’t dunking a basketball at Madison Square Garden.

They nodded in turn as he passed, all but the sickly one, who now looked more green than pale. He gripped the edge of the bar and managed a grim smile at Lucas, but a moment later, he pitched forward and smacked his face against the wood.

“Shit!” Finn tossed the guy a clean rag. “You all right, buddy?”

He nodded, but blood poured from his nose, and he could barely keep the rag in place as he swayed on the stool. His eyes rolled in his head. He moaned, nothing resembling words, and Lucas was one second away from thinking the guy was gonna hit the floor when he opened his mouth.

“I think—uh...” The words gargled in his throat. Blood dripped from his nose onto the bar. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” He leaned over and lost everything in his stomach.
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Later that night, after Lucas had helped Finn hose down the bar floor and pointed the four men in the direction of the Beacon Inn, he swung his pickup down Patchwork Lane. No reason why, no attachment to the place, except he wasn’t ready to hit the sheets yet and driving usually helped settle his thoughts. The rain had stopped, and a sliver of moon hung low over the water. The ocean ran along his right side, the lighthouse visible on a rocky outcrop less than a mile away.

Connections. So many damn connections.

He’d dated Francine’s older sister back in high school, a lifetime ago. He’d liked Marion at first: cheerleader, party girl, looking for a handsome guy to parade on her arm rather than a relationship where words or thoughts really mattered. Still it had been fun, he recalled, until he’d found her in the backseat of Taylor Perkins’ Volvo on homecoming night. He’d planted the game ball into Taylor’s gut, left a key mark five feet long on the Volvo and told Marion exactly what she could do with her life and the mess she’d made of his. After that, he kept his distance from women. Until Shannon, of course.

It always came back to Shannon.

But if Sarah hadn’t died...

His fingers tightened on the steering wheel as the road narrowed. That was the question he always found himself pondering. If Sarah hadn’t died, would he have ended up comforting her sister? If Shannon hadn’t needed comforting, would they have ended up on the beach that night, talking until the sun went down and talking wasn’t enough?

He blinked himself back to the present. Here by the coast, trees and tall shrubs separated the homes, mostly weathered Capes and a few Colonials sitting back from the road a few hundred yards apart. He’d always found this part of town lonely, detached from the hum and intimacy of downtown, though he supposed some people liked it for just that reason.

Another curve of lonely road and he came upon Francine’s place, newly sided with flowering baskets on the porch and an inviting air. He smiled, glad for her decision to open it. Once Marion married and moved away, Francine had taken care of her ailing mother until the day Mrs. Thomas took an entire bottle of pain pills and Francine found her out back among the petunias and snapdragons. Francine had spent almost a year in a mental ward up in Boston and then reappeared downtown one day with a new short haircut and fresh clothes and a smile that went crooked sometimes.

Lucas sometimes wondered if Marion’s leaving, if Mrs. Thomas’ suicide, had all stemmed from that September day. Because Taylor Perkins’ older brother was Tommy Perkins. And Marion had been dating Taylor when they heard the news about the plane crash. She had held Taylor’s head in her lap for hours until he bit all his nails down to nothing and stopped talking altogether. No one said it. No direct relation to Francine or her mother, of course. But still.

Connections.

Lucas pulled into the gravel driveway and parked behind a dark four-door sedan. Was it the one from County Route Ten? He couldn’t be sure. He hadn’t looked closely at the woman. He sure hadn’t examined the vehicle she’d climbed from. He slid from his truck and took stock as he approached the front door and knocked. Every light on the first floor was illuminated so he hoped he was safe, even though his watch read almost eleven. He tried to stop by Francine’s place every now and then, just to check in on her. Lots of people did. It was a Lindsey Point thing, his mother said. They all looked out for each other.

“Lucas, hello.” Francine’s face glowed as she pulled open the door.

“Hey, Francine. I know it’s late. I just wanted to make sure you were all right. With the storm, I mean. Wanted to make sure you didn’t lose your electric.” He’d replaced some shingles last winter after ice knocked out the town’s power for almost a week, and checked on all her lines back then. He figured that was as good a reason as any to stop by. Had nothing to do with the host of the cable travel show, who might or might not be staying here.

“No, it’s fine. Not even a flicker.” She took his elbow and pulled him across the threshold. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“You have guests this week?”

Her head bobbed as if on a string. “One, yes. A woman from New York.” Francine turned away, as if seeking her next comment from the kitchen. “She’s on that television show. You know the one I’m talking about? They’re going to film the lighthouse.” Her cheeks shined with excitement.

“I heard.” Against his will, he glanced around, wondering if he’d see her, this time maybe in ridiculously high heels or a fur-trimmed robe or something. He shook his head. Why the hell did he care? “You’ll let me know if you need anything, right?”

“Lucas Oakes.” The voice came from above, and he turned to see her standing on the landing between the second and third floors. “The guy who told me to stay in the car and mind my own business.”

His face warmed. “Just trying to keep you safe. Power lines down, no one oughta be walking around in the dark.”

“Mm hmm.” She came down the stairs, taking her time, placing one bare foot before the other. No fur-trimmed robe, no high heels, just a t-shirt and short shorts revealing an exquisite pair of legs and a slim figure that needed his hands running down it. And up it. And along all those curves she wasn’t bothering to hide.

His thoughts fuzzed, but he chalked it up to the long day and two beers at the bar.

“Francine told me something interesting,” she said when she reached the ground floor. “Just a few minutes ago, actually. About you.” She smiled. “I didn’t know when we met you’d end up being my knight in shining armor.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He kept his eyes on hers, not on her cleavage or her mouth or, God help him, the length of her leg he could see just about all of.

“I need a favor, Lucas Oakes.” She wasn’t short, maybe five-four or five-five, but she still had to look up at him. After a minute she retraced her path and climbed two steps so she met him eye to eye.

“Yeah?” He fought a grin. Everyone else walked around Lindsey Point craning their necks at him or making comments about the weather up there. She just got as close to his level as she could.

“Yeah. You’re a cameraman,” she said.

“Ah, what?” Not what he’d expected.

“You did camera work for almost two years when there was a local cable show here.”

He shrugged. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long.” She smiled, and he saw in that instant what the camera loved. Quiet desire slipped through him, gone almost before he realized it. But there. Holy hell, definitely there. His fingers twitched, wanting both to touch her and to reach for the door and get out of the bed and breakfast before he did something embarrassing. Like run his thumb along her jaw. Or move the hair from her eyes. Or rip that t-shirt clean off her body and let his tongue dance down the lines of her torso.

“I might need one.”

One what? He took his eyes off hers, gulped and fought to remember what they’d been talking about. “Oh. A cameraman? Saw four guys in the bar an hour ago. Figured they were working for you.”

“They were. They are. But Gil was taken to the hospital a little while ago. Burst appendix.” She held out her cell phone, bedazzled in pink and silver sparkles. “My producer just called me.”

“Appendix? Seriously?” Lucas had bet he had an upset stomach or something. Nothing more serious. “Ah, geez. That sucks. But you’ll have to find someone else. I can’t help you.”

“Please?” She cocked her head to one side, and as her lips curved the question, he found his mind wandering. Those lips. On his. And on other places, working their way inch by inch down the length of his body.

“I could get another guy here from New York, but it would take a couple of days.”

He forced his thoughts away. “And that’s a problem?” Then he answered his own question. “Ah. More days mean more money. And you don’t want to wait around any longer or pay any more than you have to.”

She ran a hand through the waves of her hair. “That isn’t the only reason, but it would help move things along. Plus it’s always nice to use local talent when we can.”

Local talent? Boy, she was buttering him up but good. That was enough to snap his mind out of the king-sized bed he’d just put them both into. He ordered his brain to get the hell out of his pants and cataloged the list of jobs he had to do the following day. “I’m pretty busy this week. I’ve got two other jobs I work full-time. Plus I haven’t been behind a camera in a while.” He turned away before she could plaster on a bigger smile and knock him to his knees.

“Would you at least think about it? Please?”

He stuffed his hands into his pockets and fumbled with his keys. “Think you’d better call your fill-in guy. I’m not who you’re looking for.”

“So you’re playing hard to get.”

“I’m not playing anything.” His cheeks burned deeper. “And now I’m overstaying my welcome.” He backed toward the door. “Bye, Francine. Give a call if you need anything.”

“Oh, all right. I will. And thanks.” Francine twisted her fingers together, brow bent in worry. Sophie rested one elbow on the banister and watched him go. Not bothered. Not disappointed. A curious smile played on her face, as if behind the camera-ready expression the wheels still turned, and even as he walked away, she was thinking up a way to get him to agree to her request.

Lucas thundered down the front steps. Forget it. Get mixed up with a television crew? He had too many jobs to do, this week and next, and a whole handful of people counting on him to get them done on time. He kicked the gravel in Francine’s driveway and resisted the urge to look over his shoulder and see Sophie’s silhouette framed on the stairs inside. He shook his head. Sophie Smithwaite. Double-S. Bad letter. Bad karma.

He climbed into his truck and took the quick way back to his apartment. No other stops. No other thoughts. He toed the gas and hoped the only cop on patrol was down along the west side of town, scoping out the dunes and chasing half-naked teenagers back to their cars. Because the sooner Lucas got himself away from that house, that woman, those eyes that looked straight through him and did something to his gut that hadn’t been done in years—hell, the better.
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Sophie found her gentle giant right where Francine said she would: bent over breakfast in Del’s Diner, a narrow little place on the end of Lindsey Point’s Main Street. Okay, maybe the guy wasn’t completely gentle, but he’d seemed kind of charming in the awkward way he’d reddened and fumbled around the night before. Now he sat at a window table for two, though between the plates in front of him and arms the size of tree limbs resting beside them, there wasn’t any room for anyone else’s cup of coffee, let alone a full meal.

“You need a table, hon?” A middle-aged waitress with bright red hair waved a pot of coffee in Sophie’s direction. “Might be a few minutes. We got a full house this morning.”

“Ah, no. Thanks, though.” Sophie scanned the room: broad backs, some in flannel, some in t-shirts, one wearing overalls, all bent over plates of ham and eggs. Coffee on every table. A suit here and there. One mother feeding her child in a high chair. Most of them looked her way and let their gazes skim over her before returning to their tables. Polite, curious, but quiet. Private. Not unlike most small towns she’d filmed in before. “I’m looking for someone. And I found him.”

The waitress followed her gaze and when it lit on Lucas, beamed. “Not a bad choice.” She winked. “He’s a keeper.”

Sophie refrained from saying she wasn’t looking for Lucas in the keeper capacity, or really any capacity except one, and that was part-time work.

“Mmm,” she hummed in agreement.

She crossed the room and slipped into the chair opposite him. Feeling the waitress’s eyes on her back, she kept the chair a few inches away from the table as she crossed her wrists on it. Careful distance. Professional posture. Nothing more, nothing less, nothing for anyone to talk about, though she knew ten minutes after she left, the waitress and the cook and the dishwasher in the back, at least two of whom were likely related, would make up a story regardless of what had happened.

“Morning.” Big, camera-loving smile. “Remember me?”

He glanced up. “I’m still not doin’ it.”

She cocked her head. “Charmer, aren’t you?”

He shrugged and sawed through his bacon and eggs.

“Can I ask why you won’t even consider it? We can pay you well.”

“Not about the money.”

“What’s it about, then?”

He sighed, tugged at his baseball cap, and put down his fork.

“Lucas? Seriously. What’s the problem?” She leaned closer, giving up the professional distance for a more intimate, elbows on the table, eyes-firmly-on-his body language.

“Listen. It’s Sophie, right?”

He stopped, long enough for her to enjoy the way he said her name. His tongue played over the syllables, and his accent made it sound the tiniest bit different than any other way she’d heard it before. A funny, unfamiliar, sort of squiggly feeling started up in her toes. What the hell? Desire? For a guy who’d put her in her place not once but twice last night? But then he went on.

And the squiggly feeling went away, pronto.

“The problem is you coming into town, shooting pictures of the lighthouse, taking advantage of the dumb country folk you think live here, and turning around a week later to leave.”

She sat back as if she’d been stung. Dumb country folk? She opened her mouth and closed it hard, waiting a few moments before daring to open it again. “I don’t think that.”

“Sure you do.”

She curled her fingers into her palms. Lon had told her he could get Ramone to come up from the city within a day or two. Fine. That sounded like a much better solution. She should stand up and leave now, let Mr. Manners finish his breakfast and then go tip cows or pound nails or whatever else he did around here that was so damn important. Then she tamped down her impatience. She never gave up this easily. Hmm. Maybe she should have left the money aspect out of it. Mentioning money insulted some people, and could be Lucas was some people.

She tried again. “I know a little bit about small towns, you know.”

“Like what? How to choose hotels based on the thread count of their sheets? Or which ones have the best sushi takeout?”

She pouted. “You don’t have to be mean.”

His jaw twitched. “I apologize.” He waved a hand and sent the salt shaker flying. “But we get tourists coming through here all year long.”

“I’m not a tourist.”

He raised a brow. “Sure you aren’t. Different kind of clothing. Still a wolf.” His cheeks reddened. “No offense.”

At that, her face went hot. “What’s so wrong with tourists? They spend their money, right? They stay in the local hotels and eat at the restaurants. And they probably talk about the place after they leave and get other people to come here too.” She looked outside at the red-and-white-striped awnings, the statue of a horseback rider in the middle of the street, the flower boxes and planters outside most of the businesses. “It’s a beautiful town. I would think you’d be proud of it, want to show it off.”

Her gaze snagged on a small square of grass on the other side of the street. A white fence surrounded it on three sides, and a wreath of wildflowers lay inside it. Suddenly she thought of the cross she’d seen the night before. No reason for the connection, the square didn’t look like a memorial, and yet something tied them together. A vibe, she thought, the simplicity of the space and the grass and the flowers.

“We are proud of it,” Lucas answered. He followed her gaze across the street before picking up his fork. “We keep to ourselves. We don’t like airing our dirty laundry for the whole world.”

“It’s not technically dirty laundry,” she answered. “I mean, lots of people know the story. It’s kind of...I don’t know. Historic. Your welcome sign claims you have—” She made air quotation marks with her fingers. “—the most famous lighthouse on the east coast. That statement doesn’t keep people away, if you know what I mean.”

Lucas studied her. “Guess you’re right.” Something in his expression changed, flickered and darkened a bit, but the look was gone before she could read into or understand it.

Two women walked by on the sidewalk, and his gaze cut in their direction. It held there for a second or two before returning to his plate.

“Which one?” Sophie asked. He had to be connected to one of them, if not now then in the past. And she would put her money on the past, because a broken heart would explain the way his gaze fluttered and fled the second it caught on her smile or her neckline or last night’s bare legs.

“Huh?”

She wiggled her fingers toward the window. “Which one is your ex?”

He stared at her, and the expression returned. This time she could read it. A little anger. A little sadness. Regret and maybe resentment too.

“Did a little digging into my past?” he said. “What, did you stay up last night and badger Francine about me? College major, past job, who I used to sleep with? You find out my birthday and Social Security number too?”

Sophie’s jaw dropped.

“My personal life is none of your damn business.”

“Whoa.” She set her mug on the table hard enough to slosh coffee over the edge. “I sure as hell didn’t do one second of research on you. Or talk to Francine about anything except if she knew anyone in town who might fill in for Gil. To be honest, I don’t give a rat’s ass who you are, or who you’re sleeping with or not. It was written all over your face the second you looked outside.” She took a napkin from the metal dispenser and mopped up her mess. “If I’m wrong, I apologize.” She’d just been making conversation with the over-sized idiot. And she was about done with that.

“I—ah...geez.” Looking sheepish for the first time since she’d sat down, he ran a hand over his face and fiddled with his baseball cap, pulling it as far down over his eyes as he could.

She stood, walked away a few steps, and turned around. “Can we try this again?”

He looked up. A smile crossed his face. Small, and gone in a flash, but it was there. She put out her hand. “Hi. I’m Sophie Smithwaite. I’m in town for a few days filming a travel show on your lighthouse, and I’m desperate for a cameraman. I’ve been told you’re the guy to ask.” She sat down and picked up her mug. “Did I mention the word desperate? As in a capital D? I can promise you a paycheck and an unlimited supply of free coffee and entertainment from the other guys on the crew if you say yes.”

“Aw, man.” The color crept into his cheeks, darker than before, but this time a touch of pleasure in his large, dark eyes accompanied it. “You know, I got a lot to do this time-a year. I work as a handyman for a bunch of people in town, plus my mom needs me around for doctor appointments and stuff. I don’t have a lotta extra time.”

“I’ll do my best to work around your schedule.”

He forked the last bit of breakfast into his mouth. “How much time are we talking?”

“Two days. Three max, if the weather cooperates.” She glanced outside. “Today’s supposed to be beautiful. We’re going to spend the afternoon at the point, figuring out the best places for shooting. My research guy is talking to some locals, and I’m going to go over our notes tonight.” She fished out her business card. “Here. My cell number is on there, best way to reach me.”

He reached for it, and she hesitated. The squiggly feeling had returned. Through her toes. Up her legs to her knees and beyond. Dangerously close to places that hadn’t felt squiggles of any kind in a good long while. She fiddled with the plastic sugar packet holder. “You know, we’re all having dinner tonight around eight. I’m not sure where yet, but why don’t you come?”

His fingers dwarfed the card as he picked it up and tucked it into his front shirt pocket. “I’m not sayin’ yes.”

“But you’ll think about it?”

He pushed away his plate and leaned back in his chair. Folded his arms and spent a long thirty seconds studying her.

“What? Why are you staring at me?” Heat crawled up her cheeks.

One corner of his mouth twitched, but for a few seconds she thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all. Then he surprised her and spoke. “You shouldn’t wear your hair like that.”

“What?” Both hands went up to the smooth, perfectly turned bob she’d spent an hour blowing out. “Do you know how long it took me to straighten it? The salt in the air here makes it as curly as—as—”

“As this?” He lifted up his baseball cap to reveal the mass of unruly, dark brown curls she remembered from the night before.

He needed a haircut, she thought. Desperately.

He jammed the cap back down. “It looks too forced. Like a helmet, sort of.”

“A helmet? My hair looks like a helmet?” Any feelings of warmth or possibility or straight-forward, old-fashioned desire fled completely.

“I mean, don’t take that the wrong way or anything.”

She blinked a few times. Had she actually heard—had he actually said—“Oh, I don’t think there’s any right way to take that.” She stood and tucked her purse under her arm. Maybe this whole idea had been a mistake. She sure didn’t need a fill-in cameraman giving her fashion tips. “I have a stylist, thank you very much. And my hair looks fine. Open a magazine once in a while, and you’ll see. I don’t need style advice. I just need you to hold the camera and keep your mouth shut.”

And she’d probably blown her last chance at getting him to do that.

His eyes narrowed. “No problem, sweetheart.”

She walked away without another word.
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Chapter 5
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What a jerk. Sophie picked her way across rocks as she approached the lighthouse. Lucas’s words still echoed in her ears; his judgment about her hair still rankled her. What the hell did he know? So much for the straightener, though, or the hour wasted using it. Already it had started to curl up in waves, thanks to the July humidity and the ocean air. She hated doing shows in places like this, where it took two cans of hairspray and a pound of heavy makeup for her to look camera-ready.
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