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Chapter One
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It had been two years since the last time Amy was on this road to Islamorada, and everything about it felt strange. The sun had hung over the ocean in the distance, shining bright, which didn’t help Amy’s headache one bit. She gripped the steering wheel as if her life depended on it and drove just a little over the speed limit but kept a watchful eye on the speedometer. The last thing she needed was to draw attention to herself and get pulled over.

Life had been so different before. The last time she was in her hometown was when John had driven them down from Cape Coral for her father’s funeral. During the drive, John couldn’t help himself and had criticized Amy’s family, including her late father, Alvin, and insisted they sit in the back. Amy had also been instructed to keep her mouth shut and that as soon as the service was over, they would leave. Of course, Amy had agreed. The last thing she wanted to do was cause a fight she knew would not end well. 

Even though it was a quick trip, she remembered the pain she felt having lost her father —the pain for her mother and her siblings—but the most memorable part of all was being slapped in the face on the car ride home by her husband. She had interrupted him during a conversation outside of the funeral home by accident, and even though she apologized just as fast, it did nothing to appease John. 

“You always have to open your damn mouth, don’t you!” John’s words rang through her mind as she gripped the steering wheel tighter. She could feel her eyes starting to mist at the memory but shook her head to focus on the road ahead. 

It wasn’t difficult for John to convince her to leave right after the funeral, though. Amy hadn’t been eager to see her siblings anyway. None of them had bothered to stay in touch or even call. None of them knew anything about what Amy’s life was like now, and the last thing she wanted was their pity or for them to judge her. 

But now, times had changed and so had her circumstances. Whether she wanted to or not, it was time for Amy to reunite with her family, if only to stay as far away from danger as possible. And that meant never returning to Cape Coral. The thought of seeing her family scared her stiff, but not nearly as much as it frightened her to stay put and at home with her husband. She barreled down the coastal highway, running away from her painful life with the ocean shimmering in her windshield. 

A few minutes later, she drove around a curve, and there it was, the Archer Inn, looking just as it had when she grew up there. She wondered who helped her mom keep the place running after her father died. She imagined it was probably her twin brother, Randy, considering he was the only sibling who had not left the Keys. The thought of her brother pulled at her heartstrings; she hadn’t spoken to her twin in years. Amy knew it wasn’t right, but she also knew every single one of her siblings was just as stubborn. Deep down, though, she missed them so much. 

Past the inn, closer to the lawn and beach, she saw the Archer house come in to view along with several cars parked from alongside the back. It looked like the whole town had come out to celebrate her mother’s birthday party. When she had received the first voicemail from her sister Holly, asking her to come, she ignored her sister’s invitation out of habit. She never returned any of Holly’s calls, and no part of her had ever thought she would accept the invitation. Every year she had always mailed her mother a birthday card. As she pulled into the driveway, she scolded herself for not letting them know she was coming. She knew everyone would be in shock as soon as they laid eyes on her. 

Amy parked the car in the back of the lot, closer to the inn. Once out of the car, she could feel her heart start to thump harder in her chest. She sucked in a deep breath as she looked around, inspecting the crowds of people. Out on the beach, she could see people walking along the shore, and some folks were also jumping when the waves would crash into the sand at their feet. Even more were scattered around, dancing on the lawn. The sound of uplifting music rang through the air as she walked nervously toward the party. Not only was she crashing the party but she was also almost two hours late. 

She stopped dead in her tracks as she fished out a compact mirror from her purse and unfolded it. The makeup she had put on earlier was smudged and had streaks from her tears, which revealed a bluish-purple bruise that sat high on her right cheek and around part of her eye. She turned and walked over to the closest tree so she wouldn’t be spotted. She found some makeup wipes and foundation, then went to work on the affected area, wiping and dabbing enough that it hurt. Luckily for her, the sun was starting to set, and if people were drinking, they wouldn’t notice something like that unless Amy pointed it out. 

And it wasn’t like she didn’t have better things to talk about. She was sure that her siblings and mother would catch her up to speed about everything that had been going on. She’d been in her own world for so long, trying to start her own family and make her marriage with John work that, unfortunately, it didn’t allow her much time for family bonding. 

Just like her siblings, she had her reasons for staying away from Islamorada for so long. When she had first left, Amy had wanted her own life, one where she felt she could live her dreams, maybe open a restaurant one day with her loving husband supporting her—making her feel safe and secure. Now looking back on what her life had become, she felt such deep regret and sadness in the pit of her stomach. She wasn’t running from her dream life, but one that was full of fear and trepidation. Amy looked around the grounds then, and she wondered if she was making a terrible mistake by coming here. Maybe she should just turn around and head home to Cape Coral before John realized she had left. Perhaps he would show her mercy if she apologized and told him she would stay by his side and never run from him again.

Oh, who the hell was she kidding! She wouldn’t do it— she couldn’t do it because she knew that going back to that life would be a death warrant. John was not the forgiving type. John was the entitled, violent, and abusive type. He had been for so long now that she couldn’t even remember when they were actually happy. And even though her marriage to him was practically all she knew—apart from her childhood in the Keys—and it would be hard for her to recover after all she’d been through, she knew getting out was her only option. She knew enough that even though she felt like her life was over at that moment, she had to be thankful she got away with her life at all.
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Chapter Two
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Amy swung her purse over her shoulder, smoothed out her long brown locks, and started to walk toward the party with a somewhat confident stride. Sweet and savory smells of barbecue wafted in the air around her. As she made her way to her childhood home, she couldn’t escape the feeling that she didn’t belong there, that she was somehow a ghost destined to haunt the old property. It had been so long since she’d been back, yet looking at the house with the orange and pink sunset burning behind it was just like when she was a little girl. The nostalgia was thick as she took in the surroundings.

As she drew closer to the party-goers, she began to recognize some faces, ones that were obvious to her and others that she couldn’t place off the top of her head. She had thought they would all recognize her because that was just the type of community Islamorada was. They cared about one another, and Amy remembered all the times they had been there for her and her family.

She thought she should feel comfortable about being there, but all she felt was dread. It wasn’t too late to jump back in the car and speed down the highway, to go somewhere, anywhere, north, south—it didn’t matter. She could run to Mexico or maybe Canada, or even buy a ticket and hop on a plane. The entire world was an option, but she knew she had to stay put. She would be safe here, surrounded by her family. Amy had to have some faith, even if it was only a little bit.

When she was close enough, she stopped and looked for a minute at all the people in the crowd. She could hear their laughter over the music. A lot of people were dancing together while eating cake off paper plates. Amy looked out at the ocean and saw the old boathouse by the dock. Two people were standing near it chatting, and not far away, two more people were walking along the beach. She had to get closer before she recognized the woman standing near the boathouse. It was her sister Rina, and she was talking to a man who looked surprisingly familiar. She was pretty sure it was her sister’s high school sweetheart, Steven. 

But that couldn’t be. Rina was married as far as Amy knew, but she didn’t see her husband, Dennis, anywhere. That made her wonder about the couple walking along the beach. Looking again, she realized the woman was her eldest sister, Holly, and the man, to her surprise, was Holly’s old high school boyfriend, Jake. After so many years, it was strange to see both her older sisters in the same place but with men they dated in high school rather than their husbands. It was like she had stepped out of a time machine when she got out of her car. 

And speaking of blasts from the past, Amy saw another familiar face poke out in the crowd: her twin brother, Randy. She froze in her spot, not sure how to react to seeing her twin after so long. He made it easy for her, though, because when he saw her, he immediately ran to her and wrapped her in a rib-crushing hug. 

“Amy!” he screamed. “I can’t believe you’re here!” The hug went on for a long time. Amy was having trouble catching her breath, and she could feel her face flushing. A stiff breeze blew through them, and she suddenly grew cold and started shivering even though it was a warm August evening. 

Randy pulled away from her, and she stumbled. “Amy?” he asked, furrowing his brows, looking at her with concern. “Are you okay? You look pale. Do you need to sit down?”

“No,” she returned. “I’m fine. I’m...” Before she could finish her sentence, everything around her went dark, and the last thing she felt was her body hitting the ground. 

**
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WHEN SHE WOKE UP, AMY was lying in a bed on top of the covers, in what she recognized as one of the Archer house’s guest bedrooms. All three of her siblings surrounded her, staring at her. The orange hues spilled in through the window as the sun began to set just above the ocean, so Amy knew she couldn’t have been out for that long. Her headache pounded worse than before as she tried to sit up.

“Not so fast!” Holly told her, pushing her back on the bed and putting a glass of water to her lips. “Drink some of this first. It’ll help.”

“She can’t drink it very well while she’s lying down,” Randy said. Amy appreciated him looking out for her. The look in her sister’s eyes told her to stay still, but she didn’t. She scooted up in bed and rested her back against the headboard, rubbing her temples to will the headache away. Holly passed the glass of water to her, and Amy sipped it gingerly. When she handed the glass back to her sister, her hands began to shake, and she could feel the anxiety course through her body. It felt like her heart would burst through her rib cage at any moment.

She felt a hand on her arm a second later. “Amy, honey. Are you okay?” She heard her brother’s voice. The exhaustion, fear, and trepidation had caught up to her. This was her first attempt at leaving John, and she was scared beyond belief. She didn’t know what would happen. Amy sat there in bed, looking at her siblings, and had no idea what to say. She couldn’t tell them the truth yet after avoiding them all these years and pretending everything was picture-perfect. Amy couldn’t bring herself to open up completely and share the horrors of her life. She was scared, embarrassed, and didn’t even know where to begin, so she started with a lie. “Yes, I’m okay. Thanks,” she replied as she tucked a long strand of hair behind her ear.

“Amy,” Holly whispered in a soft voice, “you need to drink this entire glass.” It had been years since she’d seen her eldest sister, but Amy couldn’t see much of a difference from the girl she looked up to when they were kids. She was still a mother hen. She had always looked out for Amy when she was little, in a way that said Holly knew what was best for her and everyone else. And she still had the same look in her dark brown eyes, one that had a stern kind of comfort to it. If anything, Holly looked better than any woman should in her late forties after raising two kids. 

She took the glass from Holly finally. “Thanks, sis,” she said, flashing her a small smile. “I feel much better.”

“What happened out there?” Holly asked. “Randy said that he saw you, gave you a hug, and then, you just collapsed! What’s the deal with that?”

“Jeez, Holly,” Rina started. “Could you grill her any harder? Obviously, she’s had a rough day. Take it easy on her.” Rina, too, had a youth in her face that surprised Amy. One thing that wasn’t surprising was her stunning style. Rina had always worn the most gorgeous outfits with matching accessories, and tonight was no different. The gems on her neckline and dangling from her ears reflected the light, and Amy had to say she was jealous of the elegant evening dress she wore. John had never thought to get her anything so gorgeous, and Lord knew he would never approve of Amy going out and buying something like that on her own. 

“Guys, it’s fine,” she tried to assure them. It wasn’t true, and she knew it, but she wanted to get out of that room before her siblings started asking too many questions or, heaven forbid, noticed the bruise on her face. “It was just a long drive. And I haven’t eaten much today. I guess it took more out of me than I thought. We should go back out to the party. I would like to see the birthday girl.” She started to stand, and Holly looked like she was going to jump forward and stop her, but she held back. They all looked at her with that same concern etched on their faces, especially Randy.

“Are you sure, sis?” he asked. “You can stay here and rest if you want. Mom wouldn’t mind.” Everybody nodded in agreement.

“No, no, no,” Amy said, waving them off as she steadily got to her feet. “I came down here for Mom’s birthday, and I’m not going to miss it. Let’s go enjoy the party!” 

“Okay,” Holly said. “But we need to get some food in you. And no drinking! You look so pale already!”

“Sounds good to me!” Amy agreed even though she wasn’t hungry in the least, and she had to admit, a drink sounded like just the thing she needed to take the edge off. Just then, they all made their way outside to the party.
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Chapter Three
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Back at the party, Holly practically dragged Amy over to the catering table and filled a plate full of hors d’oeuvres and veggies. The sight of it made Amy’s stomach turn a bit, but she knew she had to convince Holly she was feeling better. “Mmm, just what I needed,” she confessed after taking a nibble of some cocktail shrimp. 

“Make sure you eat all of it,” Holly told her. “We don’t want you to have another accident!” Holly took a step, then turned back to her and said, “And make sure to have fun! I’m going to check on Jake. I’m sure he’s still on the beach somewhere.”

“Oh, so that was Jake I saw earlier,” Amy said teasingly. “You two were the talk of the town back in high school.”

“Mm-hmm.” Holly smirked, then blushed. “We’re just reconnecting, that’s all.” Just then, Jake’s handsome, clean-shaven face appeared. Only instead of board shorts and a polo shirt, he was dressed in a police uniform, badge, gun—the entire works. This caught Amy off guard, and she could feel her heart rate pick up the pace. John was also a police officer, and she almost bolted right then and there. After being married to a police officer for twelve years, she knew that they all talked, and they all took care of each other. They all had a silent brotherhood code, and no matter what the issue, whether right or wrong, they always had each other’s backs. But there was no way the police in Cape Coral kept any kind of meaningful tabs on the police in Islamorada. Besides, she reasoned, Holly or any of her family would never let anyone hurt her.

“Hey there, ladies,” Jake said and held out his hand for Amy. 

She shook his hand, trying not to make full eye contact. “Hi, Jake. It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, it has, and you haven’t changed a bit, Amy. Are you staying long?” 

Amy looked at her sister and then at Jake before responding. “Probably for a few days.”

“Well, it was nice to see you again. Enjoy the rest of your evening,” he said before turning to Holly and whispering something in her ear. Amy watched as Holly wore a grin from ear to ear when Jake finally walked off.

As she watched him walk off, she had to admit he seemed to be one of the good guys.

Someone came up behind her and grabbed her by the waist, making her almost jump out of her shoes. She whipped around and found Randy laughing, and she slapped him on the shoulder, scolding him. 

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, still chuckling. “I don’t remember you being so jumpy. Hey, come sit with me. We have to catch up!”

“I should try to find Mom,” she said, looking around through the crowd of people who surrounded them. 

“She’s over at the inn showing Mr. Rodney the renovations we did to some of the rooms. She’ll be back in a bit, though,” Holly told her. “You two go catch up, but don’t let her drink too much, little brother!” Holly said, pointing a finger at Randy. 

Amy followed Randy to a table on the edge of the lawn, farthest from the blaring speakers. They sat across from each other in silence for a minute. Randy looked at her like he’d never seen her before, as if he was just told he had a twin sister today. Amy started to feel uncomfortable. She didn’t like having a spotlight on her, and she directed her attention to her unappetizing plate. The bartender came over and asked if they’d like something to drink.

“Yes, sounds good!” Randy said before Amy could answer. “We’ll both have a rum and Coke. You still like rum, sis?” Amy nodded, and the bartender walked off to mix their drinks. “I just can’t believe how long it’s been since we saw each other,” Randy said. “Or at least spoken on the phone. Haven’t you been getting my calls? Did you get a new number?” 

“Things have just been...” Amy paused, not sure what to say. “Hectic, I guess. I know that’s not a good excuse. I should have called you back.” She wanted to explain that it was impossible to talk to anyone when John was around. When he was gone, she cooped herself up in her room for fear that he had cameras hidden all over the house, watching her every move, but now was not the time to drop that all on her twin. She had no idea when the right time would be because she didn’t even know what she was doing. Amy had just up and left on a whim, tired, frightened, and scared. She knew she needed to get out, or something drastic was going to happen.

“Yeah, I get it. We all have lives,” Randy replied. The bartender returned with their drinks. Randy took a gulp of his, and Amy followed suit, not wanting to be rude. “But I really wanted to talk to you,” Randy went on. “You know, about the divorce. I know it was a long time ago, but it was a really rough time for me, and it would have been nice to talk to my twin sister about it.”

Amy had heard about Randy’s divorce from his ex-wife, Patty, but she couldn’t remember how she’d found out. Just information that leaked down from family and friends, she guessed. The details from that time in her life were a haze. That was when John had started the abuse. First, the insults, then the threats, and it wasn’t long before the physical violence began. Many of the memories Amy still had were of doing anything she could to make sure John stayed in a good mood. She catered to his every whim and gave him much more that he didn’t ask for, but nothing seemed to change how he treated her. She remembered feeling lost and helpless, and she thought that maybe she would try to speak to her family, but when John found out that she wanted to leave, she ended up in the hospital for a night with a broken arm and some busted ribs. She never tried to leave again after that.

Still, it was hard for Amy to forgive herself for abandoning her brother during his time of need. As twins, they had a deep connection and were the two people who shouldn’t have fallen out of touch, but she had allowed it to happen. She looked at Randy with tears in her eyes. He looked the same as she remembered him, and from the hard planes under his T-shirt, she could tell he was staying healthy and working out. But something about his face told another story. It had a harder edge as though he’d been through hell and back. This was certainly not the carefree prankster she grew up with. She could tell he’d been through a lot of pain.

Randy reached out and grabbed her hand. “It’s okay, Amy. I get it. We get caught up, but at least you’re back, and Mom is going to be ecstatic when she sees you.”

The bartender came back, and they ordered two more drinks, beers this time. They chatted, just small talk about the old times, about Randy’s children, and a little bit about the divorce, though he didn’t have much to say about it. Amy was sure to steer the conversation away from John every time he came up. After a while, they fell into an easy banter just like old times, laughing at stupid jokes. Amy could feel her body relaxing as she finished her second drink. She made a mental note not to tell Holly that she was starting to feel no pain.

“Do you remember,” Randy said, after laughing at an old memory, “when you called up Mom and Dad and told them that not only had you met a guy, and that you’d been seeing him for close to six months, but also that you were going to the courthouse to get hitched?” Randy looked at her with a huge grin on his face, but the memory washed shame over Amy like a tidal wave. “Dad was so mad!” Randy continued. “I swear, if Mom hadn’t stopped him, he was about to drive up to Cape Coral and give John a piece of his mind! None of us could believe it. We were all so excited about your wedding, and then well, it just didn’t happen.”

“Don’t remind me,” Amy said while rubbing her temples. Her headache was coming back in full force. It wasn’t a memory she wanted to discuss, let alone remember. That time twelve years ago hadn’t just been the beginning of her life with John, but it would also be the last time she was on friendly terms with her family. John had pushed her into the decision to have a justice of the peace marry them without any kind of ceremony, and she regretted it deeply. Her parents loved the previous weddings they’d gone to for their other children, and Amy knew that her father was looking forward to the day he could walk her down the aisle. He didn’t get the chance, and their relationship was never the same after that, right up to his death. She couldn’t believe the life she’d chosen over her family, over her father, who she would never see again. 

Snapping out of her reverie, she heard her brother’s voice. “But hey, it all worked out! Maybe it wasn’t the most conventional wedding in the world, but you ended up having a great marriage with a great man. Right? There’s nothing wrong with that!” He finished as he took another swig of his beer.

Randy’s words were like a knife to the heart for Amy, and she almost broke down crying right then and there. All she could manage was a quick nod and a feigned smile. Amy couldn’t even make eye contact with her twin anymore. She wasn’t going to tell him the truth, and that made the conversation so much harder. Somehow, she had to pretend her life was normal and she was in a happy marriage, but the lie was so far away from the truth that she could barely justify it to herself. But the alternative, coming clean to her brother in the middle of their mother’s birthday party, just wasn’t an option. She sat there, hiding her reality, feeling more alone than she could ever remember feeling. It was everything she could do not to burst into tears. 

They finished their drinks in virtual silence as the party around them started slowing down. The sun dipped beyond the horizon, and it started to get dark fast. Many of the people were a little older and wanted to head home. Amy and Randy got up and joined their siblings by the house to see everyone out. Holly eyed Amy as if she knew that she and Randy had been drinking a little, but she didn’t say anything. A moment later, Nelly walked over to them and wrapped her youngest daughter in a gentle embrace. “I’m so happy you could make it, sweetie,” she said, wearing a smile from ear to ear. She pulled away from the hug but still held her daughter at arm’s length so she could get a good look at her. Nelly brushed a strand of Amy’s hair away from her face and said, “You haven’t changed one bit, honey.” Amy couldn’t believe she was standing there, staring at her mother. “Hi, Mom. Happy Birthday,” she said, hugging her mom again. 

There wasn’t much time to talk, though. They all made sure to thank every person there, and a lot of those people recognized Amy and wanted to say hello. When they walked up to her, everyone looked at Amy the same way they had when she was growing up. It was clear that they admired her. Everyone saw her as another member of the Archer family. They asked her questions about her career as a chef, expecting to hear about her many achievements. She wanted to tell them that she had gone on to become an exceptional chef, but that would have been a lie, so she’d just changed the topic and hurried the conversation as each person left.

She spoke with old teachers and parents of friends that she either didn’t remember or didn’t recognize, but she was polite to all of them and vague about the details of her life. She told everyone the same story: she’d been married for twelve years and was still trying to start a family. Everyone encouraged her and told her it would happen for her, one day or another, and she thanked all of them while managing to keep herself from breaking down. She wasn’t so sure if she was convincing, though. A lot of the people she talked to gave her that same look of concern and pity she’d already grown used to and hated. 
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